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For Husain at 94 Ram Rahman

For the artists’ commumity in India, the predicament that Magbool Fida Husain finds
himself in evokes many emotions: disbelicl, anger, fear, puzdement and indignation,
For a culture that vemerates age, it is shocking that we have allowed this 94-year-old
to-be hounded our of his home and his matrebboosn, Husain® forced exile 13 not
just the case of an individual who has been falsdy accused of religions blasphemy by
right-wing groups and the Bharariva Janata Party. It has serous implications for each
of us as a citizen of the republic. The cynical stoking of religious hatred by political
Eroups is not new to us. [he experience of the partinon is stll maw and festenng. Yer
the Ayodhya mobilization in the 1%90s opened a new wound on the body of the
republic. Mot without comcidence, the atracks on Hosan started in 1996, on works
by him that had been painted years before and which had been in the public realm.
The new tactic, with repercussions for us as a nation, was to use the law as a means
of attack and harassment. By filing cases against the artist across the country in a
well-coordinared and strategically managed campaign, the right-wing enmeshed him
in a legalistic nightmare. Experts made us realize that this perverse use of the legal
framewaork could be directed at any one of ws, and Husain was perhaps its first, most
prominent victim,

Since 1996, SAHMAT has mobilized the artists’ communiry on numerous occasions,
and in vanous forms, in defending Husain. Protest marches, letter campaigns,
meetings with the President of India, the Congress Party president, Home Ministers
and lawyers, and a petition to award Husain che Bharat Ratna are some of these, In
2007, when we realized the funlity of all these efforts, we decided to honour Huzain
an his 92 birthday in a wroly ‘Hosam® manner - with a birthday mrela. The gathering
at the Vitthalbhai Patel House lawns in New Delhi was memorable, with Huzain
joining os on live webcam from London.

Mow, when he turns 24, artists are coming together in this project to make or
contribute an arrwork as their gift o Hosain, This iz, in a way, a creanive protes
agamnat those who blaspheme Husains art. [t is also a celebration - of his work,
ideals, hastory, and of the man himself. This litde book, presented 1o Huosain from all
of us, is a reminder that the artists’ community holds him in reverence and affection,
and no cynical politics can ever change that.



Husain - Such a Long Journey K. Bikram Singh

Magbool Fida Hosain has now been away from India for more than three vears. [t s
becanse of hiz detractors who love to create controversics around every event where
his work 15 atrempred 1o be shown thar we have not completely forgoren him!
Therefore, in a way we should thank Husain’s critics that we remember Husam
otherwise he conld have become a vietim of the mass amnesia from which the
educated middle<lass of India now suffers. It may, therefore, be relevant to bricfly
recall the long journey of Husain.

Husain was born in 1917 {and not 1915 as commonly believed) in Pandharpur, the
well-known temple wam which is idenrified with the remple dedicated o Vithobaji
and Rakhumai and with which saints like Dyaneshwar and Namdev are also
identified. At the age of two, he lost his mother. His father who was an educated man
and fond of English language had found a job in Malwa mills in Indore. Maghool
together with his grandfather, Abdul Huzam, moved to Indore aronnd 1919 at the
end of the Second World War

Indore of 19205, under the Holkars in which Magbool grew up into Husain, was a
liberal place nourished by a mult-religions culmre. In addirion o Hindus, it had
Muszlims and Christianz who happily lived together and shared each others religions
festivals. The Holkars, the Maharajas of Indore, paricipated in the Ramlila and sent
the tallest Tazia to the Moharram Procession. The young Magbool would often go to
ser the Moharram procession as also attend Ramlila performances along with his
Brahmn friend Mankeshwar, Afver the Rambhila he would play as well as sketch,
scenes from the Ramlila at his home. Magbool as a child grew up in this atmosphere.
Thar s why secularism for M.F. Husain has never been an anti-thesis of religiosity but
implies respect for all religions.

