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Lord,Leteach dag of minebe afesﬁval, acelebration

A Conversation Between R. Siva Kumar and K. G. Subramanyan

R.SIVAKUMAR:

Mani-da, from the mid-80s, icons and
mythical characters figure in your paintings.
You do not use them as conventional
symbols but set them up in juxtaposition to
real-life animals or figures, like a monkey
against Hanuman or a modern girl against
Durga. Or you use them as metaphors in
order to articulate your vision of the world.
Couldyouexplainthisalittle?

K.G.SUBRAMANYAN:

My works have always sought to move
between the real and the imaginary. True,
what we call real is itself an image of a kind.
My main interest was once in the passage of
the objective to the abstract. Abstract to
mean here an image of relative anonymity.

Which allowed it a variety of interpretations.
Gaveitthe abilityto play various visual roles.
Now the cross-connections | am interested
in are more complicated. The images are
more than visual. They have a complex
identity, diverse cultural associations and
background lore. The image of Hanuman
has a whole line of characters behind it. An
intrepid monkey who venturesto capture the
sun, who has the God of Wind as father and
gets from him speed, power, agility, volatility
and the ability to change in size. Later, a
staunch devotee of Rama, his emissary and
worshipful vehicle. His role changing from
the playful and comic to the heroic. In a
Kathakali act, he delights his audience with
his monkey tricks. In an iconic painting, he
flies through the air, carrying a mountain on




which grow life-saving herbs. Similarly,
Durgahas various versions, ranging from an
elegant household deity, almost like a
member of the family, to a multi-armed war
goddess who rides a lion or tiger and fights
and slays the buffalo demon. The lion or the
tiger, even the monkey, symbolize the
positive powers that fire and support our
initiatives; the buffalo, on the other hand,
represents a negative power or inertia.
These images certainly have their origins in
common scenes observedintown orvillage.
The vision of an able-bodied woman in a Jat
village tryingto controlarunaway buffalo calf
or a wiry Bengali villager doing the same,
though with more physical skill than
strength, give you two image sources for
Durga. What | have an eye for are these
sources, where the icon unfolds from the
actual. And holds within it hidden
implications—of the divinities inherent in
human beings and their powers. And the
need of the human being to be constantly
aware of the conflict between benevolent
and malevolent forces, or the angel and the
demon, withinhimself.

R.SIVAKUMAR:

In a way it allows you to retrieve the past, at
least fragments of it, in a certain way, as a
counterpoint if not as a continuity.Similarly,
one can also notice resonances of imagery
or styles from other traditions coming into
yourworkandnuancingyour statements.

K.G.SUBRAMANYAN:

You are probably right. My work, so to say,
deconstructs an old concept and sees its
similarities with others. In our multicultural
society, there are many versions of these.
The popular ones as outlined in mass media
are simplistic; they counterpose good and
eviloneitherside ofaclearlymarkedline. But
it is rarely so. In a culture where the gods

have to incarnate themselves as human
beings (sometimes even as animals) to
come to the aid of fellow humans, they are
rarely perfect; they too have their
weaknesses and vulnerabilities. This then
gives one ground on which to speculate
about a human being’s ascent from beast to
divinity and the possible alternatives. Hence
the colour and variety of our mythologies.
And the kind of sanguine earthiness to the
narratives andtheatricals these mythologies
inspireinwhichthe human characterscanbe
remarkably heroic and the divinities open to
criticismand caricature.

R.SIVAKUMAR:

In a lot of modern art, especially in India,
artists are almost out of touch with the
historical arts of their own country. Of
course, we cannot expect a changeless
continuity, butIndianartcouldstill provide us
with metaphors—it need not be entirely
inaccessible.

