Pooja Singhal’s love of Pichvai paintings is not marked by any desire to preserve the art form in its
pristine purity - she tells manuwa Law she would rather it takes on new avatars
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Pichvai Tradision & Beyond”

Beyond'is an Important word (n her
branding — for 3 crucial part of her ap
proach (o creating paintings 1 this
I6th contury genre (Sometimes spelt
Pichhwall b innovation and sometimes
di-spiritualisation Traditionad Pachvais
beloved of both devotees and art con




noksseurs. have Lord Krishna in his Sri-
nathil avatar as the centerpiece The idol
is the presiding detty a Nathdwara tern

ple in the Aravalll hills, on the banks of
the Banas river in Rajasamund districy
of the desert state. 1t 45 a popular place
of pilgrimage. especially during Holl and
Janmashiami

in the early days of the temple, only
five families of artists were allowed 10
paint Pichvais, that teo to caplure spe-
cific rituals of the Govardhan puja, in the
days before photography. These depic
tans require painstaking work, some-
times on large canvases, and survived
on roval patronage. The descendants of
those five families have now scattere:d
in the winds, so Poola’s whole endeay-
our is based on training artists and con
juring up new scenes’ "The lineage of
artists is no longer of amy consequence.”
she explains. "[t's the artist who must
Credte value”

Older pichvals are now scattered
arcund the world, in museums of major
metropolises, Including Australia and
Germany. Indian housewives often pick
up on to put in'the puja ghar at home,

but she also remembers a Swedish car
salesman buying a piece ol of rover-
ence for the art, with not much under
standing of the spiritual undertones
In fact, she often uses typical Mughal
minkature pattérmns as background, but
frowns at the praciice of producing
instant” paintings for fourists using
spray guns and stencils “That's a print
ing press, not an art form, she says,
When Pooja became fascinated with

Commerce is not
the driving force

of the enterprise.

A documentary

and a book are in
the making, that
will expand the
appreciation of this
art form, preserving
a legacy for future
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the idea of preserving this traditon
same seven years ago, her mother's col
lection of paintings, artefacts and jewel-
ry were definitely an influence. Ininally,
she sourced works from individual art-
1S wWorsing in thelr village hames,

Her [irst exhibition, hosted by the
Guiral Foundation at an old mansion in
Delhi’s Jor Bagh, had no less than 400
Pichvais, she now commissions work
[rom a loose team’ of 30-40 artists,
some of whom work at an atelier in a re
mote village where space. materials and
training by older artists come together
in one place. [n January this year, they
made thelr presence felt inthe India Art
Fair at Pragati Maidan.

Belonging to the third generation of
a business house in Udalpur, Pooja i3
clear that no-art can survive withoul a
market, But for her, commercial success
i5 not the driving force of the enterprise
=he is also involved In the making of &
documentary and a book about the art,
which will help expand the appreciation
of this art form and leave footprints for
posterity.

At her atelier, senlor artists are
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expected to ideate and guide young
er artists, who come from all kinds
ol soclo-economic backgrounds
"Remuneration depends on the artist's
temperament, for we are dealing with
creative peaple” she explains. Some
like to work steadily on salaries, oth
ers are paid for individual pieces, They
Aot get tosign their paintings, for it is
a composite effort. Nor are any of the
artists women, a result of the conver
satism In which village communities
are stll steeped

The atelier provides the materd
als — synthetic painr is not used. only
mineral colours on handmade lay
ered paper. There are standardised
compositions, maps of the village and
the celebration of Krishna's 24 ava-
tars "Another language I've developed
with my artists is the sketching style”
she reveals

Looming on her horizon now is an
exciting event — the Kochi-Muziris
Biennale 2016, where they have been
imvited as a ‘collateral’ for the first
time. Optimistic about the future, she
says. "Response in the Indian market s
quite fabulous” The day is not far when
all collectors make sure they have a
Pichval in their repertoire.
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