





put category, Portrait of Raja Ajit Singh Boar Hunting, Sikh School from Punjab Hills, Maharaja Ranjit Singh
st unknown, from Bundi, circa 1750, opaque colour with Retainers, Lahore, circa 1835-1840, opaque
paper, 21.6 x 14.6 cm colour on paper, 30.6 x 24.2 cm

Rajput category, Tethered Buck, attributed to Mohan, from Kotah,
late 17th century, opaque colour on paper, 18.7 x 25.1 cm
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Raja Ravi Varma,

Sairindhri, circa 1890,

oil on canvas, 73.7 x 50.8 cm,

location unknown, photo by the author

Company School,
Khan Bahadur Khan, attributed to Ghulam Ali Khan,
from Delhi, circa 1916-1920, 24.7 x 17.9 cm

Abanindranath Tagore,

Hsuang Tsang, 1923,

mixed media on paper, about 33 x 12.7 cm,
location unknown, photo by the author

Mughal artists painted on wasli (sheets of handmade
paper glued together and polished to create a hard,
smooth, shiny surface) and made their own pigments from
precious and semi-precious stones ground to powder and
distilled in water.? Rajput painters followed a similar pro-
cess in making paper and paint, but their compositions
favoured areas of flat colour and showed less concern
than the Mughals for realism in portraiture. As the
Mughal empire began to crumble and the British East
India Company acquired more territory, patronage
waned. Both Hindu and Muslim artists sought alternative
venues for their skills. Some found Sikh patronage in the
Punjab Hills while others combined their Mughal or Raj-
put style with newly learned skills in perspective and shad-
ing for employment with the British. This hybrid art came
to be known as the Company School. Paper remained the
predominant surface, though its preparation was certainly
less dedicated than in the Mughal period.

By the late 18th century foreign artists had criss-crossed
India, painting portraits and landscapes in oil on canvas.
Consequently, the entire milieu of Indian art and artist
began to change. Previously, painting on paper was small,
meant to be viewed close up, not to be hung on the wall.
Artists worked in ateliers and even shared paintings. One
might draw the outline, another paint the background,
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Bengal School,
Scene from Omar Khyyam Series, artist Asit Kumar Halder,
circa 1934, line, wash and watercolour on paper, 45.7 x 31.8 cm

and yet another paint the figures or apply the finishing
touches. Raja Ravi Varma, scion of the royal family of
Travencore, who learned oil painting by watching Euro-
pean painters at court, became Indian’s first “gentleman”
painter.? During his lifetime painting on canvas, generally
large and realistic, eclipsed the popularity of art on paper.
By 1906, however, the date of Varma’s death, a reaction-
ary movement led by Calcutta artist, Abanindranath Ta-
gore, revived the popularity of paper as a medium and
revolutionised the status and evolution of art in India.

In 1905, at the invitation of E.B. Havell, Abanindra-
nath Tagore became vice-principal of the Government
School of Art and Craft in Calcutta.* His style and tech-
nique of watercolour painting became the hallmark of a
revival of Indian painting. Known as the Bengal School,
this movement overtook Calcutta and quickly spread
throughout India. National art exhibitions popular with
British as well as Indian artists, adopted two categories for
watercolour participants. Catalogues listed watercolour,
which referred to the European style of aquarelle on
paper and featured primarily British amateur painters,
and a second listing of Oriental watercolour or Indian painting
for Bengal School artists.

Fascinated by the washes of two Japanese artists in resi-
dence at Jorasanko, Tagore’s ancestral home, Abanindra-
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nath adopted overlay washes as the basis of his tech-
nique.® In contradiction to European aquarelle tradition,
Tagore sized his paper with a white tempera coating as
did Mughal and Rajput painters.® 18th century Indian as
well as Irish miniature paintings inspired his choice of size
and subject. The hazy, mysterious Bengal School paint-
ings often featuring Hindu mythology were said to have
a spiritual essence, embued with rasa (mood) which con-
trasted with the larger, naturalistic, and secular oil paint-
ings on canvas associated with the West.

While Bengal School artists were revelling in their hey-
day of success, another movement was taking shape in
Bengal. Spurred by the political pressures of swadeshi to
support all things Indian and reject imported goods, an
interest in “pure” Indian art was aroused. Gurusady Dutt,
the peripatetic civil servant scoured Bengal on his rounds
collecting art and craft untainted by the colonists. His col-
lection, publications and personal pleas, along with those
of Ajit Mookerjee and the Tagores, spearheaded the
1930s adage for artists “to go to the village for inspira-
tion”. Jamini Roy became the embodiment of this
ideal—a professional artist imbibing tribal/village art to
evolve a personal style that integrated modern European
and indigenous traditions.