Magbool also spent a few years of his education at the Darul Tulaba Husamiya
Madrasa of Baroda which was a progressive nanonalist school, Ir i here thar he
discovered Gandhi as a natienal icon. He would be often called upon to draw
Gandhi on the school blackboard. [t was with the help of N5, Bendre thar Magbool
joined the evening art classes at the Indore School of Art, He did not stay on to
complete his diploma. In 1234, he got admission in the ].]. School of Art after



passing the entrance exam but had vo give it op becanse s father had lost s job
due to the Great Depression. Husain returned to Bombay in 1936 and became a
painter of cinema hoardings and larer the designer of children's furnimre and roys.
Thie gave an inaif.ht to Husam into the world of children and an undt:ata.nding af
the folk art tradinions. In 1947, he won an asward ar the annual show of Bombay Art
Society. In 1948, EN. Souza invited him o become a member of the Bombay
Progressive Group of Artists and this is how M.F. Hosain's career as a professional
artist was lannched.,

The language and repertoire of Husain% art has not béen formed by formal training
in art or a methodical siudy of the history of world art. It has been primarily formed
by his expérience of life ar every level and his wide wravels in India and abroad. In the
first [orty years of his life as a professional artist, he made extensive use of folk monfs
such as horses, village women, birds, elephants, mythology of several religions
including Hinduism, Islam, Buddhizm, Christianity and humanistic icons like
Mahatma Gandhi and Mother Teresa, This is why the common Indian easily
identifies with his art and its language. His vision is essentially humanistic. Personally

he is deeply religious but he 15 as comfortable with Ramayana as with Quran and the
Bible,

Since mid-1950'%, Hasain has wravelled extensively throughout the world and this in
turn has vastly ennched his repertoire of symbaols, motifs and metaphars. His forced
exile that began in early 2006 has further helped him travel even though he has
crossed 90 years of his life. His art and its language now demand from the viewer of
Husain understanding of our rapidly globalising world i which idennry-symbaols of
ane culture are being quickly adopted and assimilated by other cultures, new myths
are being constantly made and demolished. This understanding on the part of the
viewer is necessary because Husain's motifs and metaphors now arise from a world in
which the claszical resurfaces in a samplified form in the thoronghfares of the
contemporary where ‘women come and go talking of Michelangelo’. His repertoire
has acquired the quality of grandmother’s old cuniosity-chest in which the childish
and the profound. the prosaic and the dramaric, the non-deseript and the sensuous,
the humorous and the tragic. the mundane and the heroic, the rural Indian and the
globalised metropolizan share the same space. They are only linked by memory,
desire, wit, homour and imagination. In his recent paintings, there is alzo an
undercurrent of anxiery like ‘a new born child held genty by a falling leaf’, a
metaphor of the fragility of human existence in the times of the atomic bomb. And



ver, there is no didactic element in Hosain's imagery. [nstead, when one sees them, 1o
borrow Milan Kandera’s expression, one gets charmed by the fecling of being
diggolved 1nto ‘the mnning water of everyday” thar continuously nourizh our spirit
because he 1s truly a gitted arnst,

In his works of the last owo decades, he 15 no longer concernad with the purity of
forms and the symmetry of composition which had become the hallmarks of
modermem in art and archirectare. Instead, his artste sensibility seems 1o have
become post-modem, reflecting multiculturalism, new realities ereated by mass media
such as cinema and televigon, and the simultaneous existence of the banal with the
beantiful and the spiritual with the material. There is a new amalgam of styles from
the classical 1o the contemporary with elements of wit, humeour and even parody as
secn in his ‘Raj Series” and “Let History Cot Across Me Without Me'. The structure
and the balance of his composition are dynamic like a stream of running warter. Thus
Husain has evolved a language appropriate for articulating the complex stories of
our times and for creating new fables, In this senseé, Husam has now abandoned the
language of modernism and has boldly embraced the language of post-modernism.
Therefore, now it is no longer possible to separate his painting technigues from the
abstract world towards which his onigque images aspire. The rwo topether create a
vision, a sense of brooding mystery and hidden meanings in his paintings that are
uniguely his own. The langaage of Husain's art and the quality of his vision thar
does not bother about the guestions of modernity versus tradition or the Agurative
versus the abstract, have opened the doors for successive generation of artsts w
reinvent the old in the context of the new and to seck absiracton through the
figurative, [o s this overarching quahty of Husain's work that has already won him a
lasting place in the history of Indian art. The history of world art, as we know it
today, has been largely written from the western pomnt of view becanse the western
world today dominates economically, militarily and culturally. Once this imbalance
15 et right, something that will inevitably happen in the coming decades, and the
history of world art iz rewritten from a more balanced perspective, Husain is bound
to find his :i,ghtful place also in the hist-::r:.-' of world art.

