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All art is conditioned by time and represents humanity in so far as it corresponds to the ideas
and aspirations, the needs and hopes of a particular historical situation. But, at the same time, art
goes beyond this limitation and within the historical moment, also creates a moment of humanity,

promising constant development.
- Ernst Fischer

Austrian Poet and Critic
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“The materialist doctrine that men are products of circumstances and upbringing and that
therefore changed men are products of other circumstance and changed upbringing forgets that it

is men that change circumstances”
- Marx
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Grave problems can drive only unintelligent men of indisciplined thought and habits to an
early grave. Others walk side by side with their grave problems and so manipulate the circum-
stances and make use of the various happenings around them that they always successfully push
the problems into the grave and safely walk away! Such men are the mighty men of destiny in the
world.

— Swamy Chinmayananda
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The attire terracota 1986
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Woman oil on canvas 1996
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Pavement cloth sculpture 1985.
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Chairs oil on canvas 1995
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Chairs oil on canvas 1995
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Words of Chairman

The Karnataka Lalit Kala Academy has undertaken many constructive projects for the
alround prdgress of art and artists. Publication of books is a significant part of this project.
Already various books on many senior and contemporary artists have been published which
received acclaimation. In the contemporary artist series I am extremely happy to publish
this book on artist Yusuf Arakal. I am acquainted with him for many years. He is an artist
reputed both in the national and international levels and has brought fame to our State. He
has gained an unique place by his individual style and technique. He is always engaged in
artistic activities. The day to day sufferings, the loneliness, conflicts of the common man
have been the subjects of the series of his paintings. His creations have been exhibited and

been appreciated in India and abroad.

Recently he has used collage medium and sketches on rice paper to project the Gulf
war and other international conflicts, shaking the world. He is a creative artist with a social

purpose and message to mankind.

Sri C.S. Krishna Setty himself an artist and art critic who knows and understands Mr.
Yusuf and his art, has written this book. On behalf of the Academy and my own personal
behalf, I thank him. I am greatful also to Dr. B.N. Chandraiah who translated the book into
English. Dr. H. Chandrashekhar has painstakingly done the proofreading and supervised

the printing work. I thank him for his commitment.

I hope that artists and art lovers will welcome this book.

Andani V.G.
President



YUSUF ARAKKAL

Any individual is a child of his environment. As he is also a social animal, it is this environment
which moulds and nourishes his unique personality. At the time of his growth and development the
influences made on him during his childhood and adulthood, will follow throughout his life. The
trials and tribulations, the pains and pleasures which he had undergone will at least be lingering as
memories. It will be more profound in its form if he is found to be a more sensitive artist. It is these
memories, these experiences themselves that will constitute motif of his expression. “The impor-
tant morphos of his individual’s personality is formed according to his childhood experiences. The
later development of the personality will, more or less, occur within the frame work of the individu-
ality imbibed during childhood” as asserted by Sigmand Freud. Even though the state of mind
remains still and changes later, the core of experiences will emanate as an expression in the form
of fountain, unknowingly. According to Herbert Read, a famous foreign critic of art, this will to form,
which is hidden within himself will control and determine his expressions. These words are more
relevant in this context of Yusuf Arakkal. His varied life, on the basis of human values through
creativity of art, poetry, art writing, involvement in organisations etc. is a treasure of curiosities.
From an artistic angle his cultural personality is evolved in academic modernity.

While discussing about contemporary art, Karnataka cannot forget Yusuf Arakkal who, for
more than thirty years, has been constantly and continuously actively involved in various facets of
art along with creative media like painting, sculpture, graphic, mural. He has successfully depicted
in his works the various stages of pains and joys he experienced and his own experiences of his
life. His is a personality of multiplicity. His creation of art which has come forth in various channels
is sprouting incessantly.

Creation of art by any artist coming out of self experience will not only become stronger, but
also aftain greatness. Yusuf Arakkal is a self made man as he has negative experiences of life. It
is in this background that his colour paintings, graphic, sculpture, poetry etc. have possessed
unigue placement in contrast with many ordinary artistry. One can think of his various levels of
works which are the congregation of self-experience, rationality, human interest, easy communica-
tion efc. We can see them, chiefly, in two ways. Firstly, his schematic picturisation and technique.
Secondly, plot and subject of his works.

Itis a known fact that generally all artists in the context of painting, will be swayed away in a
1



particular period to a certain medium and technic. Yusuf is also not an exception to this. Though he
is involved himself in oil painting, graphic, sculpture etc. his love is mainly towards oil painting. It is
true that, generally, many artists believed in the art that was prevalent during their studies in the art
schools. When Yusuf was a student of art, much of the acrylic colours prevalent today, were not in
vogue. Oil-colour was the medium of artists who were in lead. Hence, oil-painting forms the repre-
sentative medium of Yusuf. Another reason for this, is that oil-colour media is aptly suited for the
technic followed today.

Earlier, Yusuf used to sketch only large size pictures. Since his technique was totally different,
he used to take at least 5-15 days to complete a work of art. As it uses to continue for a long period
of time, many times, it would be altogether a different work from what he actually wanted to do.
Even the earlier concept itself used to be changed; his zeal and enthusiasm would have also been
marred. It so happened that Yusuf once saw M.F. Hussain sketching who used to sketch swiftly, it
was possible for him to transfer his concepts immediately on to the canvas. Yusuf who witnessed
this, was in search of a technic to adopt. At last, in 1979-80 he found an unique technigue that he
was searching for.