K.G.SUBRAMANYAN:

Strangely enough, alot of our modern artists
have a divided choice. To keep up with the
world at large. And, at the same time, to
preserve their cultural identity. This has kept
them tied to the externals, meaning, to
methods of statement or styles and their
rapprochements. They have not gone deep
into the traditional lore or theirimagery; they
have left it to the traditional artists. Even
those who chose to represent them in their
individual styles. Ravi Varma, for example,
chose the realistic style made popular by
European professionals. Abanindranath
Tagore plumped for a narrative style based
partly on the practices of the late Mughal
ateliers, partly on Far Eastern anecdotal
painting. Rabindranath tagore doodled and
experimented with various art forms before
finally settling for an individualistic




expressionist manner. Even Jamini Roy, who
made a conscious effort to forge a link with
traditional practices, was more involved with
the stylistic minutiare of Kalighat pats than
with cultivating a familiarity with their visual
language that holds together sensuousness
andironyindelectable ways. The artists who
trained in the government art schools were
more concerned with object representation
and theirvariables; they shied off multi-focal
narratives. Theirresponses to the traditional
arts of India (and this includes certain
responses by Rabindranath and
Abanindranath) were influenced by the
responses of some Western scholars of that
time. This is understandable, for we all are
subjecttosomeofthe attitudes ofourtimes.
But, inthe literary sphere, Rabindranath and
Abanindranath made amends; they were
deeply sensitive to traditional lore and their
inner meanings and they were soundly
informed of traditional literary practices. |
wonder how many have used or
reconstructed traditional themes and forms
inthe way these two have in theirwriting. And
both realized, at one stage, the pressing
need to persuade the artists and writers of
their day to familiarize themselves with the
various creative levels in each field, to
broaden their response spectra and to
enrich their means of expression. | presume
we are inheritors of this attitude, through
Nandalal Bose and his illustrious followers.
Part of our new attitudes have emerged from
ourrediscoveryofouroldrootstreams.

R.SIVAKUMAR:

While we see this clearly in your art, we see
little of it in the rest of modern Indian art. The
revivalist went back to traditional art but in
the hope of reviving or creating continuity
with the past. Butyou don’twanttorevive old
art—you only wantto useitto add breadth to
your statement. Has this happened

spontaneouslyorwasitplanned?

K.G.SUBRAMANYAN:

Each tradition has areas that grew in
response to the needs and aspirations of a
society, its ideas and sensibilities. Each
tradition comes to have an inner code of
discipline or grammar which prevents
radical extensions. But it also has certain
take-off points that accommodate
innovation and thus allow a new vision and
dimension to its expression. And that is the
point where we each read our basic facts
differently and invent new devices to
representthem. Some of the images that the
Meena women of Rajasthan paint on their
walls surprise youwith theirinnovations. The
simplicity of their means allow them a
freedom that a more structured method of
practice would have denied. But there are
always means to loosen a structure and find
there a foothold for innovation. All growing
traditions have thisresilience. | am by nature
a fabulist. | transform images, change their
character, make themfloat, fly, perform, tella
visual story. To that extent my pictures are
playful and spontaneous. | do occasionally
build round a well-known theme, and give it
new implications. The matsya avatar motif,
for example, generates the vision of a fish
goddess. Symbolizing elegance and grace
or a conference of mermaids. It will be
unproductive to explain each image as it will
destroythe mystery ofits birth.

R.SIVAKUMAR:

So there are a lot of things in our literature
and our art which can lend itself to new
imaginationandnew expression?

K.G.SUBRAMANYAN:

There certainly are. Benodebehari
Mukherjee had many interesting things to
say in this regard. He often used to point out




thattheliving tree of tradition had many sensitive
points from which new offshoots could grow. He
alsousedto pointtothe breadth of our traditional
lore. When he had lost his eyesight, he had
engaged ayoung lady to read to him from books
and periodicals. But what he found most
profitable and diverting were readings from the
Mahabharata, which he thought gave us as
extensive a picture of human life as only an epic
can. Its hopes and fears, its conflicts and crises,
their analyses and resolutions. There was hardly
any contemporary situation that it did not have a
sampling of. Let alone the main narrative, which
is of fratricidal strife and of which our modern
world has so many distressing instances. And its
final lesson, where the hard-won victory is bitter
with the taste of defeat. Most developed cultures
have stories of this kind that unmask the
contradictions inherent in human life and
indicate a way of resolving them, of facing them
with dignity. To focus our attention upon various
contemporary problems, Rabindranath used the
armature of old legends very effectively. lam sure
that many other writers and playwrights have
donethisjustaswell.

