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After the rains, that unmistakable smell of wet earth – mann vasanai, as we say in Tamil – is like an 
old, weathered hand reaching out from the depths of the earth to meet us. In that gesture of reaching 
up, it carries with it a deep-rooted sense of knowing. We see that gesture in a young sapling or an 
ancient tree, and are reminded, time and again, that it is the soil beneath our feet that makes us 
stand tall.

And, so, our theme this issue is simply that – Soil – with all the images, metaphors and symbolism it 
carries: the politics of caste, identity and belonging; the artfulness (and earthworm-y quality) of 
constant restructuring and relevance; the power and influence of privilege and perceived dominance; 
and even those sensory filaments of memory and nostalgia unconsciously (and consciously) 
conditioned with dollops of prejudice. 

Vincent Adaikalraj

Publisher’s note
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Science textbooks in middle school will tell you about the different layers of soil and the different 
kinds of soil, and record books will carry intricate drawings with careful pencil shading, and, maybe, 
if you are lucky, a field trip will happen to understand it all better. And yet, between school and what 
is now scarily called adulting, what we understand about the various nuances ingrained in this ground 
beneath our feet inexplicably floats on the surface like oil in water. 

This issue was a revelation in so many ways. Our original vision was to look at ways in which the idea 
and ideology of soil can be interpreted, but where it took us instead was to examine our own ideas 
and ideologies; roots buried so deep that it took a lot of spadework to even realise that the premise 
where we began was flawed; our lens was narrow, our world-view sensitive but not sensitised, and our 
understanding mostly dust-filled like textbooks and record books in the attic.

For me, this issue and its collection of compelling perspectives were also stories that were filled 
with hope. Not the kind born out of despair, but one born out of beauty, of the need to create and 
express and dialogue and build spaces that inform rather than explain by virtue of its existence, like 
soil itself, delighting more in its presence than in its action, and trusting more in its effect than in the 
promise of consequence, reacting always to the connections it makes.

Like words. 
Colours.
Thoughts.
Ideas.
Expression.

Innumerable and inexhaustible, like non-judgemental, accepting, tolerant grains of sand. Lessons 
learnt much? Yes. But also, strangely, lessons discarded much.  

Editor’s note

Praveena Shivram
praveena@artsillustrated.in

Cover Artist

With the intention of creating the universe, Bara Dev (the 
Supreme God), floating on a lotus leaf, rubbed the dirt 
off his body and created a blue crow. He ordered it to 
fetch some mud. Flying for several days in search of mud, 
the crow sat on what he thought was an island, but was 
actually a snake, whose poisonous breath turned the crow 
black, as we see it today.  The crow asked the snake for 
help in finding mud. The snake directed him to Kekramal 
Shatri (crab warrior).

Kekramal was resting with his head in the sky, body in water 
and hind legs in the netherworld. He held the crow in his 
claws and took him to the netherworld, the abode of the 
Kenchua (earthworm) king. Mud was food to the Kenchua. 
So, on hearing about the request, the king swallowed all 
the mud to save it for his subjects and refused to give any 
of it to the crow. Kekramal squeezed the head of Kenchua 
with his claws to disgorge seven lumps. The squeezing of 
his neck left a ring that can still be seen on all earthworms. 
The crow then rolled the mud into three balls, held one in 
its beak, two in its claws, and took them to Bara Dev.

Bara Dev flattened the mud balls across water to form 
a floating layer of crust. However, Sutaikeeda (dung 

beetle) cracked and crumbled it. In anger, Bara Dev 
tossed the Sutaikeeda into the water. Sutaikeeda, along 
with Jalharin Mata (water goddess), emerged from the 
water and divided the earth into Khands (divisions), 
each invested with its own special qualities. Some full of 
minerals, some fertile, some with red clay and some filled 
with sand.

The Great Khand was still unstable. To secure it for 
eternity, the four corners were pinned down by four 
snakes. On this now-stabilised earth, Bara Dev created 
trees, rivulets and mountains. With the remaining mud, 
he created man and woman and breathed life into them. 
Meanwhile, Jalharin Mata created samaya (time), the 
moon, and the sun. Bara Dev and Jalharin Mata beheld 
with joy the creation of life and disappeared. 

For this issue of Arts Illustrated I have depicted The 
Great Khand with 14 divisions. The back cover represents 
everything below the ground and underwater. The 
front cover is the Shrishti (universe) above ground. The 
earthworm runs across both, since it is one animal that 
lives in water, underground and above it. It also links back 
to the mythological story of the creation of this planet.