Milan Kundera has argued that, “The sensation of beauty is not spontancous,
gpurred by oor sensability, but instead s cerebral, conditioned by our knowing a
date.” In other words, it is also influenced by our “histoncal consciousness...s0
thoroughly inherent in our perceprion of art™. In the case of Husain's art algo the
sensation of beauty that we expenience when we see his art, is partly influcnced by



onr knowledge of the crucial juncmre when he arnved on the art scene at the dawn
of free India and our awareness of the journey of his hite from the pavements of
Bombay to the hall of fame. And yer, it is equally trae that in 1947 several other
arfists had armved on the Indian art scene whe have lett no mark and thae all
interesting life-joarneys do not produce meaningtol art without great walent. The
simple fact is thar Magbool Fida Hosain's achievement as an arcst s profound, as
profound as his journey of lite and his talent. That 13 why his art will contnoe to
nourizh the homan spirit for a long nme w come,

Perhaps the reach of the soanng spirit of Magbool Fida Hosain as an artist is best
summed np in one of his own poems:

When i beqin
To pawnt
Held the cky

in gaur hand
Asthe slnclch ’

at my canvas i
Unkneowum
Te
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An artist and a movement Husain speaks to Thomas Abraham in London

‘Amy great change in a nation’s civilisation begins in the field of cuiture." - M.F. Husain

We had our own parallel natonal movement. We were part of the Progressive Astiars
Group; there were five or six pamters in Muombar and a few in Calcotta. We came out
to fight against two prevalent schools of thought in those days, the Roval Academy,
which was British-oriented, and the revivalist school in Mumbai, which was not a
progresave movemnent. These two we decided 1o hight, and we demolished them. The
movement o get nd of these influences and to evolve a language that is rooted m our
own culture was a great movement, and onc that historians have not taken note of. It
was important becanse any great change in a nation’s civilisanon begins in the field of
culture. Colture is always ahead of other political and social movements.

I was never politically active in the national movement, but [ was all for it, even from
my school days. When | was § or 9 years old in Baroda, the patron of our school was
Abbas Tyabiji, a great follower of Gandhiji. The school was almost a religions school,
but our clothes were khadi, and we used to celebrate Gandhi Javann., At that time [
used to do huge sketches of Gandhiji on the blackboard. I was already involved in
painting, and | was taking part in the national movement, though ar a different level.
O the first Independence Day | was in Mumbai. While working in a furniture shop,
| organised a tablean of freedom with the workers.

When the Progressive Artists Group was formed, there were only six members in
Mumbar, and we used 1o go out and paste posters on the wallzs, becanse our pannngs
were rejected by the socety in Mombai, whose patron was the Governor. [t was like a
parallel freedom movement, Bhendre did a pamting in 1242 on Quit India, at the
time of the Mumbai Congress session.

The movement started in the 1930z with Souzra, Raza and others. [ joined in 1947,
Our concern was 10 evalve not only art as a profession to make a living, but o do
serious research to evolve a language for Indian contemporary art. It had to be rooted
in our culrore and all the poine of reference had to be ours, but it had w vee modern
techmiques as well, There was no pomt m painting like Indian miniarures, or like
Ajanta and Fllora.



The group's achievement has been to change the shape of Indian contemporary ar.
We had no manifesto as such, it was just to initiate us. In art one has to be highly
individual; even if you are in a group, each one is an individual. All of vz are zull
working, all in our 70s and 80s. Some went to London, some went to Paris. [ stayed
on i Mumbair. We are sull friends, We sull exhibir together, we sull meet together.
This is unfike in the West, where because of the strong element of commerce, artists
do not see eye to cye, there is competition.

ART, INDIAN AND WESTERMN: The main difference between Indian art and
Western art is thar in the West, after the Renaissance, they had the Impressionisis,
then Cobism and so0 on. We, however, had already passed those stages. They were not
necessary, becanse in our Indian folk art and tribal art, we had all theze elements, and
we have them even today. It is a living ant form. After the Renaissance, artists in the
Wear were concerned with depicting space and matter, We had already gone beyond
that in our sculptures and paintings. When Michelangelo and others were trying to
create the human form, we had passed rthat stage, The image of Nataraja is the
highest farm of art; it corrsponded to the cosmaos.

The West claims modern art as its own. This & wrong. It i Eastern, they took it from
Japan and from Africa. Because their media are strong, they have dominated the an
BCEME,

Alzo, we do not have a single pergon, a writer, who has a historical vision of our
culture and can make prople aware of it Alter Ananda Coomaraswamy, there has
been no sach person. Luckily, in the last four or five years, we have been asserting
our presence through our festivals and after Sothebys and Christie’s started
ancnoning our work.

