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My Memories
of an
Indian Master

by Shanay Jhaveri
& Howard Hodgkin

Bhupen Khakhar (1934-2003) was an acclaimed
artist both in India and internationally. Active from.
the 19605, he was part of a
narrative pair
home country including Gulam Sheikh and Sudhir
Patwardhan that bacame known as the Baroda
School. After early experiments with pop art,
Khakhar, who was self-taught, developed a style
that combined high and low, popular and painterly.
sthetics, much of which was infused with his

doop knowledge of art from south Asi
European sources. His themes, which
his homosexuality and his cancer, proved to be
provocative and emotionally charged, especially
toa conservative Indian audience. T

with Tate's first posthumous survey of his care
which brings together his work from across five.
decades, the critic and curator Shanay Jhaveri hears
candidly about the painter’s life and work from one
of Khakhar's friends, the artist Howard Hodgkin
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toaboyriend and was made of black ilk. | couldn't
understand why... butit made me look at him with
newinterest.

S I knowthat Geeta Kapur played quitea crucial
folein helping Bhupen to get his first exhibition at
Anthony Stokes's gallery in London.

HH Yes, that's true. | was jealous, because | couldn't
getan exhibition anywhereatthat time. | got Bhupen
ajobteaching atthe Bath Academy of Art, which
was avery distinguished localresidentialart school.
‘There were already many artists, such as Willa
Scott, Peter Lanyon, Jack Smith, Kenneth Armitage
and Gillian Ayres, teaching there. | think Bhupen
liked that.

S Did hetellyou much about his impressions of
England atthattime?

HH He hated the cold weather. He never said
anything about men living with other men, buthe
did say he was painting an enormous picture with

portraits of everybody he'd ever slept with. | was very  Bhupen Kk
Hoasked me,

smaller than yours. I'd onlyjust begun to accept that
1was gay.

SJ How do you think peaple n the UK reacted to his.
work when he first showed here? David Hockney's.
pictures get mentioned when they look at Bhupen's,
butl think there is quite a difference between them —
in the way they represent bodies.

HH Anenormous difference; | thinkit's the.
homosexuality in David's pictures that makes a

S9 Bhupen's pictures are more fragile. They are
about embrace and touch. They re not about physical
beauty, inthe same way as Hockney's, I feel

HH Yes, I thinkthat's very good.

4 lfwe refer backto the Indian context, Bhupen
was doing somathing completely different from
everybodyin terms of painting. There were narrative
painters, but the kind of subject matter he dealt

with and his use of colour were distinct, Hisartalso.
evolved over time. There's something very interesting

‘same?"and | said, ‘'Well, my picture would be much

ticul
pictures tothe looseness that starts toarrive in
his workin the late 19805 and 1990s.

HH It's something that makes his paintings vers
‘separate from the work o other artists, both English
andlr

'S4 Isthere a particular picture of his that has a
personal significance for you?

HH The De-Lure Tailors, which he gave to me.

S That painting s from his Tradesmen series—
particularly poignant, becauselt depicts men doing
ordinary jobs. In Indian art history they had never
before been the subject of paintings. And then he
treats them with such respect. They were not only
the subjectof the painting, butalso his friends?

HH Andlovers, in some cases.

84 Youincluded Bhupen's work i an exhibition
you curated at Tate n 1982, Six Indian Painters, which
featured Rabindranath Tagore, Jamini Roy, Amrita
‘Sher-Gil, MF Husain and KG Subramanyan as well
as Khakhar. Can you tell me more aboutthat show
andthe process behind your selection?

g

HH 1 really would have liked itto have boen just
about Bhupen, but there was no question ofthat.
The gallery wanted something much more general.



Bhupen Knakhar,Unied
(orttof Pon

BHUPEN KHAKHAR

Hfound it dificulttonclude artsts such as Husain,
butl managed, by showing him as a photographer.
His photos were very good, to my surprise. Other
than that, I found tdifficult. Geeta said: ‘Wel, it wll
haveto be done better next ime And itwas done
better,almostat once - imagine by her, | mean
actually, f notvisibly, by her.