R.SIVAKUMAR:

The modern Indian writers, especially in the
regionallanguages, andthetheatre practitioners
haveusedancientlegendsand mythstoacertain
extent. But the painters have on the whole failed
to use this material. Do you think this is because
ofthe notions of modernismthattheycultivated?

K.G.SUBRAMANYAN:

You are right. The visual artists have not been
equally forthcoming. This could be because
literary themes can be adjusted more readily to
varied cultural proscenia while visual
representations come with a marked period
reference. Nandalal did Natir Puja based on a
Tagore play in Kirti Mandir, Baroda. He also did a
dynamic Mahabharata piece. Ramachandran
has used the story of Yayati. | have used the

theme of the ‘King of the Dark Chamber’ in
Rabindralaya, Lucknow. But their function
and relevance need to be explained as they
are limited by their visual reference. Literary
texts or plays do not need such mediation or
interference and can easily be given
contemporary colour. Intruth, allthematic art
expression has to grow out of current
practices or cultures. Even the performing
arts, especially their traditional forms, which
appear artificial as soon as the actions they
representvanish fromuse. This has affected
the abhinaya areas of dance forms such as
Bharatanatyam, Kuchipudi and Odissi.
Where the acts they portray are no more
prevalent in village or town, like drawing
water from a well, milking a cow, churning
butter or carryingwater pitchersonthe head.
Besides, the language of these dances are
connected to a certain kind of physical
structure and deportment. Drastic changes
in these also affect their communicative
efficacyandrhythm.

And readable texts, plays and performing
arts have the advantage of narration. As
does film but the scope is limited when it
comesto paintingand sculpture. Muchmore
sowhenthe messageiscomplicated. When|
did the The War of the Relics piece for the
Delhi Art Summit, | had a complicated
message—all religions seek to unite
humanity and keep them in peace but the
symbols and relics they come up with divide
them and encourage confrontations. In the
process, the human being becomes a
warring beastoranarrant monster with many
heads and arms. It was too large a message
for a concise statement and could not be
condensed into a single dramatic scene.
Thoughithas many frames of dramathat link
upintoaserialtapestry.

R.SIVAKUMAR:
And that is perhaps more visible in the folk




traditions?

K.G.SUBRAMANYAN:

True. Folk art has a certain kind of mobility that
more structured and sophisticated systems of
expression do not. But in our art tradition they
often live close together and interact and
becomepartofalargerfluidlanguage system.

R.SIVAKUMAR:

You have from time to time commented on
contemporary events or social attitudes but
seldom painted images that address them
directly. Is this because you think that painting is
not the right medium for commenting on such
things or is this because you do not want to be
didactic?

K.G.SUBRAMANYAN:

| am actually aware that a painting cannot do all
that a written text can. It can depict a scene but
not analyse or comment with ease. Often the
topical events depicted by artists—like the
conquest of space, a nuclear explosion,
etc.—end up looking rather trite. Like sorry
attempts by artists to say that they are aware of
the largerworld; thatthey are not closed up inthe
company of their own selves. | am also rather
bored by the blatant didacticism of many young
artists who choose to comment on the pressures
and banalities of present-day life, and their
persistent irony while keeping their eyes firmly
fixed on the market rates. | think our response to
eventsshouldcomeoutofadeeplyfeltemotional
reaction which ties up, in turn, with earlier
experiences or reactions. Like Picasso’s
Guernica that moves from his response to the
brutality of the bullfight to his response to war. |
could at one time move in some of my terracotta
reliefs from my response to the devastation of a
flood to my response to the brutalities of the war
in Bangladesh which eventually led to its

liberation. Tryingtounderline thefactthatthe
massacre of a group of human beings and
their body count became marks of
achievement for another group. But this can
come about only when an outside event is
perceived as an assault on one’s being.
Superficial topicality and didacticism is
somethinglchoosetokeepaway from.

