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In organising this exhibition we have come across the work of artists we’ve
not encountered before, many of whom did not have the exposure their work
deserved at the time. Their experiences chime with those of many foreign
artists from that period. Their story is a common one; of aesthetic
unappreciation and discrimination, which is documented in Ibrahim Wagh’s
essays and letters on the treatment of black artists in Britain.
This exhibition is unfortunately missing works by some of the artists due to
the difficulties of tracking them down, however the amount of archive
material we have had access to for the show is quite remarkable. There is
certainly more research to be done on these artists and the period as a whole,
which I’m sure will happen in time.
We would like to thank the contributing artists; Yashwant Mali, who has
supported the gallery for many years, and whose archive has been such a rich
source for photographs and catalogues – some of which are likely the only
copies in existence. Our visits to Prafulla Mohanti’s studio are always
enlightening, and seeing his work displayed throughout his home is to be
overwhelmed by colour. Ibrahim Wagh’s wife Anna is someone I only met
recently, however her willingness to collaborate and lend us Ibrahim’s
precious archive is very much appreciated. And of course thanks to Marsha
Ribeiro, for her fascinating essay on the various collectives and their
members, and her continued efforts to document the era.
Charles Moore, June 2019

Roots of the Indian Artists’ Collectives
In their voices
.

In 1963, four painters from Bombay (now Mumbai) met to form the
Indian Painters Collective (IPC), an informal body of artists which, they
hoped, would:
“represent a wide field of young Indian painters … that would give a
positive idea of contemporary painting in India today."
It would be the first such body of its kind outside of India and one to
stage the first group showing of Indian artists in the country. Although a
host of South Asian events were occurring across Britain at this time,
these painters advocated for active involvement rather than simple
representation, attracting a number of influential partnerships to their
cause. Despite occasional lapses in activity and the fluidity of its paintermembers, the IPC would survive - ever-defiant - for well over 25 years,
evolving into the Indian Artists UK (IAUK).
Old friends create the Indian Painters Collective (UK), 1963
.

A 1964 circular announced the formal presence of the IPC. It was the
product of a March 1964 meeting between painters Gajanan Bhagwat,
Yashwant Mali, Lancelot Ribeiro and Ibrahim Wagh but the rumblings
of what would soon develop into a transformative movement lay in their
individual struggles to get a foot into the established art scene. Wagh’s
experiences were telling:
“… the Brook Street Gallery in Bond Street showed interest … but when
Ibrahim followed up the idea of a show he was told it was not possible.
The owner suggested that if he had fellow Indian artists they should
form a group.”
Former members of the Bombay Art Society, the lives of these four had
intermingled back in the artistic circles of Bombay. Their journeys to
Britain and experience of the London art scene, cemented their bond.

The first meeting of the Indian Painters Collective, 1963 (I. Wagh archive)

Mali explained:
“[We] realised that we had to fight to promote ourselves and that’s why
we founded the group, some kind of force … People never thought Indian
artists could be contemporary. That was a shock.”
Soon they were joined by Balraj Khanna and S.V Rama Rao. Khanna too
recalled:
“…a first-time-ever invitation to take his work to a West End gallery, an
appointment “forgotten all about” by the man in charge on his arrival
and the disillusioned trudge back to Golders Green.”
(From David Buckman’s biography on Ribeiro)

L.B Chavan had joined but soon dropped out while Gulam Mohammed
Sheikh, who had attended the March meeting, was unable to join as he
was returning to India.

With an average age of 27, this fervent and defiant group of six came
from across the subcontinent and represented a broad expanse of Indian
painting. All had studied in prestigious art schools and won recognition
- and patrons - back in India. Some were also pursuing literary or
dramatic arts careers before painting took hold. They had each moved
to Britain over the previous two decades, living and working in bedsitscum-studios, while working odd jobs to overcome their financial straits.
The IPC’s circular was optimistic in tone, stating a collective goal to
stage frequent exhibitions “under their own auspices” in the UK or the
Continent and as a group or on behalf of its members. Its base was at 21
Corrington Road in North London’s Golders Green, where Bhagwat
and Mali were living. An annual membership fee of £1 was paid into a
‘Group fund’ plus an ‘optional’ 10% should any sales result from
collective activities. Other young Indian painters joining would be
encouraged to “strengthen the group and make it progressive in its
work.”

