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SHUBHASHINI DEVI

Before mdian Independence, in the first half of the last

20" Century, very few women artists could be seen in public
gaze. A few women artists confined themselves to their
homes and their art was meant only for interior decoration
of their homes. In a situation like this, an exceptional woman,
hailing from a merchants family, devoted her entire life for
the cause of art and social work. This remarkable woman is
Subhashini Devi, who ventured into sculpture as well as
painting. An extraordinary aspect of Subhashini is that she
had little schooling and practically her training in painting
and sculpture was minimal. On her own she learnt the
nuances of art by self study. Here, it is to be mentioned that
she got some guidance indirectly from the famous Chitra
Shilpi Venkatappa, in whose name Venkatappa Art Gallery
in Bangalore 1s built. Subhashini’s achivements in the field
of art stand on a high pedestal. In recognition of her artistic
attainments, she was bestowed with many honours.

Subhashini was born on 20-05-1920 at Landsdowne
Building in Mysore, the then capital of the erst while Mysore
State. This building now housing several shops, was the
ancestral property of her forefathers who were revenue
officials in the service of the Mysore Palace. Her parents
were, Rathnamma the mother and J. Venkataswamy Chetty
the father. Her father was a trader who was running
departmental stores under the name “JAGANNATA
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STORES”. He had a checkered career. He had been to Japan
to Study Industrial Enterprenership for women. So also he
studied medicine in Calcutta. It is during his sojourn in
Calcutta he met Venkatappa who was studying art in
Shantiniketan. They became fast friends and this friendship
lasted long, till the demise of Venkataswamy Chettiar. This
friendship with the great artist had an impact on Chettiar,
who wanted his daughter to emulate Venkatappa. He
prevailed upon Subhashini to study ART. She readily agreed
and started practising drawing and painting. She wanted to
learn directly from Venkatappa. However, it was impossible
since he never taught any students. Nevertheless Venkatappa
obliged chettiar when he brought his daughters art works
for evaluation.

Venkatappa, not only used to correct the drawings and
paintings but also offered suggestions for improvement. This
was a kind of distant education in art which laid good
foundation for Subhashini’s self study in future. She was
quite conscious that self study meant lot of study and
practice.

To gain knowledge, she visited art exhibitions, Museams
and libraries. On her own, she reviewed the features of the
prize winning pictures, observing their plus and minus
points; she derived full support from her father for all her
activities.

Joins Swamiji’s Ashram for
formal training in Sculpture

Subhashini was getting guidance form Venkatappa. Due
to some differences with the palace establishment
Venkatappa left Mysore. Though Subhashini had attained
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some proficiency, to HONE her skills. She joined the Ashram
of Shilpi Siddanti Siddalinga Swamy who was running a
Gurukul type of School. Siddalinga Swamy was a great
scholar proficient in the traditional texts on Sculpture. He
was also quite modern in his approach. He was a generous
man, who wanted to impart every bit of his learning to his
disciples so as to make them perfectionists. When
Subhashini approached him, he welcomed her. In those days
sculpting was dominated by men and even in Swamiji’s
Gurukula there were only men. Yet it was the progressive
thinking of Swamiji that made him to admit a woman as a
disciple Subhashini was fortunate to get admission. She
could handle the chisel like other men. At home, she did
drawing and painting. At the Gurukul she did sculpting.
Here in Gurukula she got an opportunity to go through the
ancient texts on sculpture and she could follow in practice
all the prescriptions to sculpt the'images of gods. She also
became adept in sculpting portraits and other secular images.
The training at Gurukul blossomed her talents as a sculptor.

Exhibitions and Awards

An important period of Indian history when India got
Independence from alien rule, the year 1947 was an year of
celebration and Jubilation.

The annual Dasara Exhibition known for its popularity
also geared up for the occasion. The value and number of
prizes were increased. For the first time Subhashini sent a
miniature painting titled “RAMA AND SHABARI” to the
Dasara Exhibition which won a first prize. It was remarkable
that she won a first prize in the first attempt itself. This

demonstrated that she had sufficient prowess in painting.
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Thereafter, it became a regular feature in her life to
participate and win prizes. A self made artist proved that
she could compete with those having FORMAL art
education.

