INDIA AND ME

YOUR WORKS ARE SO INDIAN, people say.  It’s an easy equation.  A Ganesh or two, some Durban temple figures, impolite colour and paisley drapery are the evidence. 

I can almost see the thought bubbles, “Bollywood,” “Kitsch.” “Colourful.” “Bright.” Yes, I say, gladly accepting all of these labels. And more. But how is it possible for me to be Indian when I am not? Drawing the Sphynx didn’t make Hockney Egyptian.
Yes, I have been seduced by India. But it was a slow seduction which officially began when this place, Durban, Little India, became my home forty and more years ago. But in fact the roots go back even further for all our childhood holidays were here, so in a sense, India has always been under my skin. 
Little wonder then, that when eventually I found myself in Mumbai in the mid nineties, it did not feel exotic – the word that tourists never fail to use  – but ordinary. Normal. And my paintings on the walls of the gallery there, seemed at home too. 
“India must have been a big influence on your works,” people say, referring to Ganesh, Paisley and colour that does not come from the Dulux chart. Yes, I agree, “but I did my ‘Indian’ paintings before I went there.”

Their birth happened in a roundabout way, and began one morning by chance.

Waiting for the lift to the Durban Art Gallery on the third floor of the City Hall, I noticed  in the foyer  a showcase of children’s pictures from their Saturday morning art class. A pattern of powder colour had been covered in a layer of black wax crayon through which a drawing had been scratched with a pin. The result was a dazzling line, as bright as neon glowing through the black ground. 
It was the answer to a problem I’d been wrestling with, how to combine line and colour, two languages, equal, but different.  I would steal the technique, but do it in a grown up way with oil.

Some years before I’d stolen another method from Matisse. One afternoon in the Pompidou standing in front of his RED STUDIO the light hitting the surface was from the side, an oblique late afternoon light. And the story it told was a revelation. Something I’d never read in any book. His line that described the various bits and pieces in the room was multi-coloured, not a single one-coloured yellowish line as it appears in reproduction. And the line had not been drawn with a brush, but is the gap between two patches of paint, a negative space. And the more I looked the more I realized how a very complicated composition of patterned wallpaper and patterned carpet and patterned everything else, had with a stroke of genius and a lot of red paint become simple and quiet and bold. 

That is the magic of the painting process – one can peel away the layers and work out the various steps of its creation.
In my mind I’d imagined Matisse filled with memories of sumptuous Moroccan interiors where nothing is not covered in filigree or an arabesque of flowers or geometry. He’d loved  such a room and would paint it. But after weeks of work – and it is a dauntingly huge canvas – he’d got into a muddle. In a moment of despair he’d taken red and begun to paint out great areas of pattern, leaving only a patch here and there. It could only have been this, for IF he’d intended a linear compostion from the start he’d not have gone about it in this round about way. After all Matisse can make a line with a brush more sinuous, more alive, more fluid than anyone else from the beginning of time.  

Back home I’d exploited my Matisse technique in the series of paintings of rooms with people and objects, the EROTIC INTERIORS and, later, the KISS series. But what if I wanted a line that was direct, and not the left-over space between two patches of colour? That moment in the Art Gallery foyer had given me an answer.
I painted a canvas with five layers of Cadmium yellow, using fine sandpaper on each to make a surface so smooth I’d be able to glide across with my needle like a skater on ice. Days later, when it was completely dry, I could lay down an area of colour and then draw through with a darning needle, a yellow line glowing in the darker red or green or blue, or whatever colour I chose.

I was astonished at how clear and how fine a line I could make, like embroidery with gold thread. I now had words that begged to describe things of some complexity. My subject, I realized, was all around me yet, though I wanted to talk with India, I was tongue-tied and mute. I had prose. India was poetry. My colours were drab and my line did not flow. But I was determined. And India was patient with me.

A series of tiny works which I called SACRED PAINTINGS, done during 1998, were an attempt to make sense of my thoughts. These tiny icons were small enough to take with you when you travelled: touchstones for meditation and prayer. 
Going to India, finally, completed a circle. Whether it changed my work as much as it changed me, I have yet to discover. Not that it matters for the two go hand in hand. India taught me to expect the unexpected. And that for every problem there is a solution but seldom the one you expect. I apply it to my work and to my life.