ON CONTEMPORARY AND FOLK ART: I am a misfit in the mainstwream of
contemporary Indian are. It has no relevance to our colture, fte pomnts of reference are
in the West, and that has to change. The problem with Indian contemporary art is
the lack of a historical perspective,

[ iz mot only the painter, bur even the general public thar has lost tonch with our
rich heritage. That 15 why, in the last two vears, | have taken on popular cinema with
the superstar, Thar 15 another art form that 15 so relevant to onr culmre and day-to-

1
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day life. Ar the same nme, | don't deny that the salon and intellecmal work in art are
necessary, but these must be linked to day-to-day life.

Cinema has become a social phenomenon. If vou remove this entertainment, what
will happen 1o millions of people? It sustans them. There is 50 much poverty, but the
moment the people see cinema, they start singing and dancing.

Tribal and folk art, on the other hand, are a hiving art form. Swaminathan has done
great research into this. He brought young tribals into the city, gave them material,

and exhibited the paintings parallef with Indian contemporary art. [ saw i, and
compared to their work, contem porary art looks pale, They have direct contact with

nature, with hife. You shonld see the way they visualise a bird or an ammal.

| had done pantings of Ramayana, abour 80 paintungs over eight years. We ook
them to villages near Hyderabad on a bullock cart. The paintings were spread out,
and the people saw them, and there was not one question. In the city, people would
have asked: Where is the eye? How can you say this is Ram? and so on. In the
villages, colour and form have seeped into the blood. You put an orange spot on a
stone and the people will say i i Hanuman, They would never ask where the eve was
and so on. ['his 15 hving art.

ART AND THE FUTURE: 1 am optimistic about the future. The numbers of people
doing art & growing by leaps and bounds, Ten vears ago there were barely one or two
galleries in Mumbai. Now there are 30 to 40 gallerics that are doing well. People are
buying. The quality is not all good, bur it doesn’t mamer, In Pans ar one stage, there
were 30,000 painters. It iz like the churning of the sea. Something will come out of it
Without the sea, there 15 nothing to chorn. Bot our political system s frighteningg our
progress will be slow. We do not get what we deserve,

Fellini has a movie titled And The Ship Sarls O, That deseribes our ¢country. And the

5]'|i[:| sails on,

Cowrtesy Fromntline, 9-22 August 1997



‘In Hindu culture, nudity is a metaphor for purity’
Interview of Husain by Shoma Chaudhuory

Husain sabeb, wwhat do yom feel abowut the fundamentalist attacks apainst you?

I'm not really perturbed by all this. India is a democracy, evervone s entitled to ther
views., | only wish people would air their views throogh debare rather than
violence.The media comes to me looking — almost hoping — for strong statements,
but | am acally very oprimistic about India. | see this as just a moment in time. For
5,000 years, onr work has been going on with such force, this is just a minor
hiccough. | am certain the younger generation will ger fed up of the fundamentalist,
conservatve mood in the country and change things. | didn’t want to leave my home.
At the same time, it’s not even as if | want the conservative element to be pushed out
of society, We are all parr of a large family and when a child breaks something ar
home, you don’t throw him out, yon wy and explain things to him. Yeb aapas ka
mamila hai, (This it a family matter.) Those opposed 1o my art just do not undersand
it. Or have never seen it.

Wiy don't vou come back to India and take on the fight?

As things stand, | cannot come back. No one has exiled me; [ came away mysell
becanse  am an old man and vulnerable to physical danger. Its not just the cases. If 1
came back, given the mood they have created, someone could just push or assanlt me
an the street, and 1 wonld not be sble to defend myseli. The only way I can come
back to India, perhaps; is if the B]P comes to power at the Centre, Or maybe,
Mayawad. This government has no spine. Their hands are ned. They tunk if they
speak out or take action, they will be accused of appeasement. The irony is, out of
power, the BJP vzes issoes like this to fan s votebank., In power, they wonld probably
contral their extreme brigades to look respectable and secular! (laughs) These are the
ironies of India, Acrually, it is for the courts 1o gort this our. The allegaton that my
work 12 obscene ar hurts refigious senument can never stand ment in a court. Perhaps,
if someone fled a counter pubbe intecest hidgaton... It i not my place 1o do so.