In 1950, she secured a silver medal at the Dasara
Exhibition for the ICON, Bala Ganapathi. Though she was
selected as a delegate in the cultural team visiting Russia,
she missed the opportunity, due to her father’s sickness.
Subhashini was the only sculptor from Karnataka who
participated in the Handicrafts Exhibition organised by
Central Handicrafts Development Centre, as an adjunct to
the celebration of the International year for the women. The
entire press of Delhi carried front page articles and
photographs of Subhashini at work. In fact one paper had
commented “WHAT A GREAT GIFT GOD HAS
GRANTED SUBHASHINI”. The then Prime Minister of
India smt.Indira Gandhi posed for a photograph with
Subhashini.

SUPERB DRAUGHTMANSHIP

In this age of Computers, wonders can be made in graphic
design. Manipulating in a precise manner, enlargement and
reduction, colour variation, change in perspective and
backgrounds etc., are child’s play. However in the first part
of the last century paintings had to be done for exact sizes.
If the pictures needed details, precision, draughtsmanship
was a pre-requisite. Venkatappa painted post card size
portraits of National leaders Mahatma Gandhi, Pandit
Jawaharlal Nehru and others. One could see fine, elaborate
and precision work in these one’s. It may be out of style,
but he took paints to draw even eye lashes and eye brows.
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In those days when colour photography was rare,
Venkatappa’s Portraits are the realistic masterpieces for
record purposes. After Venkatappa, it was only Subhashini
Devi who followed him, scrupulously adhering to his
methods. She had both the acumen and the necessary
drawing proficiency.

Subhashini, produced several post card size pictures with
minute details and excellent rendering of colours. Her
portrayal of Mahatma Gandhi, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru,
Subash Chandra Bose, Indira Gandhi, Sarojini Naidu
Ravindranath Tagore, Sri Jayachamarajendra Wodeyar, her
master Siddalinga Swamy, K.Venkatappa, her parents and
grand parents are all classics worthy of preservation for
posterity, Besides, she has done P.C. size compositions of
Deities and mythological themes such as Mahishasura
Mardhini, Shiva Parvathi, Gajendra Moksha, Andhakasura
Samhara, Nataraja etc. her patient and superb skill can be
viewed by using magnifying glass or by scanning and
enlarging.

It 1s interesting to observe that many other contemporary
eminent artists like, M.T.V.Acharya, M.E.Guru,
M.J.Suddhodhan, Kalappa, P.R.Thippeswamy, F.M.Sufi and
others did not attempt this kind of fine painting.

Subhashini had adopted two main themes for her subjects
of painting. 1) Religious, Mythological paintings 2) Secular
ones, sometimes having social message. By analysing her
works, her personality can also be evaluated. Subhashini
never bothered to have solo shows though there were
promoters available in plenty.and she had enough number
of works to display. She shied publicity and used to say
“once you are after publicity, your creativity sufferes”
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Subhashini emulated Venkatappa who was insular and never
interested in public shows. Strangely Subhashini did not
marry and remained a spinster like her role model
Venkatappa who was a bachelor.

Some of her important works are critically examined in
the following paragraphs.

Ideal End

There is an axiom “Birth is uncertain while death is
certain”. Preparation for the end has psychological
ramifications. Some are mentally prepared for the inevitable
death. There are others feeling uncomfortable at the very
thought. In this complexity, Subhashini had a well prepared
and balanced mind. She even foresaw what would be the
state of things after her death. Her drawing “Ideal End” is
an interesting piece of art not attempted by any other artists
in Karnataka.

The legs of the goddess Saraswati are embraced by the
artist and has kept her head on the feet of the goddess
indicating her surrender. In this picture she has shown,
finished and half finished canvasses, Paint tubes, Palette,
Brushes are all scattered on one side and on the other side,
hammers, chisels, files, level finder and other implements
needed of sculpture are all thrown in a disarray and some
unfinished icons are standing.

At the bottom of Saraswati’s feet a bundle of Palmyrah
leaves with ancient script (old book form) written on it, is
tottering. A musical instrument Veena is depicted as if it is
waiting for a Veenas Masetro to play on it. Further, in the
background, in a symbolic way the soul departing from the
body is also shown. Though this picture is imaginary, in a
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way it reflects the disappointment and pathetic condition
of the artist in her last days. Subhashini had devoted her
life for art, literature and social work. Due to strenous work,
the strain was too much that she could not bear. She was
forlorn and even those who had availed much needed
assistance, did not provide succour to her. She was bed
ridden. Yet even in that state, she created this work. This
picture is a good composition with neat draughtsmanship
and purity of lines.

