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Abstract

Satish Gujral (1925-2020), awarded the Padma Vibhushan and the Belgian Order of the Crown, stands as one
of the most significant and intellectually complex figures in the history of modern Indian art. Working across
painting, mural art, sculpture, graphic design, and architecture across seven decades, Gujral produced a body
of work of extraordinary breadth and emotional depth. His art is inseparable from the historical catastrophe
of Partition (1947), which he experienced directly as a witness and victim, and which became the primary
generative source of his entire creative output. This paper undertakes a comprehensive formal, biographical,
and aesthetic-philosophical analysis of Gujral’s artistic contribution, situating it within the dual contexts of
Indian classical Rasa theory and the broader trajectory of 20th-century modern Indian art. Through systematic
examination of his formal elements — line, colour, form, composition, texture, light-shadow, and symbolism—
the paper demonstrates how Gujral’s paintings constitute a systematic, evolving exploration of all nine Rasas
(Navaras), with Karuna Rasa (the aesthetic of compassion arising from grief) as the irreducible emotional and
philosophical centre. A comparative analysis of Gujral’s work alongside the Bengal School and the Progressive
Artists Group illuminates his unique position as the artist who synthesised Indian cultural memory with global
artistic modernity to create a visual language of permanent and universal significance.

Keywords: Satish Gujral, Indian Modernism, Partition Art, Rasa Theory, Mural Art, Cultural Synthesis, Post-
colonial Indian Art.

1. Introduction: The Artist Who Listened knowing and communicating — a circumstance that
to Inner Voices shaped the remarkable visual intensity of his work.

Born on 25 December 1925 in Jhelum, Punjab
(present-day Pakistan), Gujral grew up in a family of
unusual distinction. His father, Avtar Narayan Gujral,

ds of the external 1d 11 d to list was a committed participant in the Independence
sounds ol the external world, so 1 learmed 1o lsten movement, and his elder brother Inder Kumar

to the voices within — and those inner voices made Gujral would later become the Prime Minister of
me a painter.” (Gujral, 1997) Deaf from the age of [ndja (Gujral, 1997; Vasudev, 2001) The family’s
eight following a serious accident, Gujral turned his  political engagement, intellectual culture, and deep
physical limitation into the source of an extraordinary =~ commitment to social justice provided Gujral with the
compensatory sensitivity. His visual perception moral and cultural coordinates that would orient his
became, by necessity, his primary instrument of entire artistic career.

In a statement that encapsulates both the biographical
circumstance and the artistic philosophy of his
entire life, Satish Gujral wrote: ‘I could not hear the
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The Partition of British India in August 1947 was
the decisive event of Gujral’s life and art. At twenty-
two, he witnessed directly the violence, displacement,
communal carnage, and cultural destruction that
accompanied the creation of the two nations. He
had to abandon his birthplace — the physical world
in which he had grown up — and migrate to the
new India. This experience of catastrophic loss and

survival was not merely biographical context; it
became the deep structure of his artistic imagination.
For the next seven decades, Gujral’s painting, murals,
and sculpture returned again and again to the themes
of displacement, grief, resilience, and the stubborn
persistence of human dignity in the face of historical
violence (Chaudhuri, 2019; Mishra, 2016).

Figure 1. Satish Gujral — Raudra/Bhayanaka Rasa: A figurative composition in earth tones depicting figures in flight, with animals
symbolising loss of the pastoral world. The warm-dark palette and compressed space express the terror and moral fury of communal
violence. (Mid-period)

2. Biographical Formation and Artistic
Education

2.1 Early Life and Physical Challenge

The accident that caused Gujral’s deafness was not
merely a personal misfortune; it was, as his subsequent
life demonstrates, the paradoxical origin of his artistic
vocation. Confined to bed during his recovery, the
young Gujral began drawing — an activity that
became the most important language of his existence.
His formal art education began at the Mayo School of
Arts, Lahore, where he studied drawing, moulding,
and carpentry. (Gujral, 1997; Verma, 2002) The
school’s curriculum reflected the influence of John
Lockwood Kipling’s vision of connecting Indian
craft traditions with technical skills — a philosophy
that would resonate throughout Gujral’s later multi-
medium practice.

