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REMEMBRANCE OF THINGS PRESENT

Her works create the definitive moment, carved from a boundless space and emblazoned in memory.
Their presence ekes out the essential, the timeless, the moment of forgetting and remembrance. In
Anjolie Ela Menon’s vast oeuvre on Masonite which ranges from liminal men and women, gods and
goddesses of the popular, the retrieving of junk to create painted furniture stamped with her mark,
the delicate moulding of Murano glass to create objects of everyday wonder and others, we have the
underlying theme of the enduring presence of a reverent calm which yet is touched by the here and
now of the world.

In a remarkably individualistic act, defying conventional norms, Menon though influenced by artists
like Husain and Amrita Sher-Gil and a student of the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris, has not been
influenced by the moderns in their universal credo or even attempted to reinvent indigenous aesthetics.
She has ploughed her lonely furrow, learning frescoes at the Beaux Arts then travelling all over Europe
to look at Byzantine and Romanesque art and also a plethora of popular art as well as the miniatures
in India. In her imbibing of these traditions she was to create her own path of images which draw you
in and return you to the world at the same time. Their aura emanates from these enmeshed dualities.

Most of her portraits are frontal in the Romanesque manner which made her once travel to small
churches in northern France and to Spain to seek their existence. The bold delineations of Romanesque
forms were meant to create an impact and draw the viewer into their fold. In the works of Anjolie the
images are wrapped in themselves, in a trance- like reverie which creates a moment of concentrated
attention away from the world. The Byzantine and early Christian art which had also drawn her
attention have a special aura which acted as transmitters to the other world. Her works transport you
to a meditative silence, unlocking you from the world, and admitting you to a hallowed space which
enables a re-engagement with the surrounding environment.

To the rendition of portraits in their luminosity has been added the patina of diaphanous layers as if
centuries have glided over the surface. The emergence from the pitted, troughed, and marked form
creates the layered profile of the figure. She has also made countless impressions of the Namboodiri and
other priests from South Indian temples with their ashen forehead marks which more than anything
else immortalize their nobility and knowledge. For Anjolie’s religion is that of universal humanity and

her leanings are towards the subterranean life of the spirit which seems so delicately palpable on the
veined surface of her figures. Her mixed Indo-American heritage allowed her entry into religions of
the East and the West and her childhood lessons of the shared humanity and equality of all with the
prefix of the special place for the ordinary create the alchemic equipment for her painterly journey.

She is classless, as she paints the goatherds located in no particular time or space, but with Biblical
overtones, who accompanied by the goat and fondling the kid stand sentinel to the passage of time.
These are based on ordinary people she has seen from her studio in a basti of Nizamuddin, New Delhi,
a locality known for its famous shrine of Hazrat Nizamuddin and Amir Khusrau. The goat and the kid
signify the common folk and their livelihood and in the iconisation of them she creates her litany of
the profane.

Menon’s Divine Mother series draws from the Madonna who forms the cornerstone of early Christian
art. The cherubic infant however is not the centre of attention but the mother in her strength and
wisdom as she nurtures the child. Anjolie’s women are symbols of Shakti, the powerful woman goddess
who rose to cleanse the world of evil. Like her they straddle different spheres and classes and engage
with life in its exquisite and violent aspects. Her Yashoda and Krishna or Parvati and Ganesh are a
manifestation of the mother and child relationship which underlies the Madonna persona and in fact
all womanhood.

She states, ‘I don’t want my work to be placed either geographically or chronologically because of what
the people in it are wearing... I want my work to remain universal. So if you see through my whole
body of work there’s hardly anyone in a frock or a sari or a salwar kameez. They are always in mythical
clothes, so that they can’t be dated at a particular time...” Her delineation of them is sensuous and
lyrical but not voyeuristic as they rise from a sorority of ‘mothers, sisters and daughters.” Even when
they reveal their bodies it is in the partaking of ordinary chores and not as objects of the male gaze.
The sculpturesque reclining woman with her graceful contours is laid out across the horizon, at ease
with herself and revelling in her classical leanings. The accoutrements of the cat or other objects
engage her with the ‘other’, with the real world. The woman’s visage emerges unfolding a panoramic,
pastoral universe; memory and imagination relay the mystic creation of profane life.