We can also make-out another important factor in our contemporary Indian art. Most of our
artists, once they are fascinated by a particular technique used to cling on to that for many years.
They are unable to come out of that technique even though there is a change in the subject and the
views. Yusuf is not an exception to this. Though the subject matter in his oil painting changed, he
was following a specific technic for more than a decade. Though most of the artists sketch their
works without prior design, Yusuf would sketch first on a piece of paper and later draw the same on
canvas. This forms a basis for further work. As Flemish and Dutch artists used to do centuries ago,
this artist also pastes the light coloured layer and glazes, after the white is dried up. This glaze
enables to work fast on canvas. In addition to this, it becomes easier to remove the colour applied
here and there. Many great artists like Rambrandt have sketched their works by this technic only.
Without waiting for any inspiration, a new technique has been evolved by him. After writing dia-
grams thrcugh lines on canvas by charcoal, he puts a few of the selected colours on the pallet.
Among the oil-colours, black and brown colours have naturally found their place. He applies the
colour here and there depending upon the requirement by brush rinsed in a mixture of linseed oil
and turpentine. He applies colours densely at some places while applying water colours admixed
in excess oil at others. Thus the canvas is filled with dense colour throughout. Later, he goes on
removing the excess colour with the help of brush, plastic sheet, piece of cloth, piece of paper,
sponge etc. before the colour dries up, according to the requirement. It is from here, indeed, the
sketching of art by the artist begins. It is because, while removing the colour itself, he goes on
sketching the diagram. Likewise he removes the colour only wherever the light is, leaving behind
the shadow as it is. Thereby, there will be a dramatic effect seen in the distribution of light and
shade in the diagram. Hence, there will be no clear outerline in his personalities and diagrams.
This mutual combination of light and shade only determines the density of diagram. The skill of



Yusuf lies in removing the excess colour. Thus while removing the colour, he goes on drawing
unique figure. While removing the colour by brush if a sort of figure emerges, while removing by a
piece of cloth, sponge etc. totally a different type of figure emerges. In a way, we can say that this
itself is the capital of the works of Yusuf. The negative quality of bringing to light gradually from the
dense colour signifies as one moves from darkness to light. It is curious to note that this quality
could be seen amongst the artists who have undergone the trials and tribulations in life.

While applying the colour, a thin and a semi-transparency layer appears if one uses the
impasto technique whereas the dense colours are formed on using less quantity of oil. Yusuf thus
tries to capture the attention of the viewers through diversity in diagram. The technique doesn’t
stop here itself. In addition to this, he scribes the symbols in the form of lines, diagrams and
obscure scripts with the help of the blunt portion of the brush. Because he writes the diagram
which becomes obvious through the white portion of the canvas emerging out due to the line
drawn before the colour dries up. It is in this manner that Yusuf generally signs on his oil paintings
by the blunt portion of the brush. He works in the manner which is generally called ‘Allapima’.
When once he starts working on canvas, it is his method to complete the sketch within a period of
3-4 hours before the applied colours are dried. Yusuf has done his series of ‘wheels’ in the same
technic.

Thus the most important and remarkable factor in his works is the technique that forms the
background of his negative space. In addition to this, his works imbibe a spirit of life and important
dimension of his work becomes powerful because of this background of textures. It is in the nega-
tive space that fulfills the obscurity and activates his realm of painting. It is his greatness that Yusuf
has brought diversity in thousands of his works by avoiding monotony and obsoleteness in spite of
mainly utilising the negative way. These physical features offer us different experiences like inter-
nal structures of different types of granites, as dried trees, the environment as the walls spotted by
the rain water. It is the feature that provides a rich experience like his signature draws the attraction
of all the people. In spite of a change in his style, he has maintained the continuity of negative
background in his colour paintings like sculpture, graphics for more than a decade. Though it
appears monotnous “It is always as fresh as sea” as the Kannada poet Pampa puts it. It gives new
and fresh experience. Though the sea is the same, it looks ever fresh, ever green, ever new so
when we look at the works of Yusuf in negative background, they make us feel hillarious again and
again, looks ever fresh and as Bertolt Brekt says “........ a large part of the pleasure which all art
must provoke is pleasure at the possibility of society’s mastering mans fate. ” Yusuf Arakkal se-
lects, generally, the subject matter of the plight of expression of a common man. He also selects
complex colours supplementing effectively the expressive feelings.

He says “Only the colours are important to me. But colours always obviate the black. It looks
like moving towards black. As often my intuition directs me, | inevitably conceal the bright and
glittering colours. It looks to me more lively as the colours blacken more.” It is currently known in
the art field as Brown Aesthetics with a new definition. It is related with the brown coloured people
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of the countries differently from the Whites and the Negroes of America. It has been used to
express effectively the feelings and identity of the brown coloured people. One can observe this
brown coloured aesthetic emotions in most of his works. Thus, more importance is provided in his
works for the terracotta colours like brown and black. Though he rarely uses the remaining colours
they are found with an admixture of black. Even though we find shining colours here and there,
only the dim atmosphere is seen indelibly in the whole of the area of painting. The method of
following the light and shade in his works is different from reality. The design of dramatic light is
seen in his works as if the important works are dense. The details of the face, to that extent, are
not seen in his works, but he uses dim colours in the place of eyes and makes the eyes masked.
(The most famous artist Bikash Bhattacharji of Calcutta also creates curiosity in his works by
using dim colours). It is the practice to put a black strip around the eyes to conceal the identity of
the individuals in dailies and television. Here also it is the same intention, but there is an urge to
emphasis to simplify and generalise the individuals. Similarly, though there is only one individual
but he represents a section of people. While picturising the personalities of a debilitated society, no
hue and cry of romantic artists is seen. Instead, to make it not merely a slogan, he picturises in
serenity and depth. Thus he imparts in his own way the human dignity they deserve to all unknown
individuals/personalities.