He subsequently studied at the Sir J.J. School of Arts,
Mumbai, from 1944 under the direction of Charles
Gerald, where he encountered modern Western
techniques. (Gujral, 1997) There he met fellow
students S.H. Raza, F.N. Souza, and Tyeb Mehta —
artists who would go on to form the nucleus of the
Progressive Artists Group (Dalmiya, 2001; Kapur,
1990) — though Gujral’s trajectory would diverge
significantly from theirs.

2.2 The Mexico Years (1952-1954) and Their
Transformative Impact

The most decisive influence on Gujral’s artistic

formation came through a scholarship that took
him to Mexico City in 1952, where he trained at the
celebrated Centro de Bellas Artes under Diego Rivera
and David Alfaro Siqueiros, two of the greatest
muralists of the 20th century. (Gujral, 1997; Hoskote,
2003) This experience transformed his understanding
of art’s social function, its relationship to architecture,
and its capacity for collective address.

In Mexico, Gujral encountered a mural tradition in
which art was inseparable from political and social
life. Rivera’s vast frescoes in the Palacio Nacional
and the Secretariat of Education depicted Mexican
history as a narrative of struggle, colonial oppression,
and indigenous resilience. (Hoskote, 2003) Siqueiros
employed industrial materials and experimental
techniques to create works of extraordinary physical
power. Both artists demonstrated that painting could
be a form of historical witness — that art, properly
understood, was not decoration but social speech.

Crucially, Gujral did not simply import the Mexican
mural style to India. He was deeply aware that
Mexican muralism operated in a two-dimensional
mode, while his own artistic vision demanded three-
dimensionality— a dimension that would become the
defining characteristic of his later murals. He observed
that Mexican murals were paintings on walls; his
ambition was to make walls into paintings— to
integrate the mural into the architectural fabric rather
than merely applying it as surface decoration. This
insight, which he developed over decades, became
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the basis for his unique three-dimensional mural
style, for which he invented his own kilns and firing
techniques. (Gujral, 1993; Vasudev, 2001)

“When the walls of a building are bare, they
wait for an artist to breathe life into them.” —
Frank Lloyd Wright, quoted by Satish Gujral as
the inspiration for his architectural philosophy.

2.3 Key Relationships and Collaborations

During his time in Shimla working for the Punjab
Publicity Department, Gujral was introduced to
the renowned architect Le Corbusier (engaged in
designing the new city of Chandigarh) and to Pierre
Jeanneret, through the art critic Ted Brown. (Gujral,
1997; Kashyap, 2021) This introduction opened a new
dimension of Gujral’s practice: his engagement with
architecture as an aesthetic and social medium.

His marriage on 28 June 1957 to Kiran Ramnath —
a remarkable act of social independence, given his
deafness and relative financial insecurity — proved
to be a transformative personal event. Gujral himself
acknowledged that Kiran served as the bridge
between him and the outside world, functioning as
his interpreter and closest collaborator. (Gujral, 1997,
p. 87) After Kiran entered his life, his works show a
marked increase in chromatic vitality — the Kauwal

series (1997) and the Liberation series (1998-99)
testify to the transformative effect of human love on
aesthetic production. (Chaudhuri, 2019; Ojha, 2024)

3. Formal Elements and Their Rasa
Grammar

3.1 Line: The Primary Emotional Instrument

In Gujral’s painting, line is never merely compositional
— 1t is always also emotional. His deafness sharpened
his visual sensitivity to such a degree that his lines
carry the weight of what he could not hear: the anguish
of voices in distress, the silence of the displaced, the
unspoken grief of those left behind. In the Partition-
related works, lines break, bend, and fragment, as if
the very integrity of the drawn form has been violated
by historical violence.

Analysed through the Rasa framework, this formal
strategy constitutes a sophisticated deployment of
Anubhava (consequent expression): the broken line
is the visual equivalent of a cry that cannot reach its
full expression, a form caught between completion
and dissolution. (Hoskote, 2003; Ojha, 2024) In
works expressing Veer Rasa, by contrast, Gujral’s
lines are upright, firm, and structurally determined,
articulating the resilience of the subject against
adverse circumstances.

