SPOTLIGHT

SERIOUS PLAY

nuswseo Yusur WRITES ABOUT AN INDIAN ARTIST WHO HAS DISCOVERED THE

ndian artist Jaideep

Mehrotra has a self-taught

world view that parallels his

metier as a self-taught artist.

His paintings are on view at
1 x 1 Art Space, the art gallery run
by Malini Gulrajani till Dec.21.
The show is titled Alchemy of
Play.

Mehrotra has a style that defies
slotting. He is figurative, surreal,
hyper realistic and multi-dimen-
sional. He works in oils, acrylic
and water colour and is also
known for his sculptures made
from fabric and resin. To keep
with the times, he has walked into
the digital domain of installations,
web-based art, giclee, a/v depic-
tions and short films. Quite a
palette there!

Says his wife Seema, his muse
for 17 years: “My husband is
inspired by anything. The views
from his studio, the weather, the
city of Mumbai, relationships,
watching a child or an animal, sit-
uations, politics all these and
more brighten his canvas.”

SERIOUS ELEMENT IN PLAY

Mehrotra is a pioneer Indian
artist who took home to India the
beauty of the Gulf region. He
worked in Dubai during 1974-78
as a manager at a printing press,
dealing in accounts and human
resources! It was a pure passion’
for art — he describes it as breath-
ing art — that made him chuck up
commerce and take to humanities.

Says Scema: “At that time,
there was not much in the way of
painting Islamic themes. The art
field too was not too prominent. It
had not become an integral part of
Gulf life as now. After my hus-
band went back to India, he did
paintings of horses and the desert.
That made people sit up and take
notice of the possibilities that
existed here.” No man is a hero to
his valet and perhaps no artist is a
mystery to his wife. Seema says
that Mehrotra started off as a sur-
realist, but he is always figurative.
She could have a point.

Bloodline is a diptych (acrylic
and oil on canvas). Measuring 8ft
x 4ft, it describes the birth and

growth of a child. In one panel.
birth has just taken place; the
umbilical cord still attaches the
child to its mother. The other panel
shows the child, now grown up,
flying a kite. But the kite is still
attached to its hand, just as he was
attached o his mother.
Dominating the picture are falling
leaves and roots, symbolising
death and life. It is the artist’s way
of showing the co-existence of
birth, death and life. (This is
where Seema is right bang on:
though the painting has undoubted
surrealistic elements, the figures
of the child, leaves, the kite and
the roots of the tree are very clear.
The painting also explains the
title. The artist has juxtaposed crit-
ical subjects like life and death
with kite flying. Play has been
transmuted and takes us to serious
reflection).

Effervescence, a 6ft x Oft
acrylic and oil on canvas, reminds
us of bubble-shaped spaceships.
Martian landscapes and the rocky
terrain of outer planets. Bubbles
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Jaideep Mehrotra with gallery
owner Malini Gulrajani.

float in deep, dark space. The artist
says he was inspired by
diaphanous soap bubbles, which he
then alchemised into planets. An
everyday sight like playfully float
ing soap bubbles thus has. been
turned into a question of our rela-
tionship to the scheme of things
entire.

Fine Balance, another diptych,
is 4ft x 8ft in size. It is a remark-
able effort in juggling the play of
relationships. Or, as the artist puts
it, the ties “between agreement and
acquiescence, delicacy and subtle-
ty, of crudity and the brusque.”
Right in your face are the partly
dressed figures of a man and a
woman. Significantly, the man is
juggling an apple, with all its sym-
bolism. The figures are cinematic
though unidentifiable. Her dress is
lovingly created while he looks
very much like a screen hero or
ramp model. In the background are
malnutritioned and Caliban-like
human creatures, who are running
away from danger, tumbling from
a height or even committing sui-
cide by jumping off, perhaps from
a high rise. Mehrotra shows how
temptation and closure lie precari-
ously side-by-side in life.

Feline Crib depicts a cat (in
consideration to the size of the sub-
ject, the painting, which is an
acrylic and oil on canvas, is man-
ageably only 3ft x 4ft), which war-
ily looks at its saviour/tormentor.
The animal is trying to figure out
the temperament of the person
looking at it. But given the threat-
ening figure and the dark colour in
which he is painted, we fear for the
cat! A crib, which is a place for rest
or play for its inhabitant, is thus
transformed into a place of watch-
ful wariness. How the dice falls
could be a matter of life or death

for the feline.

The End Game is self-explana-
tory. It shows a woman hitting the
bottle. Has she come to the end of
the line? Alcohol, which quite
often stands for fun and play, here
reveals its ominous side. It can take
away life as much as become “the
life of the party.” Mehrotra’s
artist’s eye roves everywhere (his
wife had also said so). From birth
and life, death and space, we come
to Revelation of Sorts. This is a 4ft
x 8ft diptych acrylic and oil on
canvas that shows how “while
secreting our hopes, desires, appre-
hensions and thoughts within the
depths of our minds and hiding our
nakedness under our clothes, we
yet like the artist within us, take
our innermost thoughts and display
our laundry to dry outdoors”
(artist’s statement).

Mehrotra focuses on the clothes
that hang out of homes, talking of
people who live there. He says
(rightly so) that one can figure out
who lives in a house by the clothes
that hang out to dry on the clothes
line. “There is a woman’s dress:

that means there is a woman who
lives there! There are two pairs of
kids” shorts. That means the house
has two children! A pair of socks
shows that a man too lives there.
And so on!”

Cut to Seema. “He has made it
as an artist,” she says of her hus-
band. “He gave up business for art.
Now he is only doing art.”
Accorcing to her, he likes all
colours Each exhibition is differ-
ently dne. The colours are differ-
ent and the subjects too may be
different.

But, according to her, the con-
tinuous innovation tells on family
life. A father of two children,
Mehrotra locks himself up in his
studio every day, where he sketch-
es, doodles, thinks and reads.
Sometimes he paints all day or all
night, also trying to make time for
kids in the meantime!

Soft-spoken, with a wicked
twinkle, he says he is a big eater
but sets it off by swimming 40
lengths. He likes to work during
the day in natural light. He agrees
that he becomes completely

immersed in his work. Early on, he
was inspired by Dali and
American artists Mark Tansey and
Mark Close. But he later struck off
on his own

Since he is also a social com-
mentator (he has some unkind
words for fundamentalisms of
every sort) and his paintings are
also social commentaries, on
probing, he also spoke on today’s
art scene. He had some glorious
words for Eastern art in general
and Indian contemporary art in
particular. “I was in New York
during April-May this year,” he
says. “I visited nearly 50 galleries.
There is a lot of demand for
Indian art which, in terms of vari-
ety, quality, content and extent of
experimentation, is blooming. In
comparison, the West is stagnat-
ing! 1 feel that the art that now
comes out of Europe or America
is not of the same quality that used
to come out during the
Renaissance or post-Renaissance
periods, for example. Of course,
there could be speculation in the
Indian art market. But there are
many serious buyers of Indian art
t00.”

Mehrotra is triumphant. He can
afford to be. A veteran of many
shows the world over, his works
are purchased by discerning buy-
ers. He is very much on the “want-
ed” list of contemporary artists.
He has a number of corporate
assignments for major companies
to his credit

He grows on the viewers, just
as he grows on gallery owners!
Says Gulrajani, who is sponsoring
him: “I have been working with
him for the last seven years. He
reveals more secrets the closer
you go. There are lots of layers to
his work.”
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