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Message

It is a matter of immense pleasure that the National Gallery of
Modern Art, New Delhi is presenting a magnificent exhibition
of the visual experssions that have formed the basis for the
contemporary art practices in hte country, on the occasion of
the ‘Festival of India in China’ travelling across three museums,
Sichuan Museum, Shenzhen Museum and Zhejiang Provincial
Museum.

The exhibition Modern Art of India : The Ethos of Modernity,
provides a comprehensive overview of Indian Culture, the various
influences that have been amalgamated by the artists froming a
large body of work that has helped in building national identity.
The richness and diversity of the creative expression provides
fertile ground for further development, and is a direct result of
imbibed sensibilities from various cultures throughout its history.

| am sure this exhibition will provide a deep insight into the
various aspects of Indian art through the ages and will be a visual
feast to the viewers.
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(Jawhar Sircar)




B

RAEE SN, Gt REEEYS” EmIE RN EE, L8
EYERRZER, FEEMERIAREREELT ENEMMULREZR,
XRMELARERLERZE,

(NERREREY SRR THENL, S8R5 TEFART R
ERFHKRIEDUREIOEN, XLolEknREFRENLFE. o
BERE, BEATRRNERER, BN R B3 R RBORE k4
R,

CERE, LRIMNANSEARAHEZAR

ck

FHEE, RRRERR—H
RERER,

B[R S AL B AL 5
NE -



FOREWORD

The exhibition Modern Art of India: The Ethos of Modernity is an attempt to provide a
comprehensive overview of the developments in the field of art beginning from the [850.
The exhibition includes works of some of the most outstanding artists and their visual
expressions created during these times.

Through the ages social, political, cultural and aesthetic concerns have been explored and
expressed through the v am of tradition and conceptual abilities unique to this country. This
intermingling of various cultural influences has produced distinctive styles of representation
and a pictorial language that represents the history of visual development over the last |50
years.

The exhibition encompasses the convergence of British artistic sensibilities. Their prevailing
taste in landscapes and studio portraiture with the prevalent miniature style of painting,
conferring due notice to the unknown Indian artists of the |9th century. It establishes the
domain of professional Indian photography, painting and sculpture and its influence on popular
taste.

Some of the leading schools of thought from the early 20th century have been covered. The
fascination of the Bengal School artists with Indian history and mythology, the exhibits broadly
trace the major movements and engagements of Indian art. 20th century saw a shift in the
pictorial language from the Romanticised India as it coincided with the period of Swadeshi
and nationalism. Thereafter, emerged Rabindranath Tagore's Santiniketan turning the artists
attention to art as a serious and committed vocation. It became the hub of absorption with
landscape and application of art in multiple aspects of everyday life. In the 1940's with the
increased exposure and an independent nation on the horizon the desire to strive for a more
international, modern language transformed the pictorial mode.

The 1960's and 1970’s brought about a sea change in the pictorial language. The exhibition
records the quest for modernism along with the usage of an abstract language synonymous
with that time. Depiction of the artists adaptation to abstraction can be seen only as an
amalgam of distinct western and Indian elements. The sculptural and the monumental
involvement with a variety of materials and sensibilities are amply visible in the preoccupation
of the artist with modern and post-modern interfaces. The unique and distinctive assimilation
enables the Indian artists to establish an exceptional place within the international scenario of
contemporary art practices drawing inspiration from current times and the culturally diverse
past.

The exhibition | am confident would help in creating a larger understanding of India’s
distinctive past and the exemplary present.

Prof. Rajeev Lochan
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PREFACE

China and India, two neighboring countries, have an enduring history
of friendship and communication. During 2000-old years after the
Qin Dynasty, Buddhism spread from India to China and exerted a
profound impact on Chinese history and culture, while the Chinese
paper-making, silk, porcelain and tea were diffused into India,
enriching the Indian culture. Besides, the two countries witnessed
strengthening ties and prosperous cultural exchanges after gaining
freedom and independence. To commemorate the 60th anniversary
of the diplomatic ties, the two countries hold the “Festival of China”
and “Festival of India” in 2010 reciprocally and this exhibition:
“Modern Art of India” held in Sichuan Museum, Shenzhen Museum
and Zhejiang Provincial Museum constitutes an integral part of the
“Festival of India” in China. Ninety-seven paintings and sculpture
gems from the National Gallery of Modern Art in New Delhi, India
are exhibited, outlining the art development in India since |850s.