Siddartha’s Journey

This is a beautiful water colour painting using transparent
water colours. Water colour painting compared to o1l colour
painting, is a difficult technique to master. It will be easier
to fill large canvasses with oil colours, but even to paint a
small picture on a paper with water colours needs dexterity
and terrible practice. In this picture of small size, Subhashini
has demonstrated her utmost mastery over this medium.

Siddartha’s Journey, as a theme, depicts contradictions
in life. While on one side, there 1s exhibition of princely
splendour of wealth on the other side there 1s extreme
poverty represented by an aged and famished beggar with a
begging bowl leaning on a walking stick followed by a dog
competing with the beggar. Subhashini has recreated the
scene with utmost reality and fidelity. Anatomical perfection
is quite visible. The prince is painted in exact proportions.
He is driving a chariot with four horses. The chariot has
intricate filigree work and the white horses are draped in
colourful costumes. So also the Royal robes worn by the
prince are colourful. The distances between Siddartha and
the chariot driver have been correctly kept and other ratios
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and proportions are exact. The beggar is typical and at first
stght his status is revealed. Royal route has mansions in the
background. The colours are used harmoniously. On the
whole, this is an excellent composition having true
perspective. This work must have taken lot of labour for its
execution.

Landscapes

Landscapes, sea scapes, Mountain scapes and such other
natural sceneries and architectural marvels like temples,
churches, etc., are subjects that have popular appeal and
paintings of these are used for decorative purposes in homes,
offices, hotels etc. These have a ready market. Particularly
during British rule, in pre-independence India, the English
men and others were fascinated with the panoramic scenes
of India. They were ready buyers for landscapes and such
other scenic paintings. Hence, many artists catered to these
demands and earned handsome money. Subhashini painted
landscapes, not with a view to sell them but for her own
self satisfaction. Being familiar with Mysore, she was
impressed by the beauty of the landmark, Chamundi Hills
and 1ts surrounding habitat. Particularly, she had fascination
for the scenery at the foot hill of Chamundi. She has made
several paintings of these scenes. She had an eye to see
beauty. Sunrise and sunset, were her favourities since she
loved to paint the technicolours. Mostly, she did, on the
spot painting. Sometimes, she used to prepare sketches,
which were finished as paintings with the assistance of
colours notes made at the spot. Her paintings were so
realistic and natural that they could be mistaken for
photographs. She had the knack of showing the play of light
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and shade in all her paintings of nature. This gave wonderful
three dimensional effects for her pictures. Besides, she also
painted river and temple scenes of her birth place,
Nanjangud. Bathing Ghat scenes, show men and women in
sitting, kneeling, standing postures. In those days, when
colour photography, was still in its nascent stage it is the
realistic paintings, that reflect the prevailing conditions of
those times. Hence, these painting are valuable.

Subhashini’s Social Activities

Subhashini’s social status was such that she moved in
elitist circles due to her father having a huge circle of friends
amongst businessmen, government officials, Artists and
writers, musicians etc. In a natural setting like this, she had
to be a match in the elitist company. Otherwise, she would
be a misfit. Being aware that she had no formal education,
she tried to make good by self study in a serious manner.
Meticulously and systematically, she started reading books
on almost all subjects begining from primers to most
advanced texts. Whenever she found any difficulty in
grasping the subject, she did not hesitate to consult others
having knowledge. She was an avid reader. She read epics,
Ramayana, Mahabharatha, Puranas and other mythological
works. Besides, She studied Vedas and Upanishads to have
a philosophical grounding. To Keep abreast of times, she
read regularly art journals and other magazines. All this
study, Painting and sculpting kept her all the time busy
leaving little time for rest. As a result of intensive study she
became an erudite Scholar competent enough to be called
on intellectual. Her vast knowledge of Indian philosophy
and mythology was reflected in her paintings. Her vast
knowledge was recognised and acknowledged by academic
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institutions and also by the All India Radio. She had given
number of talks on art subjects in All India Radio and
lectured in several art Institutions.

Subhashini was a political worker, working at grass roots
level, never aspiring for power, pelf or authority. She was a
selfless volunteer in the congress party doing social work
for the upliftment of women and the down trodden. In all
this work she spent money from her pocket. This meant
sacrifice. Her magnanimity dwindled the assets of the
ancestral property she had inherited. She was an ardent
nationalist. She participated in the freedom movement. Her
regard for the National leaders is seen in her paintings of
almost all top leaders like Mahatma Gandhi. Jawaharlal
Nehru, Dr. Rajendra Prasad, Smt. Sarojini Naidu and so
many others. Her social activities are separately listed in a
concise form else where.

