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PABLO BARTHOLOMEW ON RICHARD BARTHOLOMEW

Richard Bartholomew was a writer, painter, curator and one of the country’s pioneering art critics.
He helped lay the foundation of the modern Indian art movement through his work in propagating
the Progressive Artists’ Group started by the likes of FN Souza, SH Raza, MF Husain, Akbar
Padamsee and Tyeb Mehta in the 19505 and 6os. He was also an accomplished photographer, a talent
he passed on to his son, the renowned Pablo Bartholomew. Richard never displayed his photographs
publicly during his lifetime, so Pablo is making up for it with an exhibition "A Critic’s Eye’, organised
by Photoink. The photographs will be on show till February 28 at Photoink’s gallery in Delhi, following
which it will move to Mumbai. In this piece Pablo recalls the ups and downs of his father’s life.
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Self-porerait with Rati and Pablo, Almora, 1959

¢ left Burma, his ancestral homeland, as a young boy, as the Japanese war
machine was about o enter the country during the Second World War,
Walking from the plains of Mandalay, through the high, rugged mountain
rmges of the Packad, which cu throwgh MNaga courmry. he ended up at Ledo
in the upper Brabmaputra Valley of Assam. These refugees flecing persecu-
non dhidn't have 1o many eptions on wha they could bring with them. A
few belongings on their heads, and memories of a land left behind in ther
heads. as they traversed jungles, rivers, swamps, and high mouniain passes
far gl away

India was kind 10 my father. To Richard, the young teenager, it gave
1o schooling, a college educaion, a free envirommem for thought, sell-
expression and a creative growth thar may not have been possible if he had
chiosen 1o returm 1o his country, A year after Indian Independence, Burmia
tows Tuael become a [ree country, But soon after, it started 1o look inwards,
chivsig mself o the outside world

Prethi Became a home! it found him a wile, Rad, mer at college when
they were both studying a5t Stephens, As a companion refugee who ar-
rved Trom the western side during the panition of the subcontinent, she
towr biad fed with her family, uprooted and leaving ancestral lands 1o theis
neighibours in Pakistan.

After college, they both thrived creatively in the world of arts and educa-
ton. The emerging natien was full of new visions stirming up intellectual

Sleeping vickshawe-pullers, Mussoorvie, c.1gy

vibraney, fuelled by Gandhian and Nehruvian thoughts of what may have
been a positive, rugal and mnocent environment, It held ow many prom-
ises than never guite got realised 1o date

Made in New Delhi were the two sons, who grew up, the older with some
trials and tribulations, the younger better adjusted. So this capital city became
his permanent home, and he went back and lorth between a freclance life and
prositions at instingtions. One such mstitutional assignment forced him, after
many years of being stateless, wo take on Indian ciizenship. Same time in the
lare Sisties, he was faced with foreign travels in order 1o evangelise religious
objects m Tibet Howse, which housed the Dalai Lama’s personal collection
First taking the Centificate of Identity given to relugees, he then got a passport
in the vears o come, as travel became ancmegral part of his life, with the many
shows of contemporary Indian art he organised imternanonally

He lived lile to the fullest, This is the way | saw my [ather @t he who loved
to write, paint, photograph and cook for the hungry who passed through
our many rened homes, Arlists, writers, poets, actors and direciors came
and went. It was a time of naive growing up, when adealism was high and
corruption low. | remember as a kid that 2 Husain, Ram Kumar or Biren De
could be bought for a few hundreds of rupees. Bun now, it 1s another story

Money was always an issue, and as we grew up there was just not enough
of it around. My parems struggled — there was no car and no phone
home, But, in spite of all those limnations, there were always typewriters
and cameras 1o play with, The dark room was crude aned functional. Yel, it
was a refuge from the world. And with a home-grown scholarship, | grew
up as a photographer, to make it my profession. But too soon after that,
death ook him away. The culminmion of decay: politics in the ans, mak-
ing thought sell-serving and narrow. The decay grew around him, and this
guiet, gentle, soft-spoken man could no longer honorably duel with words
anel letters, his most formidable weapons at that tme, He wok o drnk,
mayhe a refugee's refuge. The mstnution he worked m then, which he tried
v build and change, destroyed, buried, and forgot him

Many guestions remain unanswerce inomy mind; of how and why this
should have belallen a man whose creative exploration had stll not peaked,
ol how and why a man who devoted himsell so selllessly to the ereativity
and growth ol others should have died forgoten. I ke had lived, he would
hawve been 82 1eday, At 38, he died wo young. Somenimies Death's Dance has
its way, the game of chess lost, and life relinguished.

So now there can be no better resurrection of a person than to privilege
him, my father, with what he deserved, To have his work rediscovered and
understood again. | have set out 1o do that in the firse part of the archives
to-work with his photography, which 1 know so well

A book of his writings on an and his poetry will follow shonly after. This
exercise has been delayed by nearly a quaner of a century:. But it is saill not
oo late to complete the cyele of his life by bringing back the man and his
cantexst for the generation than lives on now. =+
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RICHARD BARTHOLOMEW

Rasn Kromar in his Gole Marker studio, New Delhi, 1956

Belf-Porvait, New York, 197071

FM Sonzd at his apartment, New Tork, 1ggogt