R.SIVAKUMAR:
Soyoudonotwishtobeanactivistartist?

K.G.SUBRAMANYAN:

There are many things happening in this
world that force you to react against them
and be an activist, to speak against them or
take other measures depending upon your
competence and ability. Just painting
against them is a poor gesture. | do not
however disapprove of those who do. My
choice will be to be an artist activist—not an
activistartist.

R.SIVAKUMAR:

In your recent works, one notices an easing
of the boundary between painting and
drawing, between painting and doodling,
especially in the gouaches. Compared to
them, your reverse paintings are more
urbane. Is this more dictated by medium, or
is it because the gouaches follow the
doodles and act as a middle step between
the doodles and paintings on canvas or
reverse paintingonacrylicsheets?

K.G.SUBRAMANYAN:

| doodle constantly, based on the images |
see and their transformations. Their mental
extensions and changes of identity. | want
my painting to be as quick and direct as my
doodles, and the final stages of most
paintings try to have this spontaneity. They
often alter, evenreverse, the originallogic. In




the way | do reverse paintings, all changes
and improvisations pertain to the early
stages where | use water colours. Here I can
change, even wipe out images, introduce
newdetails. Inthelaterstage, wherelbackor
lock the water-colour image with oil colours,
my improvisations are confined to the use of
colour. While painting with gouache colours
or oils, | can improvise at every stage. This
has its advantages and disadvantages.
Constant change can undo an original
conceptorcoveritwithanewone. Thiscould
be a destructive exercise. At one time, when
modern Western artists wanted to extract
many alternate versions from a basic visual
motif, this became for them a consuming
exercise. Ramkinkar Baij suffered from this
preoccupation and in his restlessness over
painted many interesting midway stages
which, with hiskind of talent, were rewarding
in themselves. | try to give my reverse
paintings an iconic character. | have used
informal sketchinessonlyinafewofthem.

R.SIVAKUMAR:
Butrarely.

K.G.SUBRAMANYAN:
True.

R.SIVAKUMAR:

In the gouache paintings one notices
different kinds of sensuousness, some
almost savage, some more suave and
restrained, others ripe and voluptuous. And
you achieve each of these with very small
changesinthewayyoupaint. Theyremindus
of the expressive felicity in the folk and tribal
arts achieved with simpler level of means or
skills to which you often refer to in your
writings. And they seem to suggest that a
more controlled rendering and a more
precise or higher level of skills would not
allowthis.

K.G.SUBRAMANYAN:

You have something there. The linguistic
simplicity of folk or tribal arts give them a
kind of resilience—the same basic devices
can be utilized to portray dissimilar visual
facts or change the character of images,
from the elegant to the bizarre. With slight
alterations and additions, a folk terracotta
changes from a nimble deer or horse to a
tiger or an elephant or a monster. This
happens too with the dhokra bronzes of
Bengal, Bastar or Orissa. Or on the wall
drawings and sanjhis in various parts of
India. This recostuming or personality shift
and the change of emotional content | find
very attractive. It has a kind of theatricality
one associates with Kathakali, Yakshagana
or Purulia Chhou where the costumes and
action are intentionally designed to be
unnatural (or, as some say, otherworldly)
and the gestures and movements are
exaggerated or made to resemble those of
birds and bees or their cross-bred
composites.

This gives me the freedom to reassemble
human and animal characteristics in order
to produce various kinds of mythical
personae.