Roy learned the Bengal School technique as a student
at the Calcutta Government School of Art and Craft.” He
copied Baroque and post-Impressionist paintings but soon
tired of having to earn a living painting landscapes and oil
portraits of Calcutta society. Roy turned first to Kalighat
pat and traditional art forms such as brata and alipana for
inspiration.® Then, in the early 1930s he returned to his

'Heller, Jules, Paper-Making, Watson-Guptill Publications, New York,
1978, pp. 185-187.

2 Bashir Ahmed interview, Lahore, Pakistan 1998. Ahmed apprenticed
cight years with miniature painters Haji Sharif and Sheikh Shujaullah,
whose fathers had been hereditary artists at the Patiala court.

3Varma was the first successful, independent Indian painter. He was
patronised by Indian royalty and Europeans in India.

+Guha-Thakurta, Tapati, The Making of A New Indian Art, Cambridge
University Press, 1992, p. 155.

5Painters Yokoyama Taikan and Hishida Shunso were brought to Jor-
asanko in 1902 by Kazuzo Okakura, the Japanese activist espousing
pan-Asianism who authored Ideals of the East in 1903. See Partha Mit-
ter, Art and Nationalism in Colonial India, 18501922, Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1994, pp. 262-264.

6In 1976 visiting Fulbright Indian art education professor, Dr Y.K.
Bhat, gave a course on techniques of Indian painting at The Ohio
State University. He demonstrated the Bengal School style process for
the class, in which I was a member. First he glued a sheet of rice paper
to butcher paper for stability. After the paper dried he applied two thin
coats of white tempera to the surface. When the tempera was dry, he
used pencil to sketch a landscape with figures and painted the back-
ground using broad washes of transparent watercolour. For more de-
tails, see my dissertation: Marcella Nesom, Abdur Rahman: A Modern
South Asian Artist, The Ohio State University, 1984, p. 320.

7Roy joined the college in 1903 and may have learned from Abanin-
dranath Tagore, who taught there before taking the vice principalship.

8 Pat is a type of drawing or painting made by village artisans, who, in
this particular case, congregated in Calcutta at Kalighat near the Kali
temple to make cheap art souvenirs on paper for devotees. Brata refers
to ritual paintings on domestic mud walls and alipana are geometric di-
agrams drawn at the threshold to welcome Lakshmi, goddess of wealth
and fertility. Kanthas are dishcloth size embroidered coverlets made
from old saris. Pat is most commonly a rolled hanging scroll divided
into narrative sequences.
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remote West Bengal village,? Belliatore, where art and
craft, unadulterated by foreign incursion, revised his sen-
sibilities. He collected dolls and toys, kanthas and pat
scrolls, watched woodcarvers, went to temples decorated
with terracotta reliefs of Hindu mythology, listened to
folk stories and watched tribal Santhal musicians and
dancers. Intimately conversant with Picasso and Euro-
pean mid-century modernists as well as Chinese and pre-
Columbian art, Roy’s own art underwent transformation.
He abandoned oil on canvas, opting for paper, old saris,
winnowing fans, and other natural surfaces for his hand-
made water-based pigments. He may be the “first modern
Indian artist” who rejected oil on canvas, but he also
stirred a controversy by identifying too closely with village
traditions. He made multiple copies of his work, many
done by hired artisans, some signed, some not signed, and
sold them for a few paisa. It is not hard to understand how
Roy was both appreciated and resented by other artists
during his lifetime. A similar attitude was held by contem-
poraries of Amrita Sher Gil.

Like Roy, Sher Gil was an innovative artist, a pioneer
of Indian modernism. Of mixed heritage—Hungarian
mother and Sikh father—she studied painting at the
Grande Chaumiére and the Ecole des Beaux Arts, Paris
and returned to India to capture the essence of its people.
While Roy chose Picasso and Matisse to integrate village
art and craft, Sher Gil mixed form and colour of Basholi
and Rajput miniatures with that of Gauguin. Though
proud of her Indian roots, Sher Gil was little concerned
with nationalist sensibilities or the trappings of indigen-
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Jamini Roy,

St. Ann & the Blessed Virgin, circa 1945,
mixed media on canvas, 69.5 x 95.6 cm,
Harn Museum, University of Florida
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Amrita Sher Gil,

Vina Players, 1937,

oil on canvas, 61 x 41 cm,

Lahore Museum, Pakistan, photo by the author
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