The modern art of our country is originated by the influence of Western art. Its influence is
continued uninterruptedly even now, since the time of its inception, a few decades ago. But in
these years the indigenous art pieces progressed in the modern way, different from the West. The
works of Yusuf too, in many respects, appear native rather than western. If the painted skin colour
is one reason for this, the total background of creation of atmosphere is another. As stated earlier,
these paintings appear indigenous due to the use of brown coloured aesthetic elements befitting
our eastern countries. Thus it is his specality that makes it acceptable, the modernity to our nativity
in form also as the subject is ours. Because, he mostly selects the subject matter of sociological
background, this type of works sometimes get closer to the worka of realists of Russia. In spite of
this, his performance and attitude are totally different from social realists.

There has been a debate from the time immemorial whether there should be any relationship
between the artist and his principle of reality. Even to this day, there are many who strongly sup-
port the argument of ‘art for art sake’. There are also some artists who have moved far behind from
different levels and having stood at the other end, they present the social commitments. Generally,
one finds a sort of activist tendency in such works which present this type of commitment. Though
one finds such activist tendency in the works of Yusuf, they do not agree that it belongs to the leftist

tendency. Because this type of activists are mostly leftists.

Art is a creative process which depends upon and originates in social life as it depends upon
social life. It is a social reaction. When the core of experience hidden in the art belongs to their
society itself, there will be background thoughts of social experience of an artist. There may be



upheavals in attaining and observing such experiences. Altogether this will have a relationship with
social life at different levels. Still it will have more interest of a particular class. If we exclude a few
initial abstract works of Arrakkal, the entire interest of the artist is centred around human interest.
Though he has not identified himself with any political ideology, one can see the constant and
continuous problems of modern man which are relevant contemporarily. Hence, he says, “The art
should not always exhibit anly the beauty and decoration. Art or beauty is like a man.There are also
people whom you meet quite often and also only once. When you meet some people only once, you
will never like to meet them again. The concept of art is also the same. If some of the works of art
attract you again and again, some others will be of different types.”

His compositions which divide the entire area of art without the other, generally are simple than
being complex. The image of an individual remains prominent in front of different type of negative
background. At times there will be compositions of two or three individuals. An individual appears
prominent than the community in his works because he takes into serious cognisance the problems
of individual than the group. From the point of view of the style, his style which revolves around
realism is more intimate and easily communicative to all levels of people than the disfigured works
which are not understood by common people. Thus his works are seen by everybody without
complexity or perplexity of symbols, images etc. Though there is an emphasis on the subject in his
works he simplifies everything without appearing instantly. It is his method to believe more in the
surroundings than the important subject or the individuals. Hence, his subject becomes more
strengthened by the individuals, the surroundings in which he places them. Because his subject has
abstract way the background of it also remain abstract. It looks as if the concrete image is placed
over an abstract work. Because the concrete form is placed in the abstract background, it may not
be inappropriate if it is said that it is his intention to achieve the concreteness through abstract form.

Henry A. Murry, a famous American psychologist has shown on the basis of the researches
made by his ‘Thematic Apperception Test' that the literary works, unveil the individuality of mainly
the complexities of unconscious stage of the writer. According to his analysis, some writers use
their creativity in the subjective egocentric frame work. He also says that the subjective egocentric
writers consciously identified themselves with the characters created by them. (see: Murry Henry,
‘Personality and Creative Imagination’, i943). Hence one can see a sort of relationship between the
subject and the personality in the works of Yusuf. The subject matter of Yusuf’s works generally
arise from the life of common man. That too from the Indians who are deprived of the privileges by
the graded social system. His favourite subjects include slum-dwellers, people suffering from pains,
difficulties, agony, intolerable pains and agonies, crying people living in orphanage, downtrodden,
worried people moving in streets etc. Though sometimes he has brought in the persons and
animals of rural areas, most of them constitute urban based subjects. In such places he denotes
the intended feelings through the facial expression of the persons over there than picturing the
incidents and the background crossing such agonies. Therefore, the society depicted here lay



emphasis on reality of life than treating the subject sociologically.

Deviating from his usual way, varied aspects also often appeared in his works. One can cite
examples of a series of nude figures in this category. Even in this, he has viewed this series of
nude figures sorrowfully than glorifying the feminine features as done by romantic artists. Hence,
there is no much deviation in the view point despite the difference in the subject. But in my opinion
there is only one series, i.e., 'Ganga series' through which he has deviated from his usual attitude.

He developed interest in concrete human figurations when the importance was given to
figuratives in the international art, while picturing descrete images in the seventies. When he was
amidst the machines of H.A.L.'Wheel, the symbol of progress, became intimate. Then he started
the series of ‘Wheels'. Later, when he was practicing the graphic art at Garhi studio, Delhi, having
been influenced by the people making the big water pipes as their abode, he painted the series of
'Pipes'. Meanwhile, he started a series of the people living on pavements. A work of this series
called as ‘Homage fo Those Indians who Died on Streets’ brought him the central Lalita Kala
Academy award in 1983. Afterwards, he took the photos of children and based on these, he
painted several oil-paintings.

In his sculptures also only the abstract sculptures have appeared earlier. Gradually the con-
crete sculptures appeared. Among them the works of ‘African Famine' are more conspicuous. He
has worked mainly on granite, terracotta, bronze, pine tree etc. One cannot see much of personal
impression of Yusuf in heavy mural painted for the sake of sponsorers. Throughout in his series
works of Wheels, Pipes, Phases, Man in Depress, Phases of Hunger, Kite, Homage to Kathe
Kollwitz, Beyond Portaits, Changing Dimensions, Ganga etc. one can see Yusuf, in his artistic life,
as a man in search of human values. Though his interest is human-centered, during 1997-98, as
if he is continuing and glorifying his usual technique he acquired a new dimension by portraying
many abstract works devoid of human types.