Cover curated by Rahul Kumar

Bhajju Shyam
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Arts

Q&A

RAHUL KUMAR

Monolithic form taking centre stage, often using bright and 
multiple colours, layered with intricate patterns are some of 
the significant features of a typical work of Gond art. In an 

exclusive interview with Gond artist Bhajju Shyam, we 
rediscover this art form’s innate connection to nature and 

the artist’s own roots, deeply embedded within the different 
colours and textures of the earth

Reconnecting 
Roots

Raat aur Din (Night and 
Day), Acrylic and ink on 
paper, 22'' x 30'', 2017.
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You began your artistic career as 
an assistant to the noted artist 
Jhangarh Shyam, also your 
paternal uncle. At what point did 
you develop your own language 
and how did that happen?

I fully credit my uncle for 
discovering the talent in me. 
As a child, he saw my drawings 
and encouraged me to do more. 
He would give me sheets of 
paper, colouring pencils and 
ask me to draw whatever I 
felt like. Soon I started 
accompanying him on his 
travels as his assistant. It was 
natural for me to mimic his 
style initially. I was listening 
to the same stories, using the 
same set of colours and was 
hugely influenced by his style. 
But again, it was he who 
guided me to develop my 

flat and dull, with a very 
rudimentary renditioning that 
lacked finesse. It worked well 
for the purpose though, which 
was to decorate the house. But 
when we started making 
images as works-of-art on 
paper and canvas, the very style 
changed because we could use 
acrylic paints, and the brush 
and pen allowed for very 
detailed and repetitive patterns. 

distinctive language. He would 
tell me to make my drawing 
but not copy his. That did not 
come easily to me, but I tried. I 
also had the distinct 
opportunity to interact with 
his collectors and scholars. This 
provided an additional layer in 
understanding how they 
appreciated nuances of the 
works. Over the years my key 
differentiator became the way 
I added detailing and patterns 
in my paintings. My uncle used 
the technique of pointillism 
and I caught on to miniature 
strokes. Also, the way I 
approached a human figure, 
especially the head, was very 
different from how he drew 
the head in his works.

In your experience, how has the 
iconography of Gond art evolved 

The basic approach was 
traditional, but visually the 
renditioning changed 
completely. J Swaminathan 
played a pivotal role in this 
direction by giving us access to 
superior quality materials 
straightaway. 

The other major deviation was 
giving a title to our works. We 
saw contemporary artists 

from the application for domestic 
decoration to standalone 
paintings? 

Yes, it is true that, traditionally, 
the women of the family 
decorated the house by 
painting on walls. We call it 
dhigna. My mother and sister 
did this in our house in the 
village. But after my sister got 
married, I helped my mother 
because she was not tall and 
could not reach very high, so I 
finished the top portions of 
what she created. Traditionally, 
our palette was very limited. 
We use around six colours 
made from natural materials 
like red clay and ochre. And we 
use a piece of thick cloth to 
paint with. The walls 
themselves were uneven. So, 
the painting on it was rather 

giving titles that helped in 
interpreting the works they 
made. Our wall work was not 
necessarily based on folk 
stories, but we realised that our 
paintings on paper required a 
‘concept’ and a title. This is 
when the Gond artists actually 
began depicting stories 
through their work. Today, 
many Gond artists paint the 
more commonly recognised 

Untitled, Acrylic and ink on 
paper, 22'' x 30'', 2015.

Mohini, Acrylic and ink on 
paper, 72'' x 96'', 2014.
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Hindu god figures, like 
Krishna, for instance, who does 
not traditionally belong to our 
community. 

Often, your works and that of 
traditional Gond artists, reference 
stories from mythology and 
nature. Please elaborate how these 
stories are passed on and how you 
interpret them for your work?

The storytelling tradition is 
called bana. It is primarily 
followed by the Pradhan 
community, to which I belong. 
The stories are about 
mythology and the gods, about 
the courage of kings, and 
respect for natural elements like 
the sun and moon, flora and 
fauna. Many of our rituals are 
also based on worshiping the 
tree-god to give us 
nourishment, the god of the 
forest to protect us from wild 
animals while we venture in to 
collect wood, and so on. When 
we began to make stand-alone 
works of art, these stories were 
easy references to depend on to 
create a visual imagery. Most 
often the viewer is able to relate 
to the story itself on seeing the 
visual representation, but at 
times, we fail. The tradition of 
storytelling is completely verbal, 
even in how it is passed on over 
generations. Nothing is ever 
written. I am not even literate. 

How would you classify your 
work – is it ethnic, traditional, 
folk, or contemporary, futuristic? 
Is it art or craft?

