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hirty years ago I trav-

elled around North

India and Nepal for four

months. I've retained
from that trip innumerable
impressions, powerful visual snip-
pets of the Himalayas, the burning
ghats of Banares, the corrugated
rooftops and poplar-lined water-
ways of Srinigar, and the chaotic
streets of Kathmandu filled with
rickshaws, water buffalo, and
guinea fowl, all competing for the
right of way. I have strong memo-
ries of the Indian people crowding
around me as | crouched down to
look at a frog in a pond, or at a rest
stop during a long bus ride, where
everyone gathered around me and
fired questions like “What is the
basic difference between life in
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India and that of America?” My

eyes were opened wide to the wonders of
India, but I was a shy sixteen year old
who didn’t have a real sense of how I fit
into the world. I was going along for the
ride with my brother Eddie and his
fiancée, Jan. Actually, that was my
modus operandi: I had been “going
along for the ride” my whole life. In
India though, I was more exposed, I had-
n'’t yet developed a sense of how or what
to “be” in the world.

Return to India

Thirty years later, in January of
2003, I returned to India for a month’s
stay, this time to the southern state of
Kerala. After only a few days, it was clear
to me that I had evolved in these thirty
years. Now I was able to channel the
inspiration and excitement of being in

where we watched weavers
creating floor mats of coir
(coconut fiber), open yards
where women paced as they
spun  the coir into long
coarse ropes, groups of men
sitting under palm trees

India into my artwork. The realization
that [ felt comfortable working there was
really gratifying. Actually, I found that
India, at least Kerala, is an easier place in
which to paint than many other places.
In Spain for example, the people are not
nearly as open or as friendly. And the
fact that everyone speaks at least a little
English in India makes it a lot easier. I
have similar feelings about India to those
I had when I first started painting The
Bronx—feeling both inspired and fright-
ened by the undertaking of making this
the object of my artistic pursuits. The
more | explored The Bronx, the more it
unfolded for me, and the more of its

~ multi-layered complexity was revealed.

In India I felt these same sensations
again, except now with twenty-five

“years of artistic experience to draw from,
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[ was able to dive right in.

The proprietor of our guesthouse in
Alleppey, Joseph, made suggestions of
places to paint, the most appealing of
which was what he called a “secret
beach”. We took a motor rickshaw about
15 minutes to the Thumboli Church,
and from there we strolled down a long
dirt walkway past a small temple, a
school, and a couple of tea stalls, towards
the beach. The map Joseph had drawn
indicated for us to turn right onto a path
before getting to the beach, and we soon
found ourselves walking through a small
fishing village. It was such a rich visual
experience with the canopy of palm trees
casting their ever-shifting pattern of
shadows on the path, the rustic buildings
and brightly colored clothes of the peo-
ple we passed. There were thatched huts

playing cards, and children
everywhere. Eventually we

reached the beach, and stood on the
sand, watching the powerful surf crash on
the coastline. It was too dangerous to
swim but the view was stunning. Even so,
my mind was still turning over the
impressions left by that walk through the
village, and I knew that was what I real-
ly wanted to paint.

A boy approached us and asked,
“What is your name?” His name was
Gireesh Mohan. After talking a bit, |
told him that I wanted to paint the
weavers in the village. He smiled and
nodded and indicated for us to follow
him. He led us back to the village,
showed us several workshops and intro-
duced us to everyone, explaining to
them what I desired to do. We found the
weavers we had walked by earlier. A
man was squatting amidst a huge heap of

doorstep of someone’s home, surrounded
by villagers of all ages, and I'm finally
going to paint!” It seemed I'd been wait-
ing for this moment for thirty years!
When I completed arranging my easel
and pastels, I looked up from my drawing
board and was surprised to see fifteen peo-
ple “posing” stiffly in front of me. There
was a certain difficulty in communicating
my desires, but I told Gireesh, “No pos-
ing! I want natural!” He conveyed this to
everyone (in Malayalam), and they grad-
ually resumed going about their business,
or came over to watch me work. I could
tell that they didn’t know exactly what I
was up to, but there is a patient curiosity
to the Indian people; they were willing to
wait to find out.

Some of the children stayed at my
side watching me for hours. They were

eager to help by picking up pastels for
me when they dropped on the ground.
Michael, Monika, and Judy had gone
back to the beach, and it felt good to be
on my own for the first time since our
arrival in India.

The day heated up considerably,
and although I had set up in the shade of
a house, I began dripping profusely with
perspiration. I had to stop wearing my
sunglasses because they kept sliding off
my nose. One of the teenage boys asked
to try them on, and he pretended to be a
movie star as he sauntered around the
village wearing them. Another boy
wanted to know how my camera
worked, and when I showed him, he
took it and started photographing his
friend with the sunglasses. A third boy
climbed a palm tree to fetch a coconut.

He brought it over and
expertly hacked off the top
with a machete and gave it
to me to drink. Everyone
derived great pleasure from
watching me attempt to
pour the coconut milk into
my mouth. It dripped very
slowly and I had to tilt my
head way back. A great deal
spilled all over my face, caus-
ing the children to laugh.
But it sure hit the spot!

wheat-colored fibers, pulling the fibers
out of coconut shells. In the background
a group of card players sat in the dappled
shade, and in the foreground a weaver
was working at his loom. It was a scene
worthy of an epic painting.

Setting Up Easel

The restlessness I'd experienced for
the last three days ebbed as I let my heavy
pack slide to the ground. I began to pre-
pare my materials and thought, “Here I
am in India, setting up my easel on the

children in India
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Soon M, M and ] came back to
fetch me; they had plans for a special din-
ner at the Prince Hotel, and reluctantly
started to clean up. The boys took me
around the back of the house to a well,
where they drew water for me. They
poured it over my hands until the layers
of pastel dust came off. Everyone was
smiling and laughing; the old people, the
children and the boys who had been so
helpful. There was a minimum of com-
munication in words, but the smiles were
enough. A round of picture taking began;
the children alone, the children with
Michael (who is very tall), the children
with the painting.... Such a warm wel-
come, and such friendship radiated from
their faces, we were reluctant to leave.
As we walked back down the dirt path to
the church and the main road, other res-
idents waved to us or came over to see
the painting. It seemed word had spread
through the entire village.

That afternoon in Thumboli village
changed my whole perception of India
and set the tone for the four amazing
weeks to follow (in which I completed
eleven more paintings)... Finally I have
painted India, and I now have a strong
desire to return (hopefully in the not too
distant future), and to paint more of that
extraordinary world!

Daniel Hauben teaches at PSAINAC Studio
School for “Pastels Only”
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