The first meeting of the Indian Painters Collective, 1963 (Wagh archive)
L-R: Lancelot Ribeiro, Balraj Khanna, S.V. Rama Rao, Gajanan Bhagwat,
Ibrahim Wagh, Yashwant Mali

Above: The IPC circular, March 1964 (L. Ribeiro archive)
Opposite: Catalogue details 'Six Indian Painters' (Y. Mali archive)

Ambassador Salman Haidar (former Indian Foreign Secretary), then a
junior official in the “desultory” culture section of the Indian High
Commission, recalled: “… a group of young men burst in, with Lance in
the lead, and told me I had to organize an exhibition of their work at
India House… seeking opportunity not concessions. They exemplified
the freshly awakened pride of the new nation and India House was
rapidly infused by their enthusiasm.”

India House hosts ‘Six Indian Painters’, 1964
.

The IPC’s first coup was the Six Indian Painters exhibition in the woodpanelled offices of India House in Aldwych (9 – 28 November, 1964).
Haidar explained:
“… everything for the exhibition had to be done by the artists themselves
… they laboured hard to make panels to hang the paintings, arranged
lights scrounged from the inner depths of India House, spruced up the
exhibition hall, printed a catalogue, drew in the media, played host to the
many guests, and produced a fine exhibition of modern Indian art where
nobody had ever thought of having one.”

George Butcher, art critic for The Guardian, had gradually got to know
some of the painters personally and – as Khanna explained - advised
that their “best bet was the Indian High Commission and … not to
waste your time running around unnecessarily.”
The event was sponsored by the newly-established Tagore India Centre
which had been set up to promote Indo-British cultural relations.
Dr Jivraj N Mehta, the Indian High Commissioner and President of the
Tagore India Centre and Jennie Lee, then Parliamentary Secretary
Ministry of Public Buildings and Works (Britain’s first Arts Minister)
opened proceedings. Khanna explained it as:
“… the first time a group of Indian artists were exhibiting in this
country… We managed to persuade someone of considerable gravitas
to open the event. And I remember, she said “These works could only be
painted by Indian artists…” I don’t know if that was true or not but I
think she was trying to be polite and pleasant.”

Above: Images from the preview of 'Six Indian Painters' (Wagh archive)
Opposite: A review of the exhibition (Ribeiro archive)

Getting into the 1965 Commonwealth Arts Festival…almost
.

Following the success of India House, an approach was made by the
IPC for inclusion in the three-week Commonwealth Arts Festival which
would showcase artists from across the former British Empire. A
‘Contemporary Art from India’ exhibition was to be curated by George
Butcher who had pushed the group towards India House, but while the
organisers replied that they “were naturally interested to know of the
work of your group”, the approach was “rather late for us to consider
you for inclusion within the Festival frame-work… by now the plans for
his section may already be complete.”
A sympathetic suggestion that “one other possibility exists for liaison
with the Festival” was offered but this was contingent on there being an
exhibition in a London gallery under their own resources, if details were
received within the next few days.
The Mandeer Gallery at the Mandeer Restaurant opens, 1974
.

Over 1974-78, Mali and Suresh Vedak operated the Mandeer Gallery on
Hanway Place. Although separate to IPC activities, it had a similar
purpose: to promote contemporary artists in the UK, with the support of
owner and friend Ramesh Patel. Its inaugural ‘Exhibition of Paintings’
show (9 May – 24 June, 1974) comprised works from collective
members: Khanna, Mali, Ribeiro, Vedak, Wagh and Zakir. The artists,
Mali revealed, put in the hard graft to organise every aspect of what
would be a well-attended event, with Ravi Shankar and The Beatles
among the guests.