Wiy did you apologise for vour art? You know more abont Hindn iconographby and

the shastras than the goons wio deface vour work.

Never. | have never apologised for my art, | stand by it rorally, Whart | zaid was that |

have painted my canvases — mcluding those of pods and poddesses— with deep love ;
and conviction, and in celcbeation. If in doing that, | have hurt anyone’s feclings, 1 13
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am sorrey, | hat 15 all. | do not love art less, | love hamanity more. India iz a
completely unique country. Liberal. Diverse. There is nothing like it in the world.
This mood in the country is just a historscal process. For me, India means a
celebration of life. You cannot find that same guality anywhere in the world.

Condd you tallk abont bowe your exposure and [ove for Hindu iconograpby and
cultsere began.

As achild, in Pandharpur, and laver, Indore, | was enchanted by the Ram Lila. My
inend, Mankeshwar, and [ were always acting it out. The Ramayana is such a nich,
powerful story, as Dr Rajagopalachari says, ws myth has become a reality. Bur 1 really
began to study spiritual texts when [was 19, Because of what | had been through,
becange [ lost my mother, becanee | was sent away, | used 1o have terrible mghtmares
when [ was about 14 or 15. All of this stopped when [was 19. 1 had a guru called
Mobhammad Ishag— [ studeed the holy rexts with him for ravo years, [ also read and
discussed the Gita and Upanishads and Puranas with Mankeshwar, who had become
an ascetic by then, After he left for the Himalayas, | carried on studving for vears
afterwards. All this made me completely calm. [ have never had dreams or nightmares
ever again. Later, in Hyderabad, in 1968, Dr Ram Manchar Lohia suggested [ pamt
the Ramayana. | was completely broke, but | painted 150 canvases over eight years. |
read both the Valmiki and Tulsidas Ramayana [the first is much more sensual) and
invited priests from Benaras to clarify and discusa the nuances with me. When | was
doing this, some conservative Muslims tald me, why don’t you paint on Islamic
themes? | mind, does slam have the zame tolerance? If von get even the calligraphy
wrong, they can tear down a screen. I've painted hundreds of Ganeshas in my lifetime
— it is such a delighdul form. | always pamnt a Ganesha betore | begin on any large
work. [ also love the iconography of Shiva. The Nataraj — one of the most complex
torms in the world — has evolved over thousands of vears and, almost like an
Einstein equabtion, it is the result of deep philosophical and mathemartical caleulations
about the narture of the cosmos and physical reality. When my daughter, Ragesa
wanted to get married, she did not want any ceremonies, s0 | drew a card announcmg
her marnage and sent 1t to relatives across the world. On the card, | had painttd
Parvati sitting on Shiva's thigh, with his hand on her breast — the first marriage m
the cosmos. Nudity, in Hindu culture, iz a metaphor for punity. Would I insult that
which | teel so ¢lose tor | come from the Soletmam commumniry, a sub-gect of the
Shiaz, and we have many aftfinities with Hindus, in:ﬂudinﬁ the 1dea of reincamation.
As cultures, it is Judaism and Chrstanmy that are emotionally more distant, But it iz
impossible to discuss all this with those who oppose me. Talk to them about



Khajuraho, they will tell yoo its scalpore was built 1o encoourage population growth
and has outgrown its utility! {laughs! It is people in the villages who understand the
seniapal, iving, evolving nature of Hindu gods, They just pur orange paint on a rock,
and it comes to stand for Hanuman.

I vkt termes eoomild you like vour paietings to be spoken of and remeemibered?

I never wanted to be clever, esoteric, abstract. | wanted to make simple statements. [
wanted my canvases 1o have astory. | wanted my art to talk vo people. In 1948, |
exhibited my work publicly for the first Gme in the Bombay Arts Society show. [ had
already been painting and pracusing for years, Mow m those paintings, | took the
classical images of the Gupta bronzes — the friblanga torm; the sensoous and erotic
colours of Pahan pamitings — its deep maroons, blacks, balds; and the nine rasss. |
wanted my format to be classical, yet retain the innocence of the folk. Souza came
and asked me excitedly, from where have yon got this? [ didn’r tell him, 1 sa1d, yon
go search it. This is what lies at the heart of the artistic enterprise.

