THE ARTS W EXHIBITION

Celebrity painter
Satish Gujral returns
to New York alter 28

years with a display ol
his work inspired by
traditional miniatures

m by Anil PADMANABHAN

DOME YEARS AGO, SHEHMNAL
maestro  Ustad Bismillah
Khan and painter Satish
Gujral happencd to travel
together. Ina proud moment.,
Khan dug into his bag and pulled out
a small clipping from the New York
Times detailing one of his virtuoso

performances. Gujral turned to his |

friend. thumbed down the news
report and told him that a talented
artist like him deserved an entire
page—nol a lew lines of reference.

The painter’s response stemmed
[rom his passionate alfection for his
own country and a complete disdain
for any western endorsement. I fact,
it is this passionale disdain lor west-
ern acknowledgement that has kepi
this multifaceted artist out of the
American circull,

His return to New York—alter his
last show in 197 4—was predated on
the Indian window made avallable
jointly by GalleryArts India and New
Delhi-based Art Todayv. The three-
week show that was Kicked ofl last
Friday by Lalit Mansingh. India's am-
bassador to the US and also a personal
friend of Gujral, has done quite well
for itsell.

Che first few days witnessed a sale
of a third of the 24 paintings that had
been put up at the exhibition. The
paintings have been priced between
£4.000 and $1 3,500, According to
the gallery's director. Prajit Dults
another clutch have been put on hold.
which in effect meant that nearly hall

the paintings on display had already
been sold.

“We are delighted with the show
and with the response toit. On the first
day alone we had 350 visitors includ-
ing Congressman Stephen | Solarzand
former ambassador to India Frank
Wisner. And we've had a uniformly
positive response,” savs Dutta. Many
people are already [amiliar with
Gujral’s earlier work, though one of
the outstanding things about it is that
his style has changed rom decade to
decade where most
senior  artists  are
loathe to change.
“Thal is what we
found most atirac-
tive aboul hosting
Gujral,” adds Dutia.

'he artist who
has sustained his
energy  over [ive
decades. Nrst dis-
plaved through his
paintings on the

Partition. and then continued to ex-
periment with form and content.
Enrolled at the Mayo School of Art in
Lahore at the age of 13. Gujral pur-
sued his art education later at the |]
Schoolol Artin Mumbai, then in Mex-
ico between 1952 and “54 as appren-
tice o the Mexican muralist David
Alfara Sequiros. By the late '50s,
Gujral was an element of the Indian
arts world and social scene in Delhi
Mansingh recalls that on his first
visit to Delhi in 1960 when he was ini-
tlated Into the social circuil, he was
greeted with the sight
of “satish S
rounded by the high
and mightly of Delhi™.
Thercafler, the artisi
continued 1o experi-
ment with hisart and
now In his latest se-
rics of work locuses
on the subjects ol
miniature paintings.
"Gujral elevates

FOCAL POINT: (from left) Gujral with
Wisner, Mansingh and Solarz

the performer to grant him
the level of the inspira-
tional Ashedelightsinthe
call of these drums, the
artist's muse is Ganesha,
the witelary lord of the
arts. blessed and benevo-
lent son of Shiva Nataraja,
the divine dancer,” ex-
plains art critic Gavatri
Sinha. "In these paintings. with their
swilt llow of Internal rhythms, the
artist restores dignity and grace to his
sublects as much as he aflirms the
restorative potency of art as a way ol
life, " she adds

Expounding in a similar vein,
Sundaram Tagore. curator and
gallery owner, savs: “Gujral is an
extremely important artist in the con
text of developing modern Indian art
His beautiful work straddles the world
[hi| r--:11.|r1'.|L':|;.'_n|:,al|c1:'|.||~.~1;'-u~_;3.;:~.u-«.
acontemporary cogency. All his work
I3 contemporary, but it also harks
back to the past.” |

“Indianness is the idiom.”

(: Your previous exhibition in Manhattan was held long back in 1974.
Why did it take se long for you to return?

A:lstopped having my exhibitions here after 1974 as 1 did not want astamp
of modernity. | come here with an ethnic baggage. | want Indians to come

with their identity. Indianness is the idiom. 1| am recognition for
Indian art and am emotionally attached to the Indian identity. True
nationalism will become true internationalism.

Q: Could you elaborate?

A: The tragedy of Indian culture began
when it came to modernity. By modern
we think western. We have no modern
ideas of our own. We test our ideas with
what we have seen in the West. | do not
believe that great ideas make great art.
It is the great artists that make them.
Hence, they make insignificant objects
and make them significant through art.

Q: Unlike other artists who were drawn
elther to Europe or to the Unlted States,
you weni to Mexico. How did this

Impact your art form?

Azl owe my entry into Mexico to Octavio Paz, In Mexico, I discovered India.
1 nlso had the opportunity to meet intellectuals like Pablo Neruda and even
Fidel Castro and have also worked with David Sequiros. The Mexican

influence taught me to look in my own backvard. [ discovered mediums like
terracotti. ceramic, granite and papler mache.

Q: You have continuously experimented with form. What about your
uﬂtﬂ'ﬂlmﬂlﬂqhnll:ﬂsrfmﬂ

A:1took inspiration from Indian miniatures. Traditionally, the theme was
to paint love and court life. Later. under Sikh influence, it expanded to
paintings of common people. | have followed this lead and hence my paint-
ings in this exhibition dwell on common people.