Opposite: Mandeer Gallery exhibition catalogue, 1974 (Y. Mali archive)
Top: Ibrahim Wagh, Yashwant Mali, Suresh Vedak, R. Patel, Indian High Commissioner Mr Goray
Middle: Dinner at Mandeer Gallery, 1974 (both Wagh archive)
Bottom: Zakir, Vedak, Chandra, Dave, Wagh and Ribeiro (Mali archive)

IPC becomes ‘Indian Artists United Kingdom’ (IAUK), 1978
.

By the seventies, the group had dwindled down to just four artists
(Khanna, Mali, Ribeiro and Wagh). Newly-named as Indian Artists UK
(IAUK), it now started to resemble an influential association of
professional artists, revitalising the IPC and still “the only organization
of its kind outside India.”
Its 1977 manifesto announced it was “non-profitmaking and apolitical
…[and] democratic”. It sought greater access into public collections and
to grant funding and offered tiered membership. Full members
(subscribing at £20 per annum) were to be professional artists of Indian
origin, living and working in the UK with one successful solo exhibition
in tow. They would be vetted by simple majority voting. Associate
membership was for art students ‘and others’ who paid £5 annually,
while prospective patrons would see their fee waived and a promised
endorsement on all IAUK activities.
A touch of militancy had, however, crept into the language, reflecting
that the ‘individual struggle’ had been a common one. Each member,
had: “… his own tale to tell having come up against closed shop tactics,
and a hard wall of chauvinistic zeal.”

Ibrahim Wagh, Yashwant Mali, Balraj Khanna, Lancelot Ribeiro, c.1977 (Mali archive)

The group held a series of meetings throughout 1977 following
approaches to the Commission for Racial Equality (CRE) and the Arts
Council. Wagh’s memoirs revealed: “… that thirteen years later the
whole concept of the immigrant in this country had changed. The
political & socio-cultural situation necessitated a constructive and
meaningful discussion [whereby] Indian artists in the years to come,
given the opportunities, could play a significant role.”
They met Naseem Khan from the Minorities’ Arts Advisory Service
(MAAS) who provided them with suggested gallery leads. The CRE
and MAAS, Wagh explained, were “a great asset to the group”. (MAAS
would arrange the 1979 multicultural ‘Rainbow Art Group’ exhibition in
Birmingham involving IAUK members).
The slimmed-down collective would soon secure a second exhibition at
India House in 1978, with ‘Four Leading Indian Artists’. The Deputy
High Commissioner, Mr Nazareth and the Indian High Commissioner,
Mr Goray, would prove increasingly supportive in years ahead. Wagh
explained that the aim was also broader in vision:
“… to promote Indian artists and to encourage visiting Indian artists to
exhibit in the High Commission.”

Above: 'Four leading Indian Artists', India House, 1978 (Wagh/Ribeiro archive)
Overleaf: IAUK meeting minutes, November 1978 (Wagh archive)

In 1978, IAUK expanded to nine members, with Avinash Chandra,
Prafull Davé, Prafulla Mohanti, Suresh Vedak and Mohammed Zakir
joining. It now had a glossy corporate pack with biographies of its
painter-members and an introduction explaining its roots lay in the
“earlier body” of the IPC. Its goal, as before, was rooted in the
conviction that, their chances of success were better, if united.
Wagh’s archive revealed that they had secured funding from the Indian
High Commission and the CRE. The IAUK soon established itself in
what would become the Nehru Centre at 8 South Audley Street where
exhibitions, talks and discussions could take place. Robert Skelton, then
Keeper of the V&A’s Indian Department, first met the group at Maria
Souza’s (FN Souza’s first wife) Gallery 38 on Homer Street, which was
their base but: “…their ‘so-to-speak’ office … was in the basement of
what is now the Nehru Centre… where the loos are now.”
Wagh’s memoirs noted a cocktail party in May 1979 at the residence of
the High Commissioner, Mr Goray, to promote IAUK in what proved to
be a lavish evening. Khanna recalled: “It was a very grand house. Now
in Kensington Palace Gardens. And we all had one painting each. The
whole lot of London came … For us it was a great party. Some galleries
were invited and at least three of them turned up.”
By the end of the decade, Khanna, Chandra and Davé would leave and
there were signs of differences emerging within the ranks. In a 1973
interview, Ribeiro explained: “Partly it broke up because some of the
artists went back to teaching or commercial jobs. Partly it was all kinds
of petty niggling things which developed as they always seem to develop
with Indian groups.”
Khanna concurred: “When you get Indian groups together, it’s like
Partition all over again.”