Arakkal, in one of his art exhibition catalogues says - “Common people generate curiosity in
me. Their miseries induce me to think. My artistic creations are the reaction of the people who are
tumultuous and suffering from agonies, to the very base, who do not get human respect; and to
that environment where they can live like human beings on this earth with tranquility. It is paradoxi-
cal to note that pain, rejection, uncertainty, weak existence, the painful life of this world which is full
of destructive machines are the products of human intelligence.” Except the series of ‘Nude pic-
ture’ and ‘Ganga series’ of 1993, his other works of all media are related to the trials and tribula-
tions of common people. The well known German artist Kathe Kollwitz too has expressed the
same subject powerfully from her own experience and has become popular. Influenced by Kollwitz,
Yusuf has painted the series ‘Homage to Kathe Kollwitz’ and arranged an exhibition in 1993. In
nutshell, one can see in him the world of experience which was ignored by our past art and culture.

In this way the rich experience, intellect and artistic skills compete with one another in Yusuf



Arakkal. He knows the art of amalgamating, the method of conceiving the experience and the
expression as in all good works. The intensity, of experience is more expected than their quantum
of problems in art. But yet we have artists amidst us who want their art to be the live voice of the
era and by force, at least, should be the expression of contemporary expectation. Yusuf seems to
be different from those artists who react by mere comprehending the problems by their intellect.
As one could see the ups and downs in life, Yusuf also has seen the turmoils in art creation and his
subject and style are nearer to the mental attitude of Bandaya Kavya. But the prosaic nature, fury
and anger of Bandaya men are not found in his works. Though his way is different, the ultimate aim
is uniquely his own. Therefore, it may not be wrong if he is called a Bandaya artist in the absence
of recognising cult of art which could be called as ‘Bandaya’ at present.

THE LIFE OF CONTRADICTIONS

“The materialist doctrine that men are products of circumstances and upbringing and that
therefore changed men are products of other circumstance and changed upbringing forgets that it

is men that change circumstances.”
- Marx

Arakkal’s life is equally curious as his artistic life. His life is full of contradictions as his life itself
is like a work of art. He was bron in Kerala on 10th June 1945 and has consummated a true
Kannadiga by learning Kannada. He narrates the heritage of his family with pride as under.“l have
emerged from a small orthodox royal dynasty near Kannanur in Kerala. It was called Arakkal
family. There is a very curious history about the Arakkal family. It is recorded in the history of
Kerala. There was a king called Chirakkal at the time of the advent of Portuguese on the Indian
soil. He had only one daughter whom he loved very much. During that period Arabs too were
employed by the native kings. One day the daughter of Chirakkal, Sridevi Tampuratti had been to
the river for swimming. As there was a sudden flood in the river, an Arab servant employed by the
king rose immediately, jumped into the river and saved her, who was about to be drowned. The
king belonged to Nambudri Brahmin community. The king was not prepared to accept her as she
was touched by a Muslim. In spite of this, he celebrated the marriage of his beloved daughter with
the Arab boy dividing the kingdom into two, and presenting a part of it to the daughter. The part of
the kingdom given to her had a grannery filled with food-grains. It was called Arakkal. Thus the



Arakkal family has come into existence. That Sridevi Tumpuratti might be the grand-mother of my
great-grand father. This Arakkal family has spread all over Kerala and one such family is in Chonghati
- three km away from Guruvayur. | belong to this family”

Yusuf’s father's name is V.K.K. Mohiyuddin. He hails from family of businessmen - industrial-
ists. Formerly his father was in love with a girl belonging to a fisherman'’s family and married her
later. As he belonged to orthodox family, it was really a revolutionary step to marry a girl belonging
to a fisherman’s family. He married after converting her into Islam. The couple had a son too. But
she died after a couple of years of the marriage. Mohiyuddin was very much preturbed by her
death and joined the army with annoyance. He returned from the army in 1943 after fighting in
World War |l in Arabia and elsewhere. Later he married to Tajumma. Yusuf is the eldest son of this
couple. An younger brother was also born later. His father died when Yusuf was seven years and
his younger brother was five years old. Later, his mother Tajumma, being deeply affected by the
death of her husband died within a span of six months. Thus Yusuf had become an orphan loosing
both his father and mother at young age.

Eventually the paternal aunt took them to her house. She belonged to an affluent family. A
luxurious life was prevailing there. She herself admitted them to school and used to take them by
a car every day. In the meanwhile, he developed a hobby of line drawing. Especially the photo-
drawing was an intimate subject of the lad. Generally the high school education started at the VI
standard only in those days. Yusuf participated in the art competition at the inter-high school level
and won many prizes. The boy was identified as an artist by all as he had won many prizes in the
competition by portraying Rabindranath Tagore at the State level competition. Though he was
involved in picturising incessantly, his interest in the art was unlimited. He was also a captain of
junior foot-ball team of the school. He was a secretary of literary society of that place and was
running a hand written magazine. He himself designed the contextual pictures of the magazine.
Thus the boy possessed multifaceted interest in different fields along with the art.

