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The discovery of a handscroll by Benodebehari Mukherjee offers

art, the final chapter
ofanartist’slifeis
usually mytholo
gised, asif suggesting
when
paired with longevity,
genius. While there may be some truthto
thisnotion, one wonders why the world
doesn’temphasise enough on the portrait

{olkata Centre for Creativity
(KCC) might help us gain some perspec
tiveonthesul Heldin collaboration
with Gallery Rasa, Scenes from Santiniketan
& Benodebehari’s Handscrollsis an intrigu
toponderoversome of the
themesrelated to the formativ

In his memoir Chitrakar, Mukherje
ets his personal insi

of thisongoingexhibitionistheepony
roll depicting the spiritual
landscape of Santiniketan, while the rest
of theartworks provide abroader person
aland historical context. Richa Agarwal,
chairperson of KCCsays, “The Scenes
fromSantiniketanscroll not only points
towards Benodebehari Mukh f

NEMAI GHOSH AND S

BenodebehariMukherjee N finity for the world of nature, which was
to become an importantsubjectin most
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ofhisworks throughout his career but
alsomarkshisdistinct difference from
the Bengal School of Art. The exhibition
alsoshowcases hislaterworks including
themural on the ceiling of KalaBhavana
hostel, which celebrates the trajectory of
hisartistic progres:

What makes the handscroll Scenes
from Santiniketanunique is that
Mukherjee painted it at just 20. At 44.6
feetlong, this particular work isamong
the earliest and largest handscrolls of
this nature ever undertaken by the

isplayed for the very

first time. With its deliberate choice
ofan austere colour palette (primarily,
shades of ochre and olive gre:

. The show’s curator,R S umar,
is known for his extensive writ

ingson Mukherjee and his curatorial
expertise on the Santiniketan School,
describes the scroll as “an early and
captivating masterpiece”.

Inatelephonicinterview from
Santiniketan where he continuesto live
evenafter hisretirementasart history
teacher from Kala Bhavanain 2
Kumarexplains thatbackin the
early 1920s, the Birbhum districthada

t topography with fewer trees

fresh insight into his early career devoted to nature

andshrubsand morearid fields. “This
allowed foran unobstructed view of the
entire landscape, making the handscroll
anideal format for capturing such
panoramicimages. What distinguish
esthis particularscrollisthateven
though Benodebehari has done such
work throughout hislife, none of them
encompassessuch agamutof natural
elements that defines the rural life of
Santiniketan. From arid areas and wood
landstovillages, Benodebehari weaves

nprehensive picture.” Landscapes
aretypically perceived as non-narrative
but the handscroll format enabled
artistslike Benodebehari Mukherj
narrate thestory of the nature around
him through a seamless horizontal
continuity.” Kumar perceives theact
ofbrowsing throughascrollasakin to
acinematic experience. “One viewsit
like scenes of an absorbing journey,” he
says,adding, “or to useanotheranalogy,
like the unfurling of alandscape viewed
fromatrain window while yousit still
onyourseat.”

Drawn from East Asian traditions,
handscrolls were commonly usedin
Kala Bhavana during the early 1920s. Itis
worth noting that Rabindranath Tagore,
thevisionary behind Visva-Bharati

i heldadeepadmiration for

Japanese culture. Though it was
Nandalal Bose, Mukherjee’s mentorat
Kala Bhavana, who playeda crucial role
in popularising handscrolls following
his visit to the Far Eastin 1924, Kumar
maintains that ultimately Mukherjee
emerged as the foremost exponent
of thisartisticmedium. Collotype
onsofthe Japaneseand
eavailableat
thankstoTagore
and others who carried them back from
broadand it was here that
elikely had his first brush
with East Asian arts. Particularly, the
Chinese handscroll was renowned for
itsintimate portrayal of both calligraphy
andimagery. In contrast, the Japanese
handscroll hasarich historyasanart
form well-suited for narrative-style
paintings,and grand landscapes.
Mukherjee’s tripto Japan and China
in 1936-37 emphasises the influence of
East Asian art on his career. Kumar says,
Among the Japanese artists, he was
drawn toSesshu Toyoand even the other
Japanese paintersheliked tended to
work inamore Chinese manner.”
What sets Mukherjee apartin the
pantheon of Indian modern artis his
pioneering exploration of landscape
art—agenre that was introduced to the
subcontinent by itinerant European
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