Nestled among the exhibition works are some paintings from the artist’s personal collection which
are on display and give the viewer a glimpse into the artist’s trajectory. Since the fifties the evocation
of hidden truths in apparently simplified contours was part of Anjolie’s oeuvre. She had refurbished



the woman in her profane surroundings - from Helen in her stark nudity to the Mother and Daughter
duo in their disarmingly intimate bodies we have the revealing aspects of the woman’s body being
addressed by the woman. The woman sitting in melancholy solitude while monkeys pranced on the
roof, or Dariba with the grazing goat manifest aspects of her form pent up with truncated life. But the
flip side of this is also revealed in the Woman with Fruit where the sensuality of the woman’s form is
evenly balanced by the basket of luscious fruits.

If she was the Madonna of later years in her earliest avatar she was the disarming conveyer of a
stark simplicity of emotions which were matched by a sense of extreme expressiveness. The daily
accoutrements of life, the woman’s courtyard or the goat herder or the housewife are present through
the years becoming ever more luminous with the passage of time.

In their hybridity, pluralities, even androgyny and juxtapositioning of class and gender they indeed
sum up her journey. Woman, child, animal, man, half woman half man, each unique in its being, yet
knitted together to create an ensemble of humanity at large, appropriately installed at the junction
of passages.

Anjolie once said about her art... “We were all wedded to aesthetics...we did not reject the idea of
beauty”. Her hypothecated space interjects the art of the present creating its own code of fabulist
contemporaneity. In her remarkable oeuvre we find that the burnished forms are dense containers
where beauty jostles with a meditative calm and then with reality to create an extra dimension for art
and life in the present.

Yashodhara Dalmia

Yashodhara Dalmia is an art historian and an independent curator based in New Delhi. Dalmia curated the inaugural exhibition
in 1996 of the National Gallery of Modern Art Mumbai titled ‘The Moderns’ which featured 200 paintings, sculptures, prints and
drawings by 12 greats of modern Indian art. Books authored by her include Amrita Sher-Gil - A Life (2006) and Sayed Haider
Raza: The Journey of an Iconic Artist (2021). Her book The Making of Modern Indian Art: The Progressives (2001) is regarded as
the definitive account of a seminal phase of Indian art history.




A BRUSH WITH LIFE

Anjolie Ela Menon (b. 1940 in Bengal) is one of India’s best-known artists. She had her first solo
exhibition in 1958 in Delhi and at the time, renowned critic, Richard Bartholomew, a former Secretary
of the Lalit Kala Akademi, while reviewing this debut predicted: “I have no doubt that before long this
gifted young woman will be joining the ranks of our very best painters.” These words have been truly
prophetic and Menon’s trajectory over the last eight decades is testimony to the evolution of an artist
who has defied easy classification and who has broken fresh ground with confident panache.

A figurative painter in the main who has dwelt on the human protagonist, she once remarked wryly:
“In India can one be otherwise?” Menon stubbornly remained a figurative painter through the years
when abstraction was in vogue. Even in her landscapes, cityscapes and interiors — traces of the missing
protagonist are evident by their very absence. For example, the chair set in the bleak landscape with
net curtains suggesting a prim interior bears the imprint of the person who has just vacated it -
leaving the crows to examine the detritus.

It would not be an exaggeration to suggest that Menon has contributed to the aesthetic vocabulary of
Indian art. The artist’s forte is her ability, in her more painterly work, to evoke subterranean emotions
and associations that take the subject of her painting and the viewer out of the frame. It is that which
is suggested elliptically and subtly invoked by negation that imbues Menon’s work with a very special
visual texture. More often than not her paintings hint at a magical, dream world — a very private
domain that the artist inhabits with her enigmatic people, animals, birds and the goats. The images
of ordinary objects - like the chair, the crow, the open window, the picture within the picture, the
chequerboard, the serpent — recur so often that they achieve the status of symbol — as do the small
embellishments that are now synonymous with her signature.