In spite of being involved in multifarious activities the boy was suffering from some unknown
and inexpressible loneliness. After playing foot-ball, he used to go to the sea-shore, sit there every
evening. Sometimes he was seen there thinking till nine O’ clock in the night. While thinking like
this one day he thought of becoming an artist by deserting the house and going elsewhere. Be-
cause, in spite of comforts he had in that house, the family people were not allowing him to
become an artist. The elders intended him to become either an engineer or a doctor. But ultimately
he had taken a firm decision to run away from the house.

Yusuf narrates about the later incidents in this manner. “At that time the son of the first wife of
- my father was running a hotel at Bangalore. He was narrating about Bangalore and the Contonment
Railway Station whenever he visited our house. With a hope of joining him, | somehow gathered
Rs. 50 and collecting a few clothes and a few English books. | started my journey to Bangalore by
train and alighted at Contonment Railway Station in 1962. At that time | was left with Rs. 15 only.
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An autorikshaw driver took me to Shivaji Nagar, collected Rs. 7 and showed me a hotel telling that
this was the address | wanted to go. At that time it was costing not even a rupee from the railway
station. As he said, | went to the hotel, but that was not the hotel | wanted to go”

“The hotelier had come from my place. When | narrated my entire story, he told me that my
brother had sold all property and went to Bombay two years ago. Then | asked him ‘what shall | do
now? ‘Go back to your place’ said he. But | said, ‘I will never return to my place. | want to become
an artist’. He said “You cannot become an artist. If you want to live you have to work. If need be |
will provide you a job in my hotel’. So | worked for a few days in the hotel. Because | had come from
a rich family | did not like that job. Afterwards | worked at different places. Once | worked for three
days in a brothel house without knowing what was going on there. | came to know only after three
days and fled from there also. After that | worked in a shop. The owner of the shop was beating me
quite often. One day | slapped him and fled from there also. | also worked as a mason. | worked
like this for one year and learnt the best in the university of life. | got the better education from
these experiences than what the books could teach me. While narrating this, | remember the
words of Aurabindo - “Suffering makes us capable of the full force of the master of delight. It makes
us capable also to bear the other play of the master of power. Pain is the key that opens the gates
of strength. It is the high-way that leads to the city of beatitude.”

How did you join the work at H.A.L? “After the incident of the brothel house | met a person.
Assuring a job he took me to press-button factory on Mysore road. At that time, | was not knowing
even a little bit of Kannada. A Sardarji was running that factory. | joined as an apprentice for a
salary of Rs. 55. | secured a room for rent along with a boy working in the same factory. The
working hour was between 9 am and 5 pm and | was making drawing in a note book in the
remaining time. | was deriving satisfaction in this job because the work was sufficiently better than
the rest. An incident took place after one and half years. During this period my distantly related
uncle was working in HAL as chief supervisor. He was in search of me. He had suspicion that |
may be found in Bangalore. Whether it was my fortune or misfortune that a man working in HAL
was residing adjacent to my room. It seems my uncle had shown my photo to him as he was
working in his foundry. After seeing my photo, it seems, he has told him that | know this boy and
residing adjacent to my room. On one Sunday morning a jeep from HAL had stopped in front of my
room and a hefty man alighted from the jeep. He came to me and said, ‘This life is enough, you
pack all your luggage and come with me. “Who are you? Why should | come with you?” said | at
the top of my voice. He narrated all facts and took me with him. When my uncle asked me to join
the school, | said, no. | expressed my desire to join service. He himself admitted me as an appren-
tice in HAL”

After completing nine months short term apprentice training, Yusuf secured a job in HAL itself
as a‘C’ grade mechanic. The salary was fixed at Rs. 30 per month, and out of which he was giving
some amount to the house and with the rest he bought canvas, colour etc. and started painting. As
his uncle was a senior officer in the factory, Yusuf was given a big quarter. He was given a large
room in the house. He continued picturing in the very room.



At that time the artist Jayavarma, a family member of Raja Ravivarma, had practiced the
work of art at the prestigious Royal College of London. This artist then aged 75 years, arrived at
Bangalore in 1967 for portraying the picture of M.S. Ramaiah. Being the best artist he was famous
in portrait painting in western academic style. He was staying in a house near HAL factory for
portraying the picture. Yusuf aquainted with him and gradually became friends. On observing his
interest in art, Jayavarma showed and asked him to sketch the full size photo of Nehru published
in the spread-out page of lllustrated weekly of India. He was delighted by his skill of sketching the
portrait within ten minutes, promised him to teach and told him to attend the very next day. Though
Yusuf was painting the art from many years, his formal picture of art started like this.

On spending time with Jayavarma, Yusuf had learnt several techniques of drawing photo
pictures in oil painting. Varma was giving some work of drawing photo pictures which he was
getting on contract and also giving some part of the money also. Varma was in Bangalore for about
one year and untill he went back, he became intimate friend by associating with him and Yusuf
acguired the technique of painting photo pictures. Varma died within a year of returning to Kerala.
ThoughYusuf had continued the practice of art, it was insufficient to quench his thirst of interest he
had in art. He had developed a sort of yearning to obtain a formal degree or diploma from an art
school even while working at HAL.

A STRING OF ACHIEVEMENTS

Grave problems can drive only unintelligent men of undisciplined thought and habits to an
early grave. Others walk side by side with their grave problems and so manipulate the circum-
stances and make use of the various happenings around them that they always successfully push
the problems into the grave and safely walk away! Such men are the mighty men of destiny in the
world.