It is in picking from whart has gone before, In India, there have been 80 many hagh
periods — Tanjore, Chola, Gupta... Centuries of secing lie behind that. You cannot
reinvent the wheel — your individuality, your creative eye lies in what you pick. The
other thing s to find one's own rhythm and calculation: Where exactly do you place
a line on an empty canvas? Where exactly do you place the dot? How much yellow
should 1 use, how muoch red. If [ use 1mm of red, should the bloe be 2 half millimerer
or more? An artist’s voice lies in this calculation, this maths. To find your style and
langnage takes 60-70 years of continnous work,

Which among yowr paistings do yvos consider the most gigmficant, vour equicalent

of Picasso’s Guernicat

‘Berween the Spider and the Lamp® (1956, 1 feel happy with the structure of thar

grouping — there is a kind of mystery about what the five women are talking about.

Stories perhaps even unknown to themselves, There issomething in the precarions

way the woman iz holding the spider on a delicate thread, A fear. | parely draw ayes; |

don't want to use eyes because to give someone eyes is to define and identify the

person. | prefer o make the body expressive. To understand hand expression, [ had

obzerved Rodin’s sculptures — "Men of Calais’. To that [ brought a knowledge of

chassical mudras. 5o muach is made of enloure and wradivion in India, yer 60 vears afrer

Independence, art students are still made 1o EI:LI-EI"P the |:h:|-|:|',-' from Greek art. D

Komaraswamy does not even find mennon. In colleges, you learn about Shakespeare —
and Keats, Kalidas does not find mention. This is why there 12 no pebebarn in India, 15
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no recognition of what 15 Indian. Things are so farcical that years ago when the
Benaras Hindu University honoured Subbulakshmi, JRD Tata, Mother Teresa and me,
we were given red cape and cloakal [laughs] This wag the sear of Hindo learning! The
custodian of Bharatiya samskniti! Is there anything that you hind obscene in the
world? Bad behaviour, That is all.

Cowurtesy Tebelka Magagine, 02 February 2008



The Exile of Magbool Fida Husain
Geeta Kapur

Should we now count Husain among the diaspora arnsts; does the title fit the

man? Only those who know Husain will understand that he aches to come

home, his innerant imaginaty wrns to this land with almost the naive trust
of a fakir in the gengrosity of the ca ] FSOM.

e

want to embra
but the possibility of sub

Having always worked with celebratory ‘markers of individual
and national survival, neither his temperament nor his acsthetic has a way of
cipicasing Ioest Shatile we thee exemprhing from this biirden? Over coming
our own guilt and sentiment, shall we find other ways for recounting the great
irony sustained by the always affirmative, always graceful and irrcversibly
iconic Magbool Fida Husain.

17
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The Iconography of an Artist Geeti Sen

The reputanon of MLE. Husain precedes him wherever he i5; he lives the script and he
becomes the image. And with his passion for films and pedformance, why would he
not play 1o the gallery?

Painter of signs and film hoardings, romantie, lover and maker of hilms, nomad.
pilgrim, fakir, nominated Member of Parliament to the Rajya Sabha, awarded the
Padma Shn and Padma Vibhushan, Hozain has become a living legend. Abour fifteen
vears ago he was the first contemporary artist to exhibit hig pantings at the National
Gallery of Modem Art in New Delhi. MLE Husain invited Parthiv Shah, a young
enthused photographer, to document his paintngs. These photographs were exhibited
recently at a festival organized by artists, writers and activists to celebrate Huzain's
ninety-second birthday [under the acgis of Sahmar] during his enforced exile from
India. The extravaganza will be long remembered for its mood of optimism and
buoyancy: but most of all for the ntense poignancy of thege phorographs 1o recall his
presence. A few signify for me stations of the extraordinary life through which he has
traveled.

In one photo he appears sprawled across the steps of the
Mational Gallery, his long legs splayed wide apart. These

legs siride the world that is his canvas. With boots in the
foreground pointing i two directions, he seems larger than
life. Centre piece and shot from below, he iz an icon [ramed
under the sign board of the National Gallery thar designares
him as Parthiv puts it, “a nanonal arhist™. But he counters
thar label by wearing boots and a leather jacker, with dark
glasses that render him inscrutable, ironically reinforcing his
claim to iconhood, (Al ‘top” movie stars and some
peliticians in this country wear dark glasses). There is
nothing here to sugpest thar he is Indian. In this apparel he
could be a bohemian arnse, a writer or film maker anywhere
in the world,

He 15 remote here from his images, isolated. His bony fingers



redt on the stone steps, relaxed. Fingers that are always tense to create figures thar
dance through space and pulsate with color. Like his spirited horses he works with
the speed of lightming, waking before the birthing light to begin his drawings wirth
the pencil, then the brush, then color. His lines fracture the surface; his canvases open
to hold within them everything thar breathes hife.