$J S0 she played an active ole n the selection of
material, or you knew which artists you wanted to
showand you chose the works?

HH No, that's saying too much, because | didn't
thinkvery much of most Indian painting then, apart
from Bhupen,

S Youincluded Sher-Gil and Subramanyan
very interesting figures who, ike Bhupen, navigate
Western and Eastern references.

HH Yes. I think | was disappointed atthe selection
that was possible. I'm not proud of that exhibition

SJ Butit's quite well-regarded. One could say it
has aged welln terms of the selection of artists.

HH I thinkithas, but | think Indian painting, as such,
is far better than that show suggested.

SJ Why doyou think there's been such a gradual
awakening to Bhupen's practice generally,even in
India? When he died he had shown at the Museo
Reina Sofia, Madrid, and he had reached a degree
ofacclaim, butit's only now, 12 years after hs death,
that Tate s doing a show.

HH Because he's avery original artist. Simple as
that. Bt also thought how extremely sad that he
didn'tlive long enough to see his work becoming
soughtafter.

S Or the new scholarship that's been generated
around . You have a greatinterestin Indiaand own
acollection of Indian miniatures. Bhupen had a wide
range of interests, in Company Painting [a broad
termfor avariaty of hybrid styles that developed as.
aresultof European (especially Bitish) influence on
Indian artists from the early 18th to the 19th century]
andallkinds of objects associated with high or low
culture. Did you ever talk about his avid eye, when
itcame o suchthings?

HH Notatall.

S Did you ever talk about, maybe not specific
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paintings, butthe act of painting, because you have.
very different ways of working?

HH Oh, yes, very different, but we had great respect
forthe other's working habits

SJ Did you ever discuss, for example, Western
painting, such as Sienese painting, that he iked,
and other Renaissance works?

HH Oh, yes.

SJ You did doa picture called From the House of
‘Bhupen Khakhar 1975-6.

HH Yes, sadlyits disappeared.
Sy Do you recall doing that picture?

HH | don'trecall doing it but | knew I'd done . His
lover and servant, Pandu, was told by him to...well,
ookafter me-in every possible way. I think that's
the discreet way of putting it | was astounded. Pandu
also gave me this wonderful waking-up cockail every
day which was... | never know how to pronounceit.

Itwas mostly b-h-a-n-g.
SJ Bhang. He

Hodgkin's grdenin eventually
HH Bhang, that's right, and ko 4 o

and said: "You'l feel wonderfull’ felt wonderful
immediately. | did foel very loved by Bhupen
and Pandu, butthere were some rumblings in
the distance.

SJ Aboutthem?

HH Aboutthem and me and Bhupen's lover, V-,
youknow,itwas al...Bhupen, naively, said: It's
extraordinary, | can't understand it, Mrs V- dossn't
like me!" | thought nothing could be more ikely.

S Bhupen has made a number of portraits in
his practicoand so have you, but,again, they're
vastly dissimilar.

HH I think the way | paint people's portrats has
nothing to do with what others are trying to do. I'm
going to have an exhibition at the National Portrait
Gallery next year, but it will be called Asent Friends.
That, | think, to some extent, answers your question.

'S4 Do you think Bhupen suffered in terms of
coming to an understanding of who he was? He
has reproached himsslf in interviews about the

HH Yes. Much more than | managed to,then.

SJ You once said that Bhupen's paintings are ‘what
Iifos, around you, here. He does not paint subjects.
that do not exist. He has been able to paint what he
lives, nothing aboutart and everything about ife—

without hang-ups’. Do you miss him?

HH Oh, tremendously.

S Didyou see Bhupen towards the end of his fife,
when he was ll?

HH Not often enough. | hadn't realised quite how
illhe was and | regret that very muct
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