Ry
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Figure 2. Satish Gujral — Karuna/Shanta Rasa intersection: A musician in profile, with Cubist structural elements and warm
earth tones. The figure's introspective posture and downward gaze express Karuna s movement toward Shanta — from grief toward
meditative acceptance. (Gujral, signed, mid-period)

3.2 Colour as Rasa Vocabulary

Colour in Gujral’s paintings functions as a
systematically operative vocabulary of Rasa —
each chromatic choice carrying specific emotional
significance derived from the Indian classical tradition
of colour symbolism as well as from his training in the
expressive colour systems of the Mexican muralists.
The doctoral research identifies three major phases of
chromatic evolution. (Mehta, 2014; Ojha, 2024)

The first phase (late 1940s—1960s) is characterised
by a palette of deep browns, dark ochres, blacks,
complex reds, and limited chromatic range. This

palette — inherited in part from the monochromatic
tradition of black-and-white drawings in which his
earliest career was conducted — activates the Rasa
complex appropriate to historical trauma: Karuna
(grief’s compassion), Raudra (moral fury), Bhayanaka
(existential fear), and Bibhatsa (revulsion at violence).
The dark red that appears in many works of this period
carries a chromatic ambiguity that precisely mirrors
the psychological ambiguity of Partition: it signifies
simultaneously blood, mourning, and the fierce energy
of historical resistance.

The second phase (1970s—1990s) represents a
chromatic opening. Bold oranges, intense blues,
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luminous golds, and warm earth tones enter the
composition as Gujral’s formal ambitions expand into
mural art, sculpture, and architecture. This chromatic
expansion correlates with a Rasa expansion: Shringar
and Adbhuta appear more prominently, and the palette
of Veer Rasa — assertive, upright, energetically
warm — becomes central to works depicting human
resilience.

The third phase (2000-2020) is marked by a gentle
but decisive shift toward the Shanta Rasa palette: soft
blues, muted earth tones, balanced compositions in
which no single colour dominates. The Sthayi bhava
of Nirveda (equanimity born of detachment) appears
in the serene, balanced quality of these late works,
in which the struggle has been internalised and the
violence of Partition has been transmuted into a
wisdom about human endurance.

Table 1. Formal Elements and Rasa Grammar Across Gujral’s Artistic Periods

Formal Element Early Period (1940s—60s)

Middle Period (1970s-90s) Late Period (2000-2020)

Broken, tension-filled, anguished —

Sharp, angular, energetic — Raudra

Balanced, flowing, stable

— displacement

Li
ne expresses Karuna and Bhayanaka and Veer — Shanta Rasa

Colour Deep brown, black, dark red — grief, Bold red, orange, gold — passion, Soft blue, muted earth —
violence, historical wound fury, heroism serenity, memory

. Hunched, compressed, mask-like — Upright, dynamic, monumental — | Still, balanced, sculpted —

Form/Figure . . o ..
alienation, trauma resilience, struggle equanimity
Composition Asymmetric, crowded, claustrophobic | Tense diagonal, active diagonal — | Symmetric, spacious, open

conflict — resolution

Dark background, limited light —

Light-Shadow . .
oppression, uncertainty

Strong contrast — moral clarity

Diffused, gentle —

amid chaos meditative atmosphere

Thick impasto, relief-like surface —

Bold, vigorous brushwork — Smooth, layered —

— fragmentation

Text . X
extire accumulated sorrow physical urgency contemplative depth
. o Deep, , bal d—
Space Shallow, compressed — loss of freedom Dynamic, open — aspiration - open é anee
liberation
. Broken walls, closed eyes, mother-child | Horse, sword, upward gesture — | Conch, bird, white space —
Symbolism

heroic will peace, transcendence

Source: Derived from doctoral analysis of 37 formal elements in Gujral’s paintings across three chronological periods.

3.3 Form, Figure, and the Sculptural Quality

Gujral’sfigures possessasculptural quality—aweight,
mass, and three-dimensionality — that distinguishes
his work from the more painterly tradition of his
contemporaries. (Prasad, 2020; Vasudev, 2001) This
quality is directly traceable to his parallel career as
a sculptor: having trained himself in stone, metal,
and glass, Gujral brought to his painted figures an
understanding of volume, spatial occupation, and
material presence that most painters lack.