R.SIVAKUMAR:

It also allows one to connect certain details
within an image in certain ways. A more
precise rendering of things would not have
allowed this. Inaway, this has also beenthe
achievement of someone like Picasso who
didnotgoforadefinedwayofrendering.

K.G.SUBRAMANYAN:

| agree. Picasso doodled with all kinds of
media. He is one Western artist of his
generation who had valid notions about the
growth of artimage, notions similarto those




of the primitives. From the toolmark or found
objecttodescriptive configurations with various
emotional impacts. From a stick or stone to a
fetish. From a fetish to an abstract to
expressionistic symbol. His responses to
various formal traditional styles pushed himinto
diverse terminological experiments.
Occasionally his inventions miscarried but in a
large number of cases they were inspired and
exemplary. And they explained to alarge variety
of modern artists the artistic vocabulary of the
so-called primitive and traditional artists and
their special character and reach. At that time,
when he was considered the most
representative modern artist of the day,the
European museums spilled over with art objects
of various kinds from all over the world. Their
collection was encyclopaedic. And for an
inquisitve and open-minded artist like him,
these were an incentive to reassess his basic
concepts.

R.SIVAKUMAR:

The language one chooses to work with is
probably important here. For instance, despite
his rich imagination, the language
Abanindranath chose to work with as a painter
denied him certain things he could achieve very
easilyinhiswriting.

K.G.SUBRAMANYAN:

That Abanindranath had a responsive mind is
indisputable. He had a fertile imagination, the
adventurous leaps of which seemed to a well-
known Bengali poet-critic close to hysteria. His
observation of his immediate environment was
delightfully detailed and acute. But his artistic
exposures were limited; he had not travelled the
world like his uncle Rabindranath nor had he
seen the various world collections of art and
craft. Though he had an art tradition round him
with no less variety, | presume hisresponses to it
were restricted by the views of the Indophiles he
lived amidst, who extolled the paintings of the

Hindu and Muslim courts and who paid little
attention to the other sectors of art. Or when
they did, they often overlooked their image
specialities and laid undue stress on the
craftsmanship. | suspect his views on the
great tradition of Indian figurative sculpture,
and mural arts too, were restricted by such
reactions. Although in later days he showed
some interestin Indianritual and folk arts, he
was not informed enough, nor as
enthusiastic about, other art practices of the
Indian town and village. So his latter-day
experiments with collaging the fragments of
found objects (his Kutum Katum) were
playfully painterly and they did not lead him
into structural invention. Whereas, as you
say, his literary imagination was more
resourceful at interweaving the present and
the past, thefactualandthefabulous.

R. SIVAKUMAR:

When one looks at your work over the years,
oneseesthatyouhavebeentryingtoachieve
akindoffreedom.

K.G.SUBRAMANYAN:

| have always been. | do not want to be
oppressed by the feeling that art is long, life
is short. Life is certainly short—even a long
life is not long enough for us to achieve what
all we want. But the language of art should
emerge naturally, with ease and spontaneity,
out of our responses to our environment and
outofourinnervision. Eachartististunedina
specialway for thisemergence and his initial
effort mustbe to discover how heisso. Once
hediscoversit, heisboundtohave asense of
freedom. The problem arises when you go
against your grain and try to achieve things
that strain your competence. In the modern
world, eachartistis credited with avisionand
genius of his own; his achievement norms
are individual; he is outside the race track.
Pablo Picasso and Douanier Rousseau are
both artists of the same time—the former
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informed and versatile and individual, the
latter naive and limited and individual. Both
areinfluential pioneersofakind.

R.SIVAKUMAR:

In your very early work, whenever you have
consciously tried to give an expressive edge
toyourimages they have sometimes slipped
into decorativeness. But in your most recent
works, one seesalmostthe opposite. Inthem
you are doodling in an almost decorative
manner but that doodling throws up various
kinds of expressivenuances.