- Swamy Chinmayananda

There is a famous saying in Sanskrit - “Kriyasiddhi: Satvé Bhavathi Mahatannopakarane”.
The essence of this saying is ‘great men achieve their perfection even without any instruments and
material aid’. This could be applied to Yusuf as well. Because, it may not be a wonder if we say that
a boy who ran away from Kerala as a destitute and became a renowned artist and moved around
the world is like the dream of a beggar. It is much more curious to know that his dream was fulfilled.
This change has not taken place overnight like a dream or a lottery. Day after day and year after
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year there lies the firm determination and continum of penance behind his gradual achievements
as an artist. There was in him a skill of communication with the public and the art of organization.

Yusuf evinced interest in art while he was an ordinary worker in Hindustan Aeronautics Lim-
ited (HAL) at Bangalore. Even before joining the factory, when he was roaming on the streets
during his difficult days he was making sketches in the note books. While working in HAL he was
picturing the portraits of several people. He had expressed his intention of joining an art school
while painting portraits. Krishnagiri Muralidhara was also one among his friends. Krishnagiri
Muralidhara was visiting Karnataka Chitrakala Parishat quite often (then it was called as Mysore
Chitrakala Parishat). At that time, the Chitrakala Parishat, now in a huge building adjacent to
Ashoka Hotel, was on the first floor of Gandhi Bhavan on the 8th Cross, Malleshwaram. As was
intended by Yusuf, Krishnagiri took Yusuf to Chitrakala Parishat and introduced him to M.S. Nanjunda
Rao, the Chief Secretary of Chitrakala Parishat. With the intention of studying art, learning while
earning, he joined Chitrakala Parishat in 1969 and started working in second shift in HAL.

There was no school of art at that time in Karnataka to award under-graduate or Post-gradu-
ate degrees as today. Instead, in these schools of art only a system of a total of six years educa-
tion like Lower Grade, Higher Grade and later Kala Prathama, Kala Madhyama, Kala Prouda and
Kala Praveena was in vogue. Being influenced by his skill of art, Nanjunda Rao admitted him
directly to Higher Grade instead of Lower Grade. In addition to this, he was also given a special
permission to practice in the class room between 8 am. to 2.30 pm.

Just after two months of his admission to the college, he sent two of his art works portrayed
in pastel medium to the art exhibition organised by Karnataka Lalitha Kala Academy. These were
his first works exhibited for the public, held in the Institution of Engineers hall at Bangalore. Since
then, till 1981 he was sending his works to the.art exhibition regularly organized by the Academy.
At that time Y. Subramanya Raju and Nanjunda Rao were the main art teachers in the Chitrakala
Parishat. Subramanya Raju was teaching portrait and composition. Mr. Gopal was taking history
of art and audio-vision classes. Sometimes S.S. Kukke, M.S. Chandrashekhar and others were
taking classes as part-time lecturers.

At that time, academic type of education was important in the class than now. Portraying,
composition, nature picture, line-drawing etc. were the chief subjects. Subramanya Raju had made
it compulsory to sketch out-door scenes. The main job was to copy the leather puppets in the
collection of Chitrakala Parishat. While obtaining this type of education, Yusuf was participating in
Mysore Dasara and other exhibitions. When he was a student of third year, Minajigi had bought a
copy of his works for the Government Art School, Davanagere for Rs. 128. This was the first sale
of art work of Yusuf in his life.

In the first year of his admission to art school the number of students over there was about 50
and E.K. Janardhan, Gurlinga Murthy, Chandrashekar and others were his classmates. By the
time he reached final year, the strength of students was reduced to 20. But the students who
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appeared for the final year examination were only two, namely, Yusuf and wood carver Nagaraja.
Only Yusuf came out successful out of the two.

- Yusuf was still living in his uncle’s house and when he returned home after appearing in his
diploma examination in 1973, a surprise awaited him. All the members of the family had decided to
conduct the marriage of Yusuf. That too, the marriage was fixed with Sara with whom he was
brought up from his childhood in the same house. Sara had just completed her PUC from Maharani’s
College. Though mentally not prepared, Yusuf had to agree for the marriage. He had no household
responsibility as he was very much indisciplined in his life style. From the very time of his married
life he gradually developed sufficient discipline and responsibility in the way of his life.

His father-in-law retired from HAL, vacated the big bungalow, bought a new house and lived
in his own house. Yusuf could not get that bungalow as it was purely meant for officers. At last he
started his newly married life in ‘G’ type quarters meant for the workers. He left his son Shibu in his
father-in-law’s house and continued his art and domestic life in the small house. As he was sketch-
ing creating art works in that very small house, a journalist wrote as follows: “Yusuf Arakkal makes
love and paints in the same bed-room”. The officers of HAL came to know of his fame only when
he was awarded by the Central Lalitha Kala Academy while he was living in that small house for
two years. At last he was allotted a bigger quarter.

When he was nominated to the Central Lalitha Kala Academy as an Eminent Artist in 1984,
he desired to work as a full-time artist by resigning the job in the factory. He, at last, applied for a
long leave in 1984. Air Marshal Khatre, the senior officer of HAL, knowing his work of art, sanc-
tioned him as ‘leave without pay’. On completion of his leave in 1988 he tried for voluntary retire-
ment. But the Administrative Committee did not give its consent for this. At last he tendered his
resignation, left the quarters and took a house for rent at Kodihalli near Manipal Hospital on Air
Port road. Recently he built a big house in Brook Field and is residing there.

Until the end of seventies printmaking in Karnataka was not considered a serious medium of
expression of art as it is today. When this medium gained momentum in 1980s Yusuf too has
evinced interest in it. He practiced this medium in 1980 in the graphic workshop conducted by the
Central Lalitha Kala Academy in Garhi Studio at Delhi. Afterwards he had arranged an exhibition of
his paintings in that very art gallary. He had conducted his first one-man art exhibition in 1975 at
Bangalore and since then, till now, he has conducted more than 40 one-man art exhibitions. These
exhibitions were conducted at Bangalore, Madras, Hyderabad, Trivandrum, Calicut, Cochin, Trichur,
Calcutta, Bombay, New Delhi and other places. He has also conducted many one-man exhibitions
in the overseas. The important exhibitions among them include one at France conducted in 1992
and 93, the other one in 1994 conducted at Khatmandu in the Creative Art Gallary.