The human figure is the moral centre of Gujral’s entire
artistic universe. Through six decades, during which
the international art world moved rapidly through
abstraction, minimalism, conceptualism, and post-
modernism, Gujral maintained his commitment to
figurative painting as an ethical obligation. (Hoskote,
2003; Gujral, 1986) His insistence on the human
figure was not sentimental traditionalism; it was a
philosophical position — the assertion that the human
cost of history must be represented in human terms,
and that abstraction, however formally innovative,
cannot carry the full weight of that moral obligation.

AT

Figure 3. Satish Gujral — Adbhuta Rasa: The unexpected juxtaposition of fragmented figures and a luminous fish symbol on a deep
blue ground creates the aesthetic of philosophical wonder. The Cubist composition disrupts habitual perception to trigger Vismaya

(astonishment). (Late period)
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4. The Synthesis: Indian Tradition and
Global Modernism

4.1 The Problem of Influence and Authenticity

Any serious study of Gujral’s work must grapple
with the question of influence: how did he negotiate
the encounter between Indian artistic tradition and
Western Modernism, and how did his exposure
to Mexican muralism shape his aesthetic without
overwhelming his Indian cultural identity?

The doctoral research concludes that Gujral’s synthesis
was neither mere borrowing nor anxious imitation.
He approached Western Modernism — particularly
Cubism — as a formal vocabulary that offered new
possibilities for expressing Indian philosophical and
emotional content. From Cubism he took the principle
of multiple simultaneous viewpoints and the fracturing
of unified pictorial space, but he deployed these
techniques to express the psychological experience

of historical trauma (the shattered world of Partition)
rather than for the formalist purposes of his Western
counterparts.

From Mexican muralism he took the principle of art
as collective public address — the conviction that
painting belongs not in the gallery but in the street,
the building, the shared space of democratic life. But
he refused the didactic political content of Rivera’s
murals, preferring a mode of historical witness that
operates through emotional evocation rather than
ideological instruction.

From Indian classical tradition — the Navaras
framework, the symbolic language of Indian
iconography, the deep grammar of colour symbolism
— he derived his aesthetic philosophy, his emotional
vocabulary, and his understanding of art’s ultimate
purpose. This synthesis, achieved over decades of
sustained creative effort, constitutes Gujral’s most
original and lasting contribution to Indian art.

Figure 4. Satish Gujral — Shringar Rasa: The warmth of human togetherness in a Partition-inflected context. Embracing figures
and two doves against an earth-brown ground express love as resistance to historical violence — Shringar elevated to existential
affirmation. (Signed ‘Gujral 97°)

4.2 The Mural and Architectural Legacy

Gujral’s multidisciplinary practice — his refusal to
remain confined to any single artistic medium — is
itself an expression of his aesthetic philosophy. He
argued, consistent with the ancient Indian tradition of
the artist as craftsman-philosopher, that the boundaries
between painting, sculpture, and architecture are
artificial. A building without artistic vision is merely
a container; a mural that does not engage with its
architectural context is merely a large painting; a
sculpture that ignores its spatial environment is merely
an enlarged object.

His major public works include murals for the World
Trade Fair, New York (1963); Baroda House, New
Delhi (1964); Shastri Bhawan, New Delhi (1968);

Delhi High Court (1975); Gandhi Bhawan, Chandigarh
(1958); and the Belgian Embassy, New Delhi (1980)
the last of which was listed among the 100 greatest
buildings of the 20th century. (Vasudev, 2001;
Kashyap, 2021) In the latter work, Gujral achieved
an integration of mural and architecture that may be
his single most remarkable formal achievement: the
building itself becomes the artwork, with surface,
form, and symbolic content unified in a total aesthetic
environment.

These architectural and mural works demonstrate the
application of Rasa principles beyond the canvas. The
Belgian Embassy’s extraordinary surface combining
brick, clay, metal, and ceramic elements in a three-
dimensional bas-relief — activates Adbhuta Rasa in
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the viewer approaching the building: the unexpected
encounter with a work of art in what might otherwise
be merely a functional diplomatic structure produces
the aesthetic experience of wonder (Vismaya)
that Bharatmuni identified as the Sthayi bhava of
Adbhuta.

