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SHUVAPRASANNA : BRIDGING ART & REALITY

Someatimeinthed0sand 70s, modernismshiftedits emphasis from
character to personality as the driving force of an artist's creative
practice. This was a major source of tansion for the artists of that
generation. An artist’s character and personality are generally
believed to be complementary in defining his creative identity. But
in modermism's aesthetic expressive context these two intaract
somewhat dialectically. For, character tends to conform to
prefigured values absorbed from without and personality blooms
within, separating the seif frorm the other, Character shapes itssl
within the mould of skill, craft and content as well as the societal
values that play a major role in the training of an artist and making
hig art respond to an established nom. The artist'’s personality
seaks unigue staterment of the self through inventive forms, style
and expression marked by total independence from receaived
values or by values responsible for making him an artist apart.
During the post Indspendence decades of an emerging social
and political process, the artist could not avoid the tension due
to this conflict between his character and personality. There was
a challenge for him to remain committed to the social realities
of the day as well as to the modemist values insisting on the
autonomous effects of art.

Shuvaprasanna who emerged on our art scene at the end of the
seventies is one of the most powerful painters of his generation
who addressed this challenge by firmily anchorng his identity
as a many-sided personality in his character. In his art the
two opposites—relevance to social reality and his passionate
engagement with formal expressiveness, more  precisely,
represantation and abstraction—uniquely coincide. From quite
early on in his life, even as a child, Shuvaprasanna's practice as a
painter had embedded in it two major concerns—vivid evocation
of the life and reality of his immediate perception and a wonderful
freshness of creativity and craft that independeantly engage the
viewer, Born in a crowded part of Caloutta, he grew up with
an inescapable awareness of dense human presence, of dingy
urban spaces teeming with poverty. His father was a doclor and
Shuvaprasanna loved to watch and portray faces of sickly people
that he saw in his father's chamber, and the shapes and forms
of the wretched he obzerved on the pavernents of Calcutta. A
large part of his oeuvre is the portrait of life in urban environs and
in fact not only his art but his soul is soaked in social realities.
At the same time he takes passionate care for the facture of
hiz imagery with all the wealth of technical and formal means
uncder his command. Each of his canvases sports a meticulous
handling of its plastic components. Deft and judicious treatmeant



of form, space, colour and bristly lineal and sensitive textural
details lend to his canvases an evident finesse of execution which
not only adds to the expressiveness of the image but also lifts the
paintings to a realm of pure aesthetic abstraction.

Whether he evokes a human face or an avian form or a feline
figure or a blow-up of a winged insect or simply a long-necked
earthen or ceramic pot, what strikes the viewer first is not the
compulsive realism of the frame's semantic content but the
autonomy of the picture's pure aesthetic effects. In some the
metallic sheen of colour blug, bronze and silvery white or lovely
glowing orange of a goldfish |, dusky velvety gray of a cat—
exude a feel close to that of a mystic perception of beauty as
a joy for ever. Still, it is not for mere aesthetic abstraction that
Shuvaprasanna includes these small frames of beasts and birds
in a show dominated by two sets of charcoals and acndics as
the main focus of his art originating in the artist's perception of a
broad spectrum of life stretching between social and existential
limits. A cuddly cat, a sombre owl or a meek calf, a flower with
a core of erotic suggestion or a ceramic artefact undoubtedly
contain signs and symbols defining the existential segment of
that spectrum marked by life's primal gifts of sensuous beauty,
native vitality of body and mind and an innate creative drive.

At the opposite extreme are the large acrylics evoking in a wide
range of middle tones the social and political realities of the day.
Life-scapes in the city and in the countryside loom across the
canvases with cast shades and shadows of unrefisved drabness
or of nightmarish gloom. Canwvases crisscrossed by long Chirico
shadows in dull grays upon pale vellows etch a surrealist sprawl
of dingy dwellings suggesting the squalid life of the poor urban
underclass. An anaemic moon on the black sky exudes a dismal
spell of desolation upon the contours of figures and forms
below, dejected young people in their wretched nakedness
standing stolid in a bleak space of life or a pair of huge hands
up atop the slum tenements, waving in the void in an anguished
cry for relief, One of the acrylics enacts the traumatic scene of
paolitical terrors currently stalking rural Bengal, Another treats the
current shift in Bengal's political destiny with a punch of satire
on the sly to a complex spell of miked impact. In either instanca
Shuvaprasanna’s art participates or intervenes more directly in
the on-geing sccio-political process nearer home. Still his visual
language is not merely tempered with necessary obliqueness
but also charged with a splendid aura of uncluttered aesthetic
articulation.

Located between these two sets are the senes of portraits— each
an imaginary face but likely to be seen in crowds and masses—
and those of the two great 20th century personalities of India,
Tagore and Gandhiji. These two groups of portraits reprasent
Shuvaprasanna’s life-long interest in exploring the diverse facets
of human reality as well as his profound zest for studying and
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drawing human faces, a passion he acguired quite early in
life, when he portrayed not only faces seen in the processions
down the streets near his home but also did instant on-the-spot
sketches of great national leaders, including President Rajendra
Prasad and Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, and of foreign
dignitaries, such as, the US ambassador, John Galbraith and
the Soviet President, Marshall Voroshilov, when they addressed
public meetings in Calcutta. Over the years he has added to
his well-honed skill as a portraitist, a philosophical quest, with
both detachmeant and empathy, for the facial contours of man in
his element. As a result, these charcoal-and-acrylics portray not
only ordinary individuals, each a man out of the masses, but also
a visage of common humanity, bare and unadomed. There is
often a subtle distortion in their frontal features or profie outiines.
It lends them an odd look that exudes an air of something funny
or cranky or subhuman, Nevertheless each face is a transparent
inciex of a simple honest indigent overworked individual crushed
under the burdens of ife. Each frame is executed with a penchant
for drawing with stark bristly lines, dense hatching and charged
passages of charcoal smudges of edgy expressiveness.

This quest for the face of common humanity is extended to the
faces of exceptional men of our times. Shuvaprasanna sslacts
two great Indians, Tagore and Gandhi, and traces in the contours
of their faces the configuration of common human features
beneath the aura of their greatness. Even in their cartoon poriraits
it is difficult to rob these two Indian greats of their natural glow
of greatness unless the cartoonist aims at downright vilification
or low satire. But both the Poet and the Mahatma in these
portraits look like cormmon men robbad of all glow of celebrity
without looking an iota less than their famillar selves. Indians
have exalted Gandhiji to a high pedestal of sainthood and
Bengalis have completed the apotheosis of Tagore especially
in this sesquicentannial year, In Shuvaprasanna's portraits done
in lucid acryfic washes of soft yellow and pale orange both of
them appear reassuringly human in moments and moods they
livad like their fellow mortals. Nevertheless they carry a distinctive
impression of personality which doesn't clash with the portraits’
intended impact.

The artist's character in this suite of works is evident in their
consistent commitment to the content of his art which relate to
the realities of social and human relevance. Bul his personality
continually brings itself to bear upen his handling of ideas, always
fresh and explorative, and shaping out of both forms and facts.

Manasij Majumdear
Art Critic & Wriler
Februany, 2011
Kolkata
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The Shadow mixed media on canvas 101.6cm = 127cm (appeox.) 20010






Vessal riveed media on paper 20.9cm x 14.8em 2010
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Tha Shadow mixed media on carmas 167 dem x 258 5cm 2011
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