Menon’s paintings of the 1960s were marked by a complex mix of untrammelled passion leavened
with the pensive. In the next decade, formal art schooling first in Bombay at the ].J. School of Art
and later in Paris, studying fresco at the Ecole des Beaux Arts and the exposure to the modern art
movement in Europe imparted a degree of rigour to her work. Personal experience is an important
ingredient in her oeuvre. Her extensive travels in Italy, France and Spain and an exposure to Byzantine
art in Greece left a lasting impact of early Christian art on her work. Her style was marked by the lustre

of Byzantine art and the Romanesque influences were noticeable. Her subject matter included priests
tinged with an ecclesiastical severity and haunting Madonnas - the Slavic overtones reflecting an
allegorical narrative quality. Gradually the synthesis of different cultures took place — perhaps giving
visual quality to the transmutations that were taking place within Menon’s own personal life as she
grappled with the awareness engendered by her multiple identities. The relentless exploration saw
the artist create a seemingly incongruous juxtaposition of subject matter that hinted at shades of
Hieronymus Bosch and the Pre-Raphaelites. Nubile, diaphanously clad women - only half-revealed,
animals, birds, reptiles and the apocalyptic male figures inhabited and impinged upon a mythical
world that was excavated from the artist’s subconscious.

Yet this imagery did not relate to any identifiable collective myth and in a more introspective moment,
the artist noted of these paintings: “It is a lonely moonscape of my own making, trespassed upon by
the occasional bird or animal, and the protagonist is often the person I yearn to touch, the person I
long to be.” Gradually her work acquired a stamp of individual authenticity and a distinctive signature.

A stint in the former Soviet Union in the late 60s and her Bangladesh series of 1971 reflect an acute
artistic sensitivity to the external stimulus, in as much as the series of paintings of close family friends
and her current interaction with the inhabitants of the Nizamuddin basti, the urban village in Delhi
where she has her studio, testify to the centrality of her individual vision.

Several elements in her autobiographical painting are combined to establish a certain signature that
is a central theme in the body of her work. Often, windows open on to an ancient courtyard which may
be indicative of the period when Menon was deeply conscious of the divide between inner and outer
spaces. The window looking out on to unattainable locations where she was trapped. The woman
and the seated goat hint at gender vulnerability. Desolation is a quality that is palpable in many of
Menon’s paintings and again, one may infer that a sense of loss imbues some of her work a distinctive
elegiac texture. The forlorn figure gazing into the distance through a window is a recurring motif as
the artist made a transition to a more innovative mixed-media approach.

The painted window yielded to the real window, the ‘objet trouve’ resurrected. The actuality of the
window and its irreverent ornate nature connects the viewer to a grid of fractured spaces and multiple
images. In the most realized works of this genre, Menon once again evokes that which is hinted at but
not quite visually stated even as the unsung ode wafts across disturbing landscapes. In the window
painting in this portfolio a solitary eye peers through a rent in the curtain hinting at narratives unsung.



While the window, the crow or the chair recurred through the 1980s - slowly allegory gave way to a
more direct engagement with subjects close to the artist. Her marriage into a Malayali family, and the
discovery of a stack of daguerro-type early photographs in her husband’s ancestral home in Kerala,
seem to have spurred a series of paintings. Malayali ancestors and young ascetic poojaris drawn
from the cultural backdrop of South India appear in sepia tones in her paintings. In the next few
years discarded chairs, tables, boxes and metal trunks were taken off junk heaps and resurrected...
little seemed to escape the eye of the artist in imparting these objects with an aesthetic identity
and autonomy. In her inimitably impish manner, Menon had coalesced the traditional and the post-
modern with rare panache, a full decade before the advent of installation art in India.