Yusuf who is active today mostly at an individualistic level, was also remarkable for his group
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activities during the seventies and eighties. At the end of the decade, the artists at the forefront
were active at the individual level. A big gap was formed between the contemporary art and the
people. At this juncture, some of the artists of Karnataka, with a great intention of brining together
the contemporary art which had deviated far away from the people, started an organisation called
‘Karnataka Kalamela'in 1980. Yusuf too has played an active role in the beginning of the organisation
which gave a new dimension to the contemporary art of Karnataka. Earlier to this, he had a lion
share in the activities of ‘Karnataka Painter Institution’ which was remarkable in the mid- seventies.
When Yusuf realised that adequate publicity was not given to the artists of Karnataka in dailies and
periodicals in eighties he organised an organisation called ‘Artists Forum for Better Media Cover-
age’ and led a procession of artists at Bangalore. One can’t say that there is no role of Yusuf in
various activities of Karnataka Chitrakala Parishat which is a highly renowned institution today. He
has shown his concern towards Kalakshetra by participating in most of the strikes and protests
organised by the artists for various reasons.

During the seventies, let alone Karantaka, even within Bangalore the art exhibitions were
conducted very rarely. It was impossible even to imagine the sale of such works of art. The pur-
pose of all artists during those days was only to exhibit the works of art to the people interested in
art. In these years the number of exhibitions and the sale of art works is increased as the contem-
porary art is influenced by commercialisation. Now-a-days the exhibitions are conducted only with
a purpose of sale rather than the exhibition of art works. In a way, in the area of art which has
attained 'star value’ by the influence of media, the sale of art works is on increase today than in the
past. Therefore, the number of artists solely depending on art has increased. Yusuf, in this context,
is also prominent in view of sales and collection of art works. It may not be an exaggeration if we
say that he has occupied the first place not only in art exhibitions but also in the sale of art works
in Karnataka. So he is the artist getting more price for his art works as he is in great demand of
collectors of art works.

Yusuf has participated in various exhibitions held at the International level. Among them are
as follows: Indian artists at Bye-Low Russia and Mosco (1971), Exhibition of 30 Indian artists at
Cuba (1985), Contemporary Indian Art Exhibition of National Museum of Mexico (1985), Second
Asian Art Exhibition at Japan (1985), Indian Festival in America (1985), Sixth Biennale of France
(1986), Third Asian Biennale at Bangladesh (1986), Exhibition of National Museum of Modern Art
at Seoul of Korea (1986), Sixth Biennale at New Delhi (1986), Ninth International Bynale at Brazil
(1987), Exhibition of nine Indian artists in the Gallery of CCA., New York (1993), Exhibition of
Indian Print making in British Columbia (1993), Hong-Kong's gallery Maya exhibition (1994, 95,
96), Exhibition at Tokyo of Japan (1996), Exhibition of Christies Auction of London (1996-97). He
has travelled extensively in Germany, Brazil, France, Bolivia, Italy, Britain, Switzerland, Nether-
lands, Egypt, Nepal and Iran. For his works of art he had been awarded Karnataka Lalitha Kala
Academy Award in 1979 and 1981. The Central Lalitha Kala Academy award was conferred on him
in 1983 for his art work ‘Homage to Those Indians Who Died in Streets’. He obtained a special
award in the international Biennale held at Bangladesh in 1986. He got Karnataka Rajyotsava
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award in 1997. He has served as a member of Karnataka Lalitha Kala Academy and Central
Lalitha Kala Academy of Delhi and he was the Commissioner on behalf of India in 19th Sao Paulo
Biennale held at Brazil. He has served in many organisations, namely Karnataka Chitrakala Parishat,
Karnatak Painters, Karnataka Kalamela etc. He has executed murals in the main office of Brook
Bond of Bangalore in 1986, Central Office of Hindustan Aeronautics Limited in 1988, ISRO in
1992, Central Silk Board in 1989, Jawaharlal Nehru Centre for Advanced Research in 1995 and
elsewhere. He has painted thousands of art works in different media and have reached the collec-
tion of art works of America, Britain, Japan, Korea, Mexico, Brazil, Netherlands, Switzerland,
Germany, France, Hong-Kong, Australia, Singapore, Indonesia, Nepal, Canada, Iraq, Pakistan,
Kenya, Kuwait, South Africa, Italy etc. In a nutshell, Yusuf had an excellent contact with the public
and in addition to that the artistic character he had attained which have made him to reach the
pinnacle of glory.
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SOCIALISTIC COMMITMENT, CLEAR STAND

Yusuf is a rationalist too. As he has indicated the rational out-look in his art works, he has |
expressed his (clear) ideas through his talks. When asked whether there shall be a social commit-
ment to the artists, he opined as follows: “This is a very relevant question which has been asked
constantly and continuously in the history of humanity. | indeed strongly believe in the social com-
mitment of art and the artist. As long as the artist is a part and parcel of society, how can a man
living and moving in society, reject his responsibility when the artist is fundamentally a human
being? By these words | am not telling that an artist can modify or change society through his art
work. But a serious artist, through his art works, must possess the aim of getting this type of
reaction from the society. For the social reasons the artist may have the danger of proclaiming the
slogans through his works of art. If it happens so, the real aesthetic honesty or sincerity will suffer
in his art work. But the real and serious artists will definitely find solution for this problem by
amalgamating both social relevance and aesthetic sincerity in the right manner”.

