INDIAN IDEAS
You will see the deities in a temple swathed in Bandhini. It is a cheap cloth – and that is part of its importance – it is not out of the reach of anyone.

There are many different designs and all kinds of symbols – the peacock which is an animal used by some of the deities as their vehicle. There is the lotus which is a wonderful symbol, which Mrs Nanda once explained to me in Calcutta when we were staying at the Ramakrishna Mission. It lives in the water, but it rises above the mud, the flower always perfect and pure. Just as we live in a messy world but must aspire to better things. The opening of the flower symbolises the expansion of the soul.

The paisley is found everywhere – there are many different theories about its origin.

The coconut standing in a clay pot – the coconut represents God, but God may not touch the earth and the pot prevents this.

Then there is the swastika – shanti, peace. It was perverted by the Nazis but is the most ancient of peace signs. It is everywhere in India, inscribed on walls, on pots, on charms on jewellery – everything. I saw it in Bombay on a hoarding spanning a road, five stories high, red on a white background. 

In Cologne I saw an excavation right next to the Cathedral, where many metres below the ground, they had unearthed a Roman mosaic floor with a swastika as part of the pattern. Ironic to find this symbol of peace beneath the very road tramped by others two thousand years later carrying the same symbol for a different purpose.

In Europe artists are reclaiming it in their work, but theirs I think is a provocative challenge. Here in the installation and on some of the clothes, it is ordinary and commonplace. Some people, though, will, naturally feel a certain shock.

I have worked closely on the exhibition with Marklyn and Clint, comparing notes almost every other day, watching what they have been making and using their imagery. The Bandhini roses, for example, are based on some that Marklyn has made out of printed Bandhini cotton and used as a feature in a vase in the Wedding Gazebo room.

Another series of works uses two patterns, one overlaid on another, a common Indian device. This was inspired by a sari, tie dyed in patches of watery colours, with a paisley pattern of dots and triangles.

And the jewellery paintings. These miniature works, of which there are six, are taken from their collection of wedding jewellery which they have been collecting for some time from various sources – some of it South Indian, some Bollywood inspired, some antique.

The rose paintings are all taken from Indian cloth. Every time I have gone shopping in Grey Street and in the arcades, I have scavanged the windows and shelves for flower patterns, so these, apart from their size and other liberties I have taken with them are faithful to the originals. I could not have invented them, or made the paintings without them. 

I love the cliché of RED ROSES, but equally I love the idea that you can have roses in any colour, patterned, printed, made of lace.

In all this work I feel I am getting closer and closer to India. I only understand something fully when I get to know it through painting it. And although I could, technically, paint other subjects, this is the only one into which I could put my heart and soul.