The merging of icon and artist happened a long time ago. His physiognomy and
towering presence are of conrse assets, contributng to the image of the patnarch. His
shock of white hair falls to his shoulders, the beard accentuates his leonine features.
That smbborn chin defies time: he has remained forever the same; he is withont age;
he iz ageless, timeless. We are reassured by this image that time does not change him.

This studied nonchalance belies the truth becaunse he has changed. Nothing suggests
that his origing were far from arban cosmopolitanism, that he was born in the village
of Pandharpur in Maharashtra where his aunt sold flowers beside the Vithoba temple;
that he began life in Bombay a5 a humble painter of hilm hoardings. Self portraits
affirm how he has evolved to his present incarnation. In one carly self portrait from
thel950s he could easily be mistaken for a manlvi with his black beard and cap,
looking beyvond with prercing black eves, Mothing at this stage could suggest the
cosmopolitan that he has become. In a porirait some thirty years later exhibited at
the opening of the Village Art Gallery when he has received national awards, he wears
a general’s nniform studded with badges. In that recent painting which hangs above
the staircase in his London residence he appears at his dapper best, wearing a black
hat with black boots and swinging a cane, with a belt inscribed with the recent date
af (7. Having croased ninety vears of age, he remains his ebullient self.

| mention these three self portraits 1o remind ourselves that Husain engages in
sartorial choices for himself. He is an exhibitionist, he loves drama and he invites
controversy. He speaks and paints of India’s unigueness in its composite culture. The
pictures represented here make gsense of his own composite identity.

He has moved from city to city at whim wherever the impulse took him from Delhi
to Hyderabad to Bombay to London to New York. His bare fect took him across
continents and seas, This Hozam is as much ar ease wandering through the lanes of
Chandm Chowk and sitting at a teashop in the ancient basti of Nizamuoddin as he is
striding, imnto the Dorchester hotel in London. A second photograph by Parthiv
captures this other self of Husain as the pilgrim and nomad. Here he stands next to
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women and children wainng for alms, next 1o stacks of shoes shelved before the
pilgrims enter the courtyard ot the suti shrine of the saint.

Droes this habitoal necessity of b-fing a nomad/pilgnim explam why he walks barefoor
through villages and deserts and hotels in London's Mayfairy His penetrating eves
look out 1o the viewer, sifting the dark from the light. He seems alone among the
crowd, obeerving figures which had once infused his early paintings. In his own
wrtings he dares 10 insenbe his feelings with passion:

Parthiv 1s conscions of the Fact he was chosen for the job over other well known
photographers. His briet was to phutﬂit_r,raph the paintings exhibited at the National
Gallery: buor he was enthused 1o experiment and followed M.E around the city in his
adventures. One day the photographer asked the artist to pose with his own pictures.
Ready abways for a bit of drama, Hosam obliged o play different roles: he borrows
the lights umbrella and poses with that ubiguitous object which recurs often in his
paintings and films; he pavs his tribute to the Pieta in 2 manner unexpected; he tlirts
with a hooker walking her poodle in New York. With each pose he assumes a
diferent persona. In two images he invites retlection on his own identity and
dilemma, of being bath an Indian and a Muslim.

There is prophecy in these photo images of 1993, of
darker days to come. The nming of the NGMA
exhabition was significant: 1t was held soon aftér the
Bombay bomb blasts of 1993, which in turn were incited
by destruction of the Babn Mosque by seething masses of
the Hindutva brigade. Deliberately, Husamn ritled his
exhibition in 1993, Let History Cut Acragz Me, A few
paintings in the show lett an indehible imprint. One of
them titled Assessination rendered militia men with niles
shoonng [rom the margin of the canvas at a white dove,