K.G.SUBRAMANYAN:

These directions are not planned or
premeditated. In general, | want my work to
sail mid-stream between the expressive and
the aesthetic. wantitto have animpersonal
kind of drama that comes through the total
body language, like in a dance drama. The
work starts from one of the sides and leans
towards the other. When | look back on a
work, itis this midway tension that recreates
itformeandnottheoriginalconcept. Thelast
two works of mine, the 25 x 5 ft From Conflict
to Conviviality and the 36 x 9 ft War of the
Relics have just this kind of anecdotal
passages.

R. SIVAKUMAR:

That brings me to your use of colour in your
recent work. Their colour repertory is more
intense than usual—the reds that almost
burn the eyes, the phosphorescent greens
and fluorescent blues and blazing oranges.
There is collision of complementary hues in
many of them. You almost set up a clash
between the colour and drawing whereas in
the past, even in your brightest of paintings,
colourwas usually subsumedtodrawing.

K.G.SUBRAMANYAN:
I suppose asyougrowolderyour appetite for

colour increases. | recall an incident in a
Dostoyevsky novel where an ailing priest
says that his vision of the world was so
heightened as to seem to be made out of
gems and precious stones. Colour or no
colour, | find the vision of the world growing
more engrossing and diverting with the
passage of years. | had tried to portray this
strange phenomenon in my Inayat Khan
paintings, where even the oddities in what
you see are exciting, where facts dovetail
with fantasy. Perhaps when you are young
and busy, your eyes are focused on yourself.
Now, when you are older, when you can sit
back, by necessity orby choice youreyesfall
onthings beyond and arouseinyouafeeling
of wonder and exultation. Every fact of
nature, of vegetation, of the birds and
beasts, of moths and insects seem so
miraculous. Youmentiononly colourbut | get
dithyrambicaboutallfeatures ofcreation.

R.SIVAKUMAR:

You have from time to time pointed to the
imperfections of the world but you continue
tobe passionateaboutitand, inspite of allits
blemishes, celebrateit.

K.G.SUBRAMANYAN:

There are many things in our lives that throw
us into a state of anger. There are many
things in our environment that irritate us.
There are round us various social pressures
we want to rebel against. Our lives are
hemmed in with restrictions and frustrations
ofvariouskinds. Inthis over-inhabited world,
there are various conflicts of interests which
cannot be fully resolved. Administrators,
social scientists, philosophers,
priests—they all try in their own ways to
contain the conflicts. But the best incentive
for civilized living can come only from loving
the world. This alone will force everyone to
live in peace, to care for the environment like
itwasacommon park.




Irememberhearingin my childhood a prayer
my fatherusedtosing. lthad aline thatwent:
‘Lord, let each day of mine be a festival, a
celebration.’

K.G.SUBRAMANYAN:

one of India’s most senior artists, worked
with diverse media and materials, exhibiting
extensively both within and outside the
country, and is known as much for his wide-
ranging scholarship as for his artworks
which are full of wit, subversion, eroticism
and critical social commentary. A major
retrospective of his work was held at the
National Gallery of Modern Art, New Delhi, in
2003. He has been part of the arts faculty at
M. S. University, Baroda, and was Professor
Emeritus at Kala Bhavan, Visva Bharati,

Santiniketan.

R.SIVAKUMAR:

Educated in Kerala and Santiniketan, is
Professor of Art History at Visva Bharati,
Santiniketan. He has curated several
importantexhibitions and written extensively
on modern Indian art. His publications
include The Santiniketan Murals (1995),K.G.
Subramanyan: The Painted Platters (2007)
and Paintings of Abanindranath Tagore
(2008).

This interview is from the catalogue for K.G.
Subramanyan’s 2014 exhibition in Calcutta,
titled New Works, presented by the Seagull
Foundationofthe Arts, Calcutta.
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