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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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Arpita Singh, Untitled, Ink, 
pastel and poster paint on 
paper, 27.7'' x 19.7'', 1981. 
Collection: KNMA.

Arpita Singh, Woman 
Smoking, Watercolour 
on paper, 30'' x 23'', 
2005. Collection: 
Anjolie Ela Menon.

All Images Courtesy of the 
artist and Kiran Nadar 
Museum of Arts, New Delhi.

Arpita Singh, Untitled, 
Poster paint on paper, 
32.7'' x 26.7'', 1981. 
Collection: KNMA.

Arpita Singh, Journey, Oil 
on Canvas 42.5'' x 42.5'', 
1971. Collection: KNMA.

J A N U A R Y  3 0  T O  J U N E  3 0,  2 0 1 9 ,  N E W  D E L H I

Arpita Singh | Six 
Decades of Painting

The Kiran Nadar Museum of Art (KNMA) presented the first-ever retrospective of artist Arpita 
Singh. Over 240 works on display covered a detailed representation of the artist’s career spanning six 
decades, the earliest work being a 1961 painting. Arpita’s practice flourished at a time when there 
were few women artists from India who were going global. The art scene in the country in the 1960s 
was male-dominated. Both the practitioners and teachers of art were primarily men and all the major 
art movements such as the Progressive Art Group and Group 1890 were formed by male artists. The 
impact of these practices fuelled Arpita’s work. Fairly early in her career, she realised her interest in 
painting the human figure. ‘Arpita credits the influence of Sailoz Mookherjea for the style in which 
she applies paint and Biren De for the sense of anatomical proportions in her works,’ explained 
Roobina Karode, Director and Chief Curator, KNMA. The retrospective titled Submergence: In 
the midst of here and there was made possible with the 61 works that KNMA owns, and borrowed 
paintings from various private and institutional collections globally, including the Glenbarra Art 
Museum, Japan.

The show also dedicates a separate section to her abstract works, many of which are minimalistic ink-
on-paper. Her interest in strokes and the structure of her canvas is evident from this body of 
drawings. The figurative works, forming the majority at the retrospective show, are found all along 
her practice, although the more recent ones are informed through a sense of abstraction. ‘Arpita is a 
“reluctant feminist”. While her subjects revolve around the theme of the feminine, she did not attack 
the patriarchal domination of the time,’ says Karode. 

The bold use of purple and pink colours, even to depict horrific scenes of war and bloodshed are 
unique to her practice. The brush work has a certain rustic rawness to it. This balance of expressive 
strokes with a deliberate palette of pastel colours is an important aspect of her work. The most 
significant works in the exhibit also bring out her emphasis on space-making, which often utilises 
flat renditioning that lacks a sense of dimension. Arpita also depends extensively on her visual 
memory. ‘In a significant work titled My mother, she began with the portrait of her mother, but 
divided her canvas diagonally with an image of a road. She then reminisced pictures from television 
of a riot scene and added dead bodies on the road,’ adds Karode. She uses a direct approach to display 
the idea of feminism, where the female nude is used to express the vulnerability of women in society. 
For instance, in a large configuration with other bold themes forming the core of a work, one odd 
nude figure would be introduced with ease. This sort of the naïve approach eventually became 
sophisticated, making her work unpredictable. And this incoherence itself became her spirit.

News Circuit

Reviewed by RAHUL KUMAR
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