When Parthiv began these experimental photo- portraits
in 1993, Huzain chose to use props as though it were his
performance on stage, Reverting 1o his earliest profession
as a painter of billboards, he painted black boards
mseribed in red wath one word thar spelt immediare
meaning: VIOLENCE. He stapds beside this billboard



whch i lit from behind, repeating the single word and highlighting his profile - and
the thin-edged shver of the board is lit 20 it appears as though Husain carnes a sword.
This masrerful stroke renders him in silhowetre, defining only his hands, his fagce in
profile, and his unkempt hair radiating like a nimbus. Light is as specific to the
subpect as it might be in an ol paanting by Rembrandt, one of s favorite of the old
masters. He is no bohemian artist here, no pilgrim, bur a prophet belonging vo the
order of the Old Testament. He seems to be aware of the potent forces gathering
gtorm, events thar were 1o affect him as much as they affected the political scenario,

Thar Husain s Muslim and that he has dared to paint the
Mahabharata and Ramayana has made him the debined
target of the nght wing politics of the Vishwa Hindu
Panshad. The epics fascinated him as magical spectacles,
remarning him to his childhood in Pandharpur where he
grew np to witness performances of the Ram Lila as much
as the huge tazia processions at Muharram - that he has
always regarded India as ‘a composite culture’ is of no
consequence in the attack by his crines.

™y,
e

He has invited controversy by drawing the goddess

Saraswan ‘naked’, (she has also been depicted naked in rraditional emple sculprures
from the twelfth century) and Draupadi with her body stretched across the chanpad
in the game of dice in the Mahabharata., That her body was barrered by the
Pandavas in the dice game has become irelevant. Branded an iconoclast, Husain's
musenm in Ahmedabad was destroved by a deliberate ace of vandalism by the Bajrang
Dal. More recently his image of mapping India as the body of a woman has offended
the senzibulity of orthodox Hindus. That it was not he but a gallery who chose 1o
label the painting as Bbarat Mata is overlooked in the raging debate over this act of
treason. More than two thousand cases are registered against him so that he no
longer can refurn 1o hiz country. He transits berween London and Dubai in a state of
purgatory; not conirite at his supposed misdemeancours at the age of ninety-two.

It is notable that this violence agamst an individual artist who has been targeted and
these incidenta have rranspired subsequent 1o the exhibinon of 1993, when these
photographs were taken.

In the most poignant photograph Husain seems enacts a drama where he is the only



protagonist. For this pieture alone be selects a
single wooden prop which could be taken as a
chair, an eazel or a ¢ross, He kneels then, on the
floor beside this easel-cam-cross and below his
own painting. His long arms reach op to grip
the rwo vertcal arms of the wooden prop; his
head iz bowed, his eves are closed, his face is
contorted im angst. As compared with the first
larger-than-life icon where he 1s sprawled on the
steps of the Narional Gallery, he seems 1o have
shrunk in size.

Above him floats his large enigmatic painting
which images the Pantocrator on the day of
Judgement, a prostrate figure which may be
Christ deposed from the cross, and on the lef
Humphrey Bogart under a lamp post. I there a
connection between the martyrdom of Christ
and his own (presamed) destiny?

The undispared fact 15 thar Husain remains a
practicing Muslim, a Shiah. The most fervent
beliet of the Shiahs is i the martyrdom of Ali
and of Husain, which is his own name. He kneels down in the posture of prayer
practiced by thousands of Muoslims. His head is bowed as though awas the blow of
being cut — in the manner that Al’s head was cut as he knelt in prayer.

Play-acting comes to cease with this photograph, becanse this is Husains own self-
derermined act. Was it planned in collusion with the photographer? With an uncanny
premonition of what the future may bring, is he enacting hig sense of martyrdom, his
own vulnerability ¢

Trese phrotographs were vandalised by the viphi-wing Hindu fundamentalist group
Skt Ram Sena when they were displayed at the Husain Summii organised by
SAHMAT ro protest Husain’s exciusion from the India Avt Ssmermt, 20608,
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lluojseq Jeyeyy

MNo Destination

Justice exists
No more than heaven exists

One preaches messages of love and rolerance
The other teaches dlogans of rights and defiance

Both point directions
Without destinanons

And we fools follow
paths of imaginanen.

Staying Sane

Locked into precanous samity

we thrash ar chains
that bind us

to nothing
by a hair

Madness 1s one answer
death another

both as fleeting

as breaths of air.

Let the anger our
Yell, scream, shour.

Aur doesn't care
if ear-drums tear

So yell, scream, shour.

Locked jaws seal vile bile
Spew stomach

Gag drain,
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October 1, Tuesday,
5 pm onwards
SAHMAT

VP House, Rafi Marg
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