5. Gujral in the Context of Indian
Modernism: A Comparative Analysis

5.1 Bengal School — Progressive Artists Group—
Satish Gujral: A Triangular Analysis

The Bengal School, founded by Abanindranath
Tagore in the late 19th century, represented the first
systematic effort to articulate a distinctly Indian
modernism (Dalmiya, 2001; Kapur, 1990) by
recovering the traditions of Mughal, Rajput, and
Ajanta painting. The School’s emphasis on spiritual
content, refined brushwork, and the revival of classical
Indian technique produced works of great refinement
— but its cultural reach was limited primarily to the
educated middle class and nationalist leadership. The

art was accepted and admired; it was not widely felt.

The Progressive Artists Group (founded in Bombay in
1947) represented a diametrically different response
to the same challenge. Artists such as F.N. Souza,
S.H. Raza, M.F. Husain, and Tyeb Mehta embraced
Western Modernism — Cubism, Expressionism,
Abstraction — as instruments for articulating an
Indian artistic identity within the global context.
Their work achieved enormous critical visibility and
commercial success in international markets, but its
cultural accessibility within India remained contested.
(Chaudhary, 2011; Mago, 2001)

Gujral’s position was unique: he was acceptable to the
traditionalists because his work was rooted in Indian
cultural memory and mythology; to the progressives
because his formal language was unmistakably
modern; and to the general public because his murals
and architecture existed in the shared spaces of
everyday life. This threefold cultural acceptance —
rare in the history of modern art in any tradition —
constitutes his most remarkable social achievement.
(Hoskote, 2003; Sinha, 2009)

Table 2. Bengal School, Progressive Artists Group, and Satish Gujral — Comparative Aesthetic Analysis

Parameter Bengal School

Progressive Artists Group

Satish Gujral

Revivalist — rooted in Indian
classical and folk tradition; anti-
colonial cultural assertion

Artistic Identity

Progressive — internationalist;
synthesising Western Modernism
with Indian social reality

Synthesist — integrating tradition,
global Modernism, and personal
historical experience

Shanta (devotional serenity),
Shringar (spiritual love), Adbhuta
(mythological wonder)

Dominant Rasa

Raudra (political fury), Veer
(social heroism), Adbhuta (surreal

Karuna (historical grief) as centre;

. all nine Rasas present in totalit
modernity) P Y

Subtle, spiritual — muted greens,

Bold, aggressive — vivid, socially

Evolving — from dark trauma

beauty

Colour A h ‘ lette to vibrant synthesis,
olourApproac golds; Shanta Rasa palette declarative; Raudra and Veer palette palette o. Vi r ant syriests
ending in Shanta
Mythological, devotional, rural Political, social, contemporary — Historical trauma + mythological
Subject Matter | — pan-Indian themes of spiritual | class struggle, identity, post-colonial symbol + personal memory;

modernity displacement as universal

Devotion, cultural pride,
aesthetic pleasure — primarily
Shanta and Shringar

Viewer Impact

Political consciousness, solidarity,
outrage — primarily Raudra and Veer

Empathy, historical conscience,
catharsis — all Rasas; widest
emotional range

Bengal School tradition:
Shantiniketan, neo-folk
revivalism

Legacy

Progressive Artists Group legacy:
social art, political critique in Indian
contemporary art

Multi-medium legacy: painting,
mural, sculpture, architecture;
broadest influence

Source. Synthesised from doctoral comparative analysis (Chapter 5) and survey of primary critical literature.
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Figure 5. Satish Gujral — Veer Rasa: A figure steadies a fallen animal, maintaining composure under duress. The warm gold-purple
palette and stable spatial arrangement express the heroism of internal fortitude — resilience rather than triumph. (Signed ‘Gujral’,
mid-period)
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6. The Navaras as Unified Emotional

Architecture

The doctoral research’s most original contribution
is the demonstration that the nine Rasas in Gujral’s
work do not appear as separate, isolated emotional
categories. They constitute, rather, a unified emotional
architecture — a single, continuous emotional journey
in which each Rasa is internally related to all the
others.