The nine members of Indian Artists UK (Ribeiro archive)

IAUK’s ‘Indian Month’ at Burgh House & Hampstead Museum
.

In 1980, the first exhibition to be mounted by the collective - now
known as IAUK - was at the Burgh House & Hampstead Museum
(1 – 24 February, 1980). India Weekly enthused that the:
“stunningly beautiful paintings … the contrast and variety of styles
represented … is as pleasant as it is amazing.”
The IAUK Group had now acquired a new patron too, Mr Swarj Paul
(the Labour peer and steel magnate, Lord Paul). Mali, Mohanti, Vedak,
Wagh and Zakir exhibited 5-6 evocatively-titled paintings each, with
Ribeiro, the exception, exhibiting only one, perhaps a reflection of his
impending departure.

Intended to be more than just an exhibition of paintings, ‘Indian Month’
comprised a celebration of art, poetry, music and a ‘Taste and Learn’
Indian food afternoon. Their old V&A contact, Robert Skelton, spoke on
Indian culture alongside the Royal College of Art’s Philip Rawson (a
founder curator of Durham’s Gulbenkian Museum of Oriental Art) who,
as Ribeiro described, was behind several television programmes:
“… dealing with the whole of the Eastern Hemisphere … and the one
that’s on our boxes currently is the Spirit of Asia.”

Opposite: Burgh House opening reception (Wagh archive)
Top: Anna Wagh/ IAUK poster for the Burgh House exhibition (Mali archive)
Bottom: Vedak, Zakir, Wagh, Mali outside Burgh House (Ribeiro archive)

The Indian High Commissioner, Dr I. P. Singh and CRE opened
proceedings and provided financial support. BBC Asia provided
invaluable coverage although, Ribeiro’s speech, welcoming guests,
would reveal that the obstacles that had spurred the IPC into being were
still current in a system “hell bent on ignoring them.”
IAUK ‘Between Two Cultures’ at the Barbican, 1982
.

The IAUK saw its members come and go and, despite a hiatus in
activity, it would survive internal upheavals. IAUK would go on to
secure the 1982 ‘Between Two Cultures’ exhibition at the Barbican - as
part of the Festival of India. It would now feature 17 artists - old, new
and returning collective members. Wagh and Mali, two of the original
IPC founders, had stayed the course.

Installation view 'Between Two Cultures' The Barbican Centre, London (Mali archive)

Paving the way forward
.

The Indian artists’ collective movement proved to be ahead of the times
and was unrelenting in its call for change. IAUK would evolve into the
1983 Indian Arts Council (created by Sri Lankan poet and editor,
Tambimuttu) and lead to the formation of the Horizon Gallery
(1987-91).
Behind this collective body of talent, were artists who were also
advancing their own work while meeting the gruelling demands of their
personal exhibition circuit. Their tireless campaign to push the work of
South Asian artists to the foreground, since the fledgling Indian Painters
Collective was created in 1963, deserves much credit over half a century
on.
Marsha Ribeiro, June 2019

Marsha Ribeiro is an independent researcher and curates the work of her
father Lancelot Ribeiro

Yashwant Mali b.1934

Yashwant Mali b.1934

Untitled (Seated Woman), 1975

Self Portrait, 1977

Oil on canvas
Signed and dated lower right
91 x 53 cm
35 7/8 x 20 7/8 in

Oil, resin and mixed media on
board
Signed and dated centre left
38 x 38 cm
15 x 15 in
Private collection, East Anglia

Yashwant Mali b.1934
Sunset, 1980
Oil on canvas
Signed and dated lower right, the
reverse signed, and with a 1980
exhibition label giving the
painting's title as 'Ballet on the
Sea'
38.4 x 38.5 cm
15 1/8 x 15