In the eyes of the world, India is an ancient and mystic country,
having nurtured glorious ancient civilization in literature, art,
philosophy, religion and natural science. In addition, modern India has
scored great achievements in science, technology and culture. After
experiencing the ruling of foreign nations and national rejuvenation,
a unique modern Indian art featured by an integration of traditional
Indian culture and modern Western art was created, emphasizing
specialty and recognition of national identity and thus, displaying its
fabulous charm on the modern art stage in the world.

It is my belief that the Chinese visitors can get to know modern
India and modern Indian art better and be a bridge between the
cultural exchanges and mutual understanding of two countries
through this exhibition. | wish this exhibition a complete success.

Director of Sichuan Museum  Sheng Jianwu
Director of Shenzhen Museum Ye Yang

Director of Zhejiang Provincial Museum  Chen Hao
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Artist Unknown

Punjab School

Queen and King Edward in Indian Dress
Tempera on paper

19.3 cm x 24.5 cm

Acc. No. 2336
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19.3 cmx24.5 cm

Acc. No. 2336

Introduction

The history of modern Indian art traces a complex and chequered trajectory. The
Indian encounter with modernism was not the result of a natural evolution in the
context of an industrialized economy. Unlike its Western counterparts, modernism in
Indian art was a slow evolving process against the backdrop of severe ruptures in the
social, economic and political fabric of the country especially in the context of the
colonial encounter.

The Company Period and the emergence of ‘gentlemen artists’

The history of Indian art can be traced to five millennia ago from when the earliest
sculptural remnants have been found. The earliest surviving paintings date from the
2nd century BCE. The mural painting tradition continued alongside paintings in the
miniature format on paper from the |4th century onwards. The primary themes of
these paintings were sacred; images of deities and narrative scenes from mythologies
forming the major corpus until the advent of the Mughals in the [6th century who
encouraged ‘secular’ and contemporary events and people as the subjects for painting.

With the advent of the British East India Company in the |7th century a breach
occurred in the political, social and economic spheres in various parts of the country;
this subsequently deeply affected the tradition of Indian art. With the destruction of
power of the princely courts, artists lost their local patronage. Artists were forced
to cater to the demands of an open market, producing works that were popular
commercially and could be created in a short span of time. Simultaneously, with the
influx of British officials and subsequently their families, a new class of patrons was




Artist Unknown

Lucknow School

A European Army General with his Indian Begam
Oil on canvas

36.5cmx 51 cm

Acc. No. 2301
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created, albeit one with very different tastes and new agendas. The earliest images
that are symbolic of this period (now termed as Company period in reference to
the new patrons of art and the political power of the time; The East India Company),
were made by foreign artists who toured the country making paintings and prints.
The best known amongst these include Tilly Kettle, William and Thomas Daniells and
William Hodges.

These European artists recorded the new colony in prints and paintings that explored
the vast landscapes, the numerous historical edifices and monuments and the many
communities that inhabited the land. Filtered through the ‘orientalist’ lens, these
works imaged India as an exotic and mysterious land in paintings depicting the ghats
of Benaras, dancing girls in princely courts, colourful caste costumes, portraits of local
rulers and their courtiers, different native occupations and the local flora and fauna.

The works produced by these artists are very significant in that they set the standards
for a new aesthetic that was to be admired and emulated in the decades to come.
Images of the artists at work depict the use of easels and canvases. Oil paintings and
prints deployed the Western academic style with its emphasis on realism and linear
perspective.

While the traditional arts were looked to as a repository from which the decorative
and industrial arts could benefit, Indian artists were condemned as lacking in
technical skills and the ability to faithfully reproduce in a realistic manner, objects
and images from the optical world around. Local artists were trained in the western
academic style of painting and off-shoots of the ‘company school’ were created in