Despite her tremendous contribution in the fields of
pamnting and drawing sculptures, social activities etc, the
recognition by the state came belatedly at the fag end of her
life. The state recognised her only after Acharya Chitrakala
Bhavan bestowed M.T.V.Acharya award to her in 1999, She
secured Karnataka Lalithakala Academy award in 1985. later
in the year 2000, she was given state award, Since 1995-96
she was receiving annual solatium of Rs.3000 from All India
Fine Arts Society being honoured as a veteran artist.

In the evening of her life she led a forlorn life. She had to
live all alone with all her ailments. It is unfortunate that the
artists community did not provide succor. Neither did the
state do anything to help her. She had lot of self respect. As
such she did not want to cringe before anyone for support.
Many of her desires were unfulfilled. Her desire to convert
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her Nanjangud home to a memorial and the Mysore home
as a training centre for self employment of women did not
materialise.

It is a tragic and pathetic case of a multifaceted woman
who devoted all her life for the cause of art and did so many
sacrifices for the good causes of others had to live in
isolation. Subhashini Devi, though without formal
education, proved that hard work and in depth study could
attain highest standards in academic matters.

Subhashini Devi’s sorrowful end should open the eyes
of the State Government, Art Institutions and the General
public to monitor the physical, Economic and other
conditions of the senior artists and suomoto provide succour
to then by financial and other means.

Social Service Activities of Subhashini Devi

® Executive Committee Member and patron of Mahila
Vidya Peeta of Nanjangud since 1973 till her death.

® Member of Nanjangud Railway Consultative
Committee — 1974 to 1988.

® Schools Development, Hospitals Adivisory, Police
Advisory Committee’s Member 1974 — 1984.

® J.S.S. Womens College Mysore, Scholarship Grants
Committee Member.

® Mysore Dalvai High School Betterment Committee
Member 1975-1990.
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~ ® Convenor Womens Wing, Mysore District Indian

National Congress.

Government Womens College, Mysore, Scholarship
Grants Committee Member.

Member, Mysore Dasara Exhibitions Committee
1947-1970.

Life Member Karnataka Chitrakala Parishat. E.C.
Member.

Member All India Fine Arts and Crafts Society.

In 1963 Central Lalithakala Academy diary publishes
an article on Subhashini.

Conducts a training camp on casting and moulding
paper cutting. Doll making at the behest of All India
Handicrafts Development Board, New Delhi. She
Herself gives demonstration on these crafts.

® On an invitation from Government of India, she

attends the “Master Crafts Women” at work
Demonstration” in the exhibition conducted by All
India Handicrafts Development Board. She is chosen
as the representative of Karnataka. |

1-1-1984 monthly Honoroarium from the department
of Kannada and Culture, Government of Karnataka.

1995-1996 Perpetual Annual Grant Rs.3000 from the
All India Fine Arts and Crafts Society (being
recognised as Veteran Artist)



® 1985 Karnataka State Lalithakala Academy Award.
® 1999 Sri. M.T.V. Acharya award.
® 2000 Karnataka State Rajyotsava Award.

® 21-09.2002 Expired.

Excerpts from the Speeches of Subhashini Devi

Broadcast on All India Radio, Mysore Station

® One should have a clear mind while painting a
pleasant or sorrowful situation. Only a picture
executed with a clear mind will have life in it. A
Picture painted with a troubled mind may look nice

but it will have no life in it. For painting concentration
of mind i1s vital. (19-2-1954)

® Our works of art should reflect the culture of our times
for the sake of the understanding of the future
generations (19-2-1954)

® A calm atmosphere is required for the ideas to
germinate.

® Art and Human values are rigidly bonded. This being
so some people thoughtlessly says what connection
we have with art.

® An Artist depicting scenes of Ramayana,
Mahabharata, Mythological texts or historical events,
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should delve deep into knowing those times,
civilisation, Habitat, dresses, customs etc. If the artist
is well versed with these, he or she will be able to
portray the scene faithfully. Such a work will bring
satisfaction, both for the artists as well as the viewer.
20-03-1951.
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