This phase of radical new innovation continued into the mid-1990s with Menon’s foray into computer-
aided images. These were amongst the first digitally enabled images in India, and Menon mounted the
exhibition entitled ‘Mutations’ in New York, Delhi and Mumbai. It was readily accepted in the New
York show of 1998. With the spate of digitally generated art that has now flooded the contemporary
art scene, Menon’s pioneering departure stands vindicated. The super-imposition of diverse images,
using computer tools, photography and collage, painted over with acrylics, oils and ink, resulted in an
impressive tour de force where unexpected juxtapositions intrigue the viewer who is already flooded
with the digitized imagery of the post-modern world. While the seeming spontaneity of the resultant
image heightens the element of surprise, the degree of chance engendered by the tools of information
technology liberates it from its more familiar moorings. Nude, serpent, boy and reptile remake
themselves repeatedly, giving birth to unrecognizable mutants which claim a life and pedigree of their
own. Underlying the slick surfaces of the totally new compu-picture are echoes of the artist’s earlier
work, reinforcing those elements that have been associated with the Menon idiom while achieving a
new sense of scale and intriguing complexity.

In the 1990s, Menon appeared to do a volte face when she chose to explore the possibilities of glass.
Her long standing ‘riyaaz’ with paint was placed on hold and the glass blower’s skills challenged her
creativity. Did the delicate and fragile nature of the new medium impel her in this direction? Working
in Murano, Italy with local Venetian maestri, Menon created a body of exquisite crystal sculptures -
aptly entitled ‘The Sacred Prism’ series. The austere precision of the finished sculpture is sensuously
beautiful and the introduction of Indian motifs provides the cross-cultural context.

In 2002, Menon was looking at a new source of inspiration - kitsch in its Indian ubiquity. Calendar
art that is so distinctively pan-Indian and cinema hoardings that dot the urban and small town

landscape are transmuted with confident painterliness and within the rich and translucent palette
that defines Menon’s empathy with colour. The much derided popular visual culture that informs
the lives of millions is baptized affectionately into the framework of contemporary art. After her
historic exhibition ‘Gods and Others’ Menon’s engagement with kitsch and the visual matrix of urban
India in our times has made a lasting impression on Indian art. Many younger artists have either
appropriated or been influenced by this genre, thereby celebrating kitsch and bringing it steadily into
the mainstream. Menon parodies both calendar art and the circus where a male figure is being sawn
in half while a be-spectacled Shiva-like figure looks on with detached impassivity. In another painting
from this collection, a many-armed goddess holds aloft the head of the modern demon Veerappan.

Amongst the paintings in the present collection are a series called “Divine Mothers” where well known
deities are shown nestling in the laps of their mothers, Parvati, Yashodha and Mary.

It would be misleading to suggest that artists work in discrete phases and that the movement from
one phase or genre to another is linear and exclusive. An overlap is inherently subjective and over a
distinctive eight decade period (1958 - 2024), a visual signature emerges over time. In Menon’s case
it is her natural harmony with colour and the finely layered surfaces that are recognizable. Menon
once noted, “I hardly draw. I think in colour. Its depth or intensity, translucence or opacity form the
nuances of my whole creative output. It is with colour that one sings, with colour that one plummets
the depths. When I dream I see colour... the overlaying of harmony, discord, syncopation...”

C. Uday Bhaskar

C. Uday Bhaskar has been writing on the visual arts for the last four decades. Formerly art critic with the Financial Times,
Economic Times, Hindu and Sunday Observer, he was Contributing Editor, South Asia for the Asian Art News, Hong Kong. His
earlier publications the essay in Anjolie Ela Menon: Paintings in Private Collections,’, a monograph on the artist for the Lalit
Kala Akademi and ‘Anjolie Ela Menon, Through the Patina’.
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l:-- Boy behind the Arras, oil on masonite, 36” x 247, 2023
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Goatherd, oil on masonite
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[l Bl The Red Charpoi, oil on masonite, 36” x 48”7, 2023
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l:-- Landscape, oil on masonite, 24” x 18”7, 2023
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Private Collection: Menon Family
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I-- The Fisherman’s Story, oil on masonite, 48” x 24”, 2023