All this classification is for 
others to decide. What we 
make on paper and canvas is 
deeply rooted in our traditions. 
We reference both our visual 
and conceptual framework 

from traditions. Personally, 
I believe, there is certainly a 
craft, but how we work now is 
very individualistic, and there 
is no reason for this not to be 
seen as a work of art. That said, 
there are those who still make 
repetitive works that are closer 
to our tradition in many ways. 
I am not sure if that is art in 
the true sense. 

London Jungle Book published by 
Tara Books was one of your first 
creations for which you got 
international recognition. How 
was the experience of using your 
skill to make illustrations, 
something that is considered an 
applied art-form?

After I came back from 
London, I had many stories 
to share. One cannot even 

- Arts

Somvarah, Acrylic and ink 
on canvas, 72'' x 96'', 2014.

Aashirbaad (Blessing), Acrylic and ink on canvas, 48'' x 72'', 2014.
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imagine my state of mind after 
that experience. I was someone 
who had not gone out of my city. 
I had barely sat in a bus, let 
alone take a flight before this. 
I still recall how nervous I was. 
And naïve. For instance, on 
reaching the airport, there were 
rows of seats and I sat on one 
of them. After crossing each 
step, checking-in, passport 
control, security, there were 
similar looking rows of seats. 
It was dark outside, so nothing 
was visible. After about three 
hours, we were sitting in yet 
another seat of rows, and I 
finally lost my patience, and 
asked how long it will take for 
us to enter the plane. To which 

I was told, we were already in 
the plane! That’s how little I knew. 
In London, I began to relate to 
how we lived our lives back in 
the village. The Big Ben was 
the time teller there, just the 
way at home the rooster would 
announce the rising of the sun. 
The subway train system felt to 
me like earthworms criss-
crossing the town underground. 
I was aghast to see women 
doing work that I believed 
were reserved for men folk. A 
waitress writing our order at a 
restaurant was like a smiling 
goddess fulfilling our wish list. 
Hearing these parallels that I 
had drawn, Tara Books asked 
me to illustrate them and they 

came out with the first book. 
My drawings for the London 
Jungle Book are rather 
surrealistic. I have done many 
books with them after this. 
It is correct that illustration is 
bound by the story itself, but 
then, our art work is also very 
much based on storytelling. It 
was not very different for me. 

You have 10 books in your name, 
solo shows in the United 
Kingdom and India, published 
catalogues, and now the Padma 
Shri award. Have these 
recognitions created a positive 
impact on how your art is 
perceived? 

These recognitions have 
certainly helped in creating 
awareness for this art form. 
I do not know if the impact is 
positive or not. But those who 
did not know of this tradition 
now know of it. The degrees 
may vary – some have just 
heard of something called 
Gond style of painting and 
others know more about the 
process and concept. 
Internationally, and even 
within the country, the urban 
population depends a lot on 
books to source knowledge. So, 
these books have helped hugely 
in creating the awareness and 
also desire for Gond art. Earlier, 
we rarely had someone visiting 
our studios. Now we have 
groups coming in on a regular 
basis to interact with us and 
see us working. 

As civilisation evolves, several 
things get left behind. For 
instance, telegram as a way to 
communicate has ceased to exist. 
Why, according to you, is it 
important to carry forward the 
styles and technique of such 
traditional crafts?

Man still worships God. 
Technology may have changed 
how this happens. Our festivals 
are still centred around the 
change in seasons and we still 
respect nature, at least in 
theory. Then how can we forget 
our roots? The form is bound 
to change as civilisation evolves. 
But what remains at the core is 
the same, as it was hundreds or 
thousands of years ago. If we 
do not strive to preserve our 
crafts, they will sit in glass 
boxes in museums. Of course, 
we must adapt to changing 
times in how this is done. Like 
Gond art, that has shifted and 
adapted from walls to paper. 

What is the relevance of Indian 
tribal art form in a global 
context? How concerned would 
you be of the interpretation of 
your work by those who are not 
familiar with traditions of 
this land?

It entirely depends on them 
and how they see and interpret 
our work. Enough has been 
written about the Gond style. A 
story certainly makes the work 
more exotic. A mango tree is 
not just another fruit tree for 
us in India. There are so many 
more associations, that of a 
change in season, that of 
celebration and romance. There 
are those who like to know the 
objective of making the magery 
and significance of motifs used. 
For the other kinds, it will be a 
merely beautiful painting that 
decorates the walls. And that is 
fine. After all, isn’t that the root 
of Gond art anyway?

Creation, Acrylic and ink on 
canvas, 36'' x 48''.

Jalharin, Acrylic and ink on 
canvas, 48'' x 72'', 2015.

Bhajju Shyam.

With thanks to Anubhav Nath 
for translation support. All 
Images Courtesy of 
the artist and Ojas Art, 
New Delhi.
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