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Portraiture today is thought of mostly in the context of photography. 
But before cameras replaced the need for painters to capture an 
individual for posterity, the genre had a rich and complex history. 
While portraiture in art was once concerned mainly with fidelity, 
Vincent van Gogh did away with realism and let swirls of colours and 
texture speak for the moods and emotions in his self-portraits. In the 
20th century, under Pablo Picasso's cubist lens, perception of human 
facial features underwent a radical shift. In the 1960s Andy Warhol's 
silkscreened portraits of Marilyn Monroe brought the genre into a 
conceptual framework. 

In contemporary India, in De-Curating: Indian Contemporary Artists, 
Bose Krishnamachari created portraits of established and emerging 
Indian artists who he thought were instrumental in shaping 
contemporary Indian art. The artist-curator as one effort combined 
faculties of artisanal skill, concept, context, commentary and historical 
perspective.

Nikhil Chaganlal revisits the genre to freeze human emotions, moods 
and intangible qualities that he cherishes rather than represent 
physical attributes of individuals. Making portraits is the formally 
untrained artist's childhood passion, and has led to a signature style, 
alongside his interior series. In this suite of 50 uniquely formatted 
paintings on masonite board are glistening images of mystics, Hindu 
deities, faces suggestive of iconic figures such as Buddha and Jesus, and 
fantastical portrayals of kitschy women. Pulling a thread out of the 
history of antique pendants with painted portraits and coins with reliefs 
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in ancient Greece and Rome, he has ornamented these paintings with 
carved and painted wooden frames. He describes them as jewels to 
celebrate and make memorable his 50th birthday.

One might wonder if this can be labeled portraiture in the traditional 
sense since they do not depict the physical semblance of real people. It 
is a reexamination of the genre with the aim to capture the essence of 
humanity. They carry the quintessence of people he has come across in 
his life and extensive travels around the world. It is worth juxtaposing 
and considering how similar yet distinct are the approaches to the 
human head by Nikhil and Akbar Padamsee. The latter's austere colour 
palette, medium and vibe couldn't be more different from Nikhil's 
flaunting style. Yet both artists aim to capture an abstract quality in a 
human face while establishing an undertone of temperament that is 
unique to each. There is an existential search in both their approaches.
For Nikhil portraiture seems to be as natural as the act of doodling; it 
flows from his paint brush spontaneously and not as planned 
composition. Unless it is a portrayal of a deity such as Ganesh, Durga or 
Shree Nathji we are not led by context to read a narrative to know who 
these people are. 

They are moods of as much the people the artist observes as they are of 
him. In one spectrum, at a subconscious level, he seeks qualities like 
compassion, innocence, grace and tranquility in his subjects. In the 
other spectrum, some of his portrayals of women evoke raw 
sensuousness and erotica. 

In some, the eyes beckon the viewer with a stare while in others we see a 
more meditative stance where the eyes are closed. One is curious to 
know if he is searching for himself in the faces around him. Is the act of 
creating hundred of portraits over the years an aspiration to inculcate 
those traits, descriptive of his experiences, or homage to human nature? 
Perhaps it's a little bit of everything.

The use of bright, garish, bold colour palette for the various strains of 
subjects is overlapping. It does not distinguish between the traits of 
sadhus, the deities and the beckoning mortal women. They are all 
vibrant, celebrating the exuberance of life. Colours are used as tools to 
emote without prejudice about one's character. More or less universally 
his protagonists display an idyllic state of mind. This contradiction of 
energy and tranquility brings out the complexities in Nikhil as a person 
and the way he perceives life.

In this suite we may be confronting 50 strangers but the emotions they 
evoke are familiar and suggestive of humankind in one way or another.

Jasmine Shah Varma
Writer and curator based in Mumbai
October 2011



BLUE SHIVA ~ 21 x 13



YELLOW CHRIST ~ 18 x 15

I started painting as a child. My mom says I 
used to take her lipstick and scribble all over the house. 



BLUE LADY ~ 18 x 12



TEMPTATION OF EVE ~ 15 x 15THE ENCHANTRESS ~ 15 x 14



SECRET EMOTIONS ~ 15 x 15



GREEN BUDDHA ~ 23 x 12

I like to mix things: 
mediums like acrylic and oil, spirituality and sensuality.  

I like to break taboos. Not for society but for myself. 
I am a complete rebel but I don't care to be labeled that.  



FORGIVENESS ~ 18 x 18



TRANQUILITY ~ 18 x 13AWAKENING ~ 18 x 13



BUDDHA ~ 21 x 13



GANESHA ~ 16 x 16

I don't look back on yesterday. No regrets. 
My past is like yesterday's newspaper. 

I am very here and now. I am a happy person.



SADVI MAYA ~ 20 x 12



THE BRIDE ~ 20 x 12KRISHNA RHYTHM DIVINE ~ 20 x 12



FLOWER GIRL ~ 15 x 15



Art is the DNA of your soul. 

LADY SHAMAN ~ 15 x 15



FAIRYTALE ~ 15 x 15



FLORAL INNOCENCE ~ 20 x 12JUNGLE LOVE ~ 20 x 12



SADHU AT KUMBH MELA ~ 16 x 16



FAKIR ~ 19 x 12

For me painting is getting away from my mind. 
Ironically when I paint it is my meditation 

and I'm set free from my thinking. 
For me it's a beautiful lovely escape.



MEDITATION ~ 18 x 13



HARIDWAR ~ 21 x 13 MYSTIC ~ 18 x 13



SHREE NATHJI~ 16 x 16



NAWAB ~ 22 x 12

I don't look at my work as work. It's my love. 
It's private to me. I don't like to talk about my work… 

my work should talk for itself. My work has 
undertones of being autobiographical.



TIRUPATI ~ 23 x 12



RUMI ~ 17 x 13 SHROUD OF TURIN ~ 20 x 13



TRANSCENDENCE ~ 18 x 15



YOGI AT ALIBAG BEACH ~ 18 x 13

I'm a vibrant person; am not a shy painter. 
In other walks of life too, I'm bisexual. 
I like vegetarian and non vegetarian. 

I like the beach and the mountain. I don't see the forms. 
I see them from a different filter in the mind.



DURGA ~ 15 x 15



LAXMI ~ 20 x 12 BRAHMIN BOY ~ 20 x 12



KALI ~ 17 x 15



SAIBABA ~ 18 x 12

I create Art because I must.
It is a necessary extension of my life.

It identifies and substantiates my existence.
It is my profile and my legacy.



GREEN NUDE SENORITA ~ 21 x 11



KRISHNA’S SONG ~ 20 x 12 PIETA ICON ~ 20 x 12



HEAVEN’S GATE ~ 17 x 15



MEMORIES ~ 20 x 13

I want to intrigue and entertain.
I want to initiate wonder and questions.

I want to communicate my thoughts, 
dreams and desires through painting.



MERMAID ~ 19 x 14



DIVINE SOLITUDE ~ 18 x 13DIVINE MELODY ~ 18 x 13



SHIVA ~ 17 x 13



OLD MONK ~ 15 x 15

I always believe that the frame is as important 
as the painting. It's my 50th birthday and 

I wanted to create a legacy. 
They are like 50 jewels, not just paintings.



SELF REALISATION ~ 15 x 15



MOTHER MARY ICON ~ 23 x 12 COMPASSION ~ 22 x 12
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