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WORLD: ‘Bad Painting — good art’, which
opened on June 5 and runs through October 12
in Vienna, Austria, takes the viewer on a fasci-
nating tour of occasionally in-your-face cre-
ations, such as a seemingly severed and bloody

foot by Baselitz, dated
1963. ‘They challenge
their medium by using
a range of incorrect,
bad or ugly approach-
es in order to attack
and criticise it by its
own means,’ a panel
tells visitors entering
the exhibition.

ART HISTORY: The large canvases Jack-
son Pollock used for his Abstract
Expressionist action paintings were usu-
ally laid flat on the floor while he paint-
ed. A chain smoker, Pollock frequently
painted with a cigarette hanging from
his lips. This led to the intriguing incor-
poration of cigarette ashes into the sur-
face of some of his greatest works.

INDIA: Subodh Gupta’s monumental
‘Gandhi’s Three Monkeys’ sculptural
group is on show in Basel. But it’s
no first for Gupta,who has been
here for the past four years. Con-
temporary Indian art is tipped to be
the next major art world trend, with
Gupta fast becoming an art-market
darling, and cementing his reputa-
tion with world-famous curators.

AAculture

EVERY YUSUF Arakkal
creation has a moment of
truth and a story to unravel.
Standing next to one of
them, he points out, “I had
spotted this particular gen-
tleman right outside Lon-
don’s Victoria station. What
caught my attention was that
he was unabashedly
engrossed in reading the
morning tabloid and seemed
completely oblivious to the
chaotic world passing by.” 

The man, in his relaxed
demeanour, belongs to
Yusuf’s “The Street” series,
which has been on display at
Kolkata’s Gallery Sanskriti.
As the eyes pry from one
canvas to the other, it is evi-
dent that the artist’s imagi-
native streak and myriad
experiences have covered
quite a distance, unfolding a
labyrinth of human emo-
tions and they have reached
a creative crescendo on the
Indian streets. “The street
has a mind of its own. It
reveals a strange but authen-
tic reality, littered with a
million physical and
metaphoric allusions and it

is home to many emotions,
feelings, and meanings,” he
says.

Yusuf’s maternal lineage
goes to the royal Arakkal
family, the only Muslim
blue bloodline in Kerala,
while his father was a well-
to-do businessman. Yet he
shares an up, close and per-
sonal relationship with the
street, “I was orphaned at a
very young age and though
my extended family took
good care of me, the curbs
imposed on my artistic lean-
ings during my teenage
years, was reason enough
for me to run away from
home. And for the homeless
the street offers a natural
shelter. I lived on the pave-
ments of Bengaluru for a

couple of years. The menial
jobs helped make ends meet
and also sufficed the
expenses of the art college
where I had enrolled for a
course,” he recalls. “But my
best university has been the
streets, and the lessons I
learnt there stand etched for
a lifetime,” he adds on a
poignant note. 

“The whitewashed streets
spread in posh areas do not
catch my fancy. Rather, I
am drawn to mean, chaotic
and crowded streets where
many a tale of life, its sur-
vival instincts and its com-
passionate nature emerge on
a daily basis. Contrary to set
notions, the streets and its
inhabitants often exude an
uncanny warmth. On the
many personal experiences I
have encountered during my
street life, I cannot forget
this particular incident. Ben-
galuru can be quite cold at
night, and on one such
night, I had snuggled under
a pavement dweller’s blan-
ket to keep the cold at bay.
Next morning when I woke
up still wrapped up in com-

fort, the man whose blanket
came to my rescue, was
looking at me and exuding a
warm smile. He was a leper
who sacrficed a night’s
sleep for a stranger,” he
reveals.

In another fascinating cre-
ation, Yusuf presents a lone-
ly child givng a sharp pierc-
ing stare. “This boy inhabi-
tated a construction site in
Bengaluru, I felt a silent yet
defiant streak of protest in
his eyes and captured it on
canvas for posterity. Inci-
dentally my next series is
based on children,” says the
man who has been a

recipeient of the prestigious
Lorenzo De Medici Gold
Medal at Florence.  

The engrossing depths and
enduring perspectives of
Yusuf’s paintings absorb
ordinary things and moulds
them into fascinating works
of art.

“As a youngster I did not
allow my creativity to get
stifled, now I rejoice in the
sweetness of my freedom
and choice. But I also
believe every artist has a
social responsiblity and his
creations should not be the
cause of hurting anyone’s
sentiments,” he concludes.