Dhananjaya, oil on masonite, 16” x 127, 2023

Rishika, oil on masonite, 16” x 127, 2023 -:-:I
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Private Collection: Menon Family
Horse, oil on masonite, 24” x 48”7, 1971
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l:-- Madonna and Child, oil on masonite, 36” x 24”, 2023
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l:-- Yashoda and Krishna, oil on masonite, 36” x 24”, 2023







Private Collection: Menon Family
Woman with Fruits, oil on masonite, 48” x 24”, 1988
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Crow, oil on masonite, 12” x 107, 2023
- Crow, oil on masonite, 12” x 9”7, 2006
P- Ml Landscape, oil on canvas board, 18” x 127, 2021
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P- [l Pujari, oil on masonite, 12”7 x 87, 2023 Pujari, oil on canvas board, 10.5” x 87, 2020
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Collection: Art Musings
Goat Herder, oil on masonite, 71” x 23”, 2010




Namboodiri, oil on masonite, 16” x 127, 2023

Pujari, oil on masonite, 8” x 67, 2020 --I
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P- M Brahmin Head, oil on masonite, 16” x 127, 2021
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l:-:- Father and Child, oil on masonite, 24” x 187, 2023
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P- Ml Mother and Child, oil on masonite, 24” x 18”, 2023
Il .




.
i I C
|

2021

»
)

”x 10

12

)

oil on masonite

)

hirst



)

Girl, oil on canvas board, 12” x 10, 2020

Prithvi, oil on masonite, 10” x 77, 2015

Boy, oil on canvas board, 10” x 8”, 2020 -:-:I
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l:-- Vir, oil on masonite, 12” x 107, 2023 Ameena, oil on masonite, 12” x 10”7, 2023 -:-:I
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Private Collection: Menon Family
Mother and Daughter, oil on masonite, 48” x 36”, 2004
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l:-- Goat People, oil on masonite, 48” x 367, 2023




Gallery View



Private Collection: Menon Family
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ANJOLIF FLA MENON

Dr Anjolie Ela Menon (1940, Asansol, West Bengal) is among India’s leading contemporary artists.
Educated with an Honours degree in English Literature from Delhi University, Menon studied art at
the JJ School of Art, followed by post graduate studies in Fresco at the Ecole Des Beaux Arts in Paris.

Menon has been awarded the Padmashree by the Government of India in 2000 and the Chevalier
des Arts et des Lettres by the French Government. The Delhi Government conferred the Lifetime
Achievement Award on Anjolie Ela Menon, as one of the foremost Indian artists of her generation for
her contribution to Indian Art. Menon was Chairperson Acquisitions at the National Gallery of Modern
Art, New Delhi. She has been conferred the degree of Doctor of Letters by Rabindra Bharati University.

Menon is well known for her finely wrought oil paintings, her window series, her work with painted
objects, computer enabled imagery and glass sculpture. Her paintings hang in major museum and
private collections globally. She has held over 60 solo exhibitions including retrospectives at the
Jehangir Art Gallery, Lalit Kala Akademi and National Gallery of Modern Art, Mumbai 2002, and
represented India at the Algiers Biennale, the Sao Paulo Biennale and three Triennales in New Delhi.
She has done several murals in public spaces including one in fibre glass in Esplanade Station Kolkata.
The Asian Art Museum San Francisco accessioned her seminal work titled Yatra, after a six month
solo - the only Indian painter to be thus honoured. Her large work adorns the T3 Airport in Delhi.
Anjolie’s most recent public work is placed at the Mumbai International Airport which comprises five
maquettes of large panels, a collaborative work between Menon and the late photographer Robyn
Beeche. Three books, a portfolio by Lalit Kala Akademi and several films have been made on her.

Married to well-known strategic analyst and writer Admiral Raja Menon she has two sons and four
grandchildren. The artist lives and works in New Delhi.
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