Karuna Rasa (Grief/Compassion) is the irreducible
centre of Gujral’s emotional universe. The Partition
experience — the destruction ofhis physical world, the
displacement of millions, the loss of the pastoral and
cultural home of his childhood — generated the deep
Shoka (grief) that is the Sthayi bhava of Karuna Rasa.
From this central wound, all the other Rasas radiate
outward as natural consequences or transformations:

* From Karuna arise Bhayanaka (the existential fear
generated by historical violence) and Bibhatsa
(moral revulsion at human cruelty).

* From the fire of Bhayanaka and Bibhatsa arise
Raudra (the moral fury of one who witnesses
injustice) and Veer (the heroism of those who
endure and resist).

» Shringar (Love) appears as the affirmation of
life against death — human tenderness as the
most fundamental act of resistance to historical
violence.

» Adbhuta (Wonder) represents the philosophical
transformation of suffering into understanding —
the moment when grief becomes insight.

* Hasya (Wit/Comedy) appears in Gujral’s ironic or
satirical works as a form of social critique — the
laughter that refuses to be silenced by oppression.

» Shanta (Serenity) represents the culmination of the
journey — the equanimity of one who has passed
through the full range of human experience and
emerged, not unscathed, but whole.

This arc — from Karuna through Raudra and Veer to
Adbhuta and finally to Shanta— constitutes a narrative
that parallels the greatest epic and lyric traditions
of Indian literature: the movement from suffering
through moral engagement to spiritual resolution. It
is also, in the deepest sense, an autobiography — the
life journey of a man who was born into catastrophe
and transformed it into art.

“Every broken line, every grief-drenched
colour, every distorted figure holds within it the

same refusal: that what happened to the people
of 1947 should be seen, felt, and never made so
comfortable that it can be forgotten.” — Satish
Gujral (paraphrased)

7. Conclusions:
Legacy

An Enduring Artistic

This paper has argued that Satish Gujral is not merely
one of India’s greatest modern artists, but a unique
figure in the global history of 20th-century art — the
artist who demonstrated, through seven decades of
sustained creative work, that the encounter between
ancient philosophical tradition and global Modernism
need not produce cultural anxiety, imitation, or the
loss of aesthetic identity. It can, when achieved with
sufficient depth of thought and creative courage,
produce a new visual language that is simultaneously
local and universal, personal and collective, historical
and timeless.

Five original conclusions emerge from the doctoral
research:

« Karuna Rasa is the philosophical and emotional
centre of Gujral’s entire oeuvre, constituting the
gravitational point around which all other Rasas
organise themselves.

* The formal elements of Gujral’s painting — line,
colour, form, composition, texture, light, space,
and symbolism — function as a systematic Rasa
grammar, each element performing specific
semantic functions in the evocation of particular
emotional states.

* Gujral’s synthesis of Indian classical tradition,
Western Cubism, and Mexican muralist social
commitment is not an eclectic exercise but a
philosophically grounded aesthetic language with
its own internal logic and coherence.

* The Rasa theory of Bharatmuni and Abhinavagupta
operates with remarkable precision as a critical
instrument for the formal analysis of contemporary
Indian painting.

* Gujral’s multidisciplinary practice — his refusal
to be confined to any single medium — is itself
an expression of the ancient Indian understanding
of the artist as craftsman, philosopher, and social
communicator.

Satish Gujral’s legacyis thelegacy of pain transformed:
personal suffering made into universal art, historical
trauma converted into enduring beauty, the violence
of one hour in history transmuted into a vision of
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human dignity that will outlast the circumstances that
produced it. His paintings teach us that truly great art
does not merely document what happened; it creates
the possibility of understanding what it means to
live with what happened — and to continue living,
making, and hoping.

The Natyashastra’s timeless dictum — ‘Na
hi rasadrite kashchid artha pravartate’ —
‘No art is complete without Rasa, for Rasa is
the experience of the soul”’ — finds in Satish
Gujral’s life and work its most eloquent modern
testimony.
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