IMAGINE A bare-bodied
Husain — black eyebrows,
white beard — standing in
front of his work that he had
given to Indian Airlines in
the ’70s. Then think of Fran-
cis Newton Souza at his
apartment in New York,
standing next to one of his
famed Heads. An unsual
moment in the life of India’s
finest abstractionist Nasreen
Mohamedi — demure and
delicately poised — all these
images are part of a historic
show at New York’s Sepia
entitled “A Critic’s Eye”.
The critic is none other than

the late Richard
Bartholomew who discov-
ered and wrote about the
famed Progressives long
before the world woke up to
Indian art.

Black and white images
that reveal the camera as a
tool that have fundamentally
reshaped the human condi-
tion, and the inner eye. In a
series of still lifes, images of
the family and two hand-
some night shots, these
works bring to the eye an
insight that is singular and
precious; historic and far
from the faces of fame that
change countenances. 

A set of studies that move
away from the churn of
images, that roll out in
relentless profusion; today,
it’s hard to imagine how
Bartholomew (father of
Pablo Bartholomew) under-
stood both Indian and West-

ern culture when it wasn’t
constantly chasing its own
shadow.

Bartholomew was no pas-
sive observer, even when he
captured his wife reading
Sad Sack and Pablo reading
Photography — a magazine-
you can look at the date and
actually  mouth a Warholian
“wow” The images talk to
you in their own silence,
they tell you mellow tales of
the life a man who was pas-
sionate about his relation-
ships, about what he saw
and about who he wrote.
You think of the subjects
who have become celebri-
ties, who now live to be
echoed in their successes
and failures. 

And therein lies the irony
of this well-knit oeuvre
which recalls Updike’s
snipe at celebrityhood.
“Celebrity is a mask,” said

John Updike, “that eats into
the face” — in order to pro-
voke viewers into a thought-

ful response to celebrity cul-
ture. Taken way back in the
60s and 70s, these works go

much deeper than the eye
can see. They speak of a cul-
ture and comfort we know

not today. They are truthful
in their simplicity and lack
of pretentious allure.

There is a kind of playful-
ness in the still lifes, and
even in the images of peo-
ple. Bartholomew reveals
that the true subject must
reflect a delightful summa-
tion of a certain
masculine/feminine ideal;
that cocky hat in the window
echoes the classical purity of
a western notion of academ-
ic moments. 

Still, only a particularly
blithe spirit could give us
works that have an uncanny
power. 

In New York this show
seems to steal into the secret
places of the heart, creating
an  illusion of intimacy, of

community, and success for
those who have the real
thing. Knowing that Souza
attained celebrityhood after
his death makes the exag-
gerations diminish.

This show brings back the
famous words that echo the
difference between a hero
and a celebrity. 

“The hero was distin-
guished by his achievement;
the celebrity by his image or
trademark,” wrote Daniel
Boorstin in 1961, “The hero
created himself; the celebri-
ty is created by the media.
The hero was a big man; the
celebrity is a big name.”
Bartholomew died long
before we knew he loved
what the mind’s eye saw.
And so be it.

M.F. Husain at work in his studio; New Delhi, 1970s.
PHOTO COURTESY: Estate of Richard Bartholomew
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The simplicity behind their faces of fame

Yusuf Arakkal with
paintings from his series
“The Street” on display
at Kolkata’s Gallery San-
skriti.
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Bo Diddley’s funeral
rocked and rolled on Satur-
day with as much energy as
his music.

For four hours, friends
and relatives sang, danced
and celebrated the life of
the man who helped give
birth to rock and roll with a
signature beat that influ-
enced Buddy Holly, Elvis
Presley, the Rolling Stones
and many others.

As family members
passed by the Rock and
Roll Hall of Famer’s cas-
ket, a gospel band played
his namesake song. Within
moments, the crowd of sev-
eral hundred began clap-
ping in time and shouting,
“Hey, Bo Diddley!”

Diddley, 79, died of heart
failure on June 2 at his
home in nearby Archer.

“In 1955 he used to keep
the crowds rocking and
rolling way before Elvis,”
Diddley’s grandson, Garry
Mitchell, said before kick-
ing his legs sideways, high
up in the air, the way Did-
dley did onstage. 

The funeral was followed
by a tribute concert featur-
ing his touring band and
other musicians.

Eric Burdon, leader of
the rock group The Ani-
mals, attended the service,
and flowers were sent from
musicians including Jerry
Lee Lewis, Tom Petty,
George Thorogood and
others. Burdon, also a
member of the Rock Hall,
called Diddley a big influ-
ence.

“He’s always been jump-
ing around and very aggres-
sive; if he was onstage with
the Stones, he was obvious-
ly putting Keith Richards in
his place.” (AP)
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