Though artists have an ambition of communicating the contemporary art to the common
man, it is not reaching him/her completely. There lies a paradox too. The works of artists like Yusuf
with a thrust on the life of common people is not reaching whom you meant. Is it possible to put an
end to this short coming? Yusuf answers further, “The media are giving sufficient interest to the art
and this is a very important factor in reaching the art to them. But yet it is insufficient. Because the
public cannot have the direct experience when the people themselves look at the original works of
art. We can discuss here the difference between us and the western people. The Westerners know
the value of art galleries and museums. The awakening programmes relating to the public starts
from the school days itself, to the children of those countries. | cite an example: | visited the Tate
Art Gallary at London in the beginning of 80s. There was a group of students of V standard. They
were making notes of different items of the works exhibited in their note-books. Why are you taking
notes? | asked. They said, as per our curriculum we have to visit a gallery or museum every month,
prepare and submit a report about them. A discussion will be held on the report submitted in the
class room. We do not have such programmes or ideas with us. First of all we have to make
arrangements to reach the people directly before it reaches them through the art. We have to
create awareness among the people about the art and its relevance. If the serious art work has the
intention of reaching the people, certainly it will reach them.

Q: Every artist has a purpose behind the creation of art. Hence, what goal does your art
intend to achieve?

A: Human faces are important to me. Personalities, their faces, their experiences are encom-
passed in my works. Any writer, artist or any creative writer wants to have permanence through his
works of art. | am not an exception to it. | want that my works should stand the test of time and
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remain successful. This is the reason why | pay no importance to the critics of my works. | always
wish that my works should contribute or serve a social change or for the betterment of society.
Even then if you say that | am a social artist, which is ridiculous.

Q: What do you say about the items of symbolism in your works?

A: My works are mainly figurative pictures. It is really misguiding to say that my works are
symbolic. But | always use the figures as a kind of metaphors in my series of ‘Man in Distress'.
Thus | have sketched the human figures as a symbol of decline of present humanity.

Yusuf has drawn many picture series in his art. Among them, Wheels, Pipes, Kites, Man in
Distress, Nude Pictures, Kathe Kollwitz, series about Vykam Mohammad Bahseer etc. are some
of his series that can be mentioned. He has sketched mainly the ‘Ganga’ series for the last four to
five years.

As Nehru has described in his book ‘Discovery of India’, ‘Ganga is a river of pride of India’, it
has encompassed the heart of India. It is a river which has attracted the crores and crores of
articulate people towards her bank, from the beginning of her history. Ever since she has taken her
birth from the icy Himalayas till her union with the sea, from the mythological period till today her
“history is nothing but the history of Indian culture and civilisation. It is the history of rise and fall of
empires. It is the history of mega cities which have risen to the glory of their pinnacle. It is the
history of human valour and the intelligence of Indian thinkers. It is a history of abundance and
consumption of life and also the retirement and sacrifice of life. It is a history of progress and
destruction. It is a history of life and death. Thus the Ganga, the constant symbol of Indian culture,
has perplexed many of our artists. How does this attract Yusuf, a Muslim by birth?

While working at Garhi Studio, Delhi in 1980 we travelled upto Gangotri through the bank of
the river. | was inspired by the Ganga and drawn 4-5 pictures after | returned. | was not satisfied.
As | had not attained maturity | left it at that stage. But it was in my mind for the past 14 years. |
started again that series in 1992. In the beginning | drew sufficient drawings and afterwards | have
drawn about 20 pictures and exhibited them in Delhi. Many fans of art including the critics have
appreciated them.

Though Yusuf is a Muslim by birth he has brought in many Hindu subjects in his works of art.
The famous artist M.F. Hussain also has sketched many Hindu religious subjects. Though the
question of caste and creed is not important to the artists it has enkindled again from the point of
view of his reaction.

“I have already narrated the story of my family. | am a combination of an Arab and Brahmin
blood. The first wife of my father was also a Hindu. | do not possess any religious belief. Morally |
am an Indian. Ramayana and Mahabharata are the great epics to me as to others. | am also
independent in sketching and carving sculpture of these subjects as others. Nobody has estab-
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lished any type of monopoly over the religion. We should not forget that it is the Hindu artists who
have carved many of the best miniatures of Mughal style of Persian tradition.

Yusuf Arakkal has mentioned a fact, time and again on many platforms. That is North Indian
artists are prejudiced against the South Indian artists. Because, it is mostly the North Indian
artists, especially the artists form Delhi, Culcutta and Baroda who used to represent India in the
activities of art on the International platforms. This has been a matter of discussion among many
artists that the South Indian artists are ignored all the times. He says that North Indian artists are
very much prejudiced against South Indian artists. Till recently proper place was not given to these
artists which they actually deserve. During the time of K.C.S. Panikkar, ‘Cholamandala’ of Madras
was established and the South Indian artists had obtained adequate publicity and prominence. But
in recent days, the artists living in Bombay, Delhi and Calcutta have understood how to get encour-
agement. In order to become remarkable artists at the national level the artists like S.G. Vasudev
and me have bulldozed our paths. But the rest of our artists are not like this. But the situation has
changed now. Most of the important names in the contemporary map of the country are South
Indian artists. Still there exists a sort of disparity even now. This is not a statement of narrow
mentality. This is the reality existing today, says, Yusuf Arakkal who is one among a few artists
most active, on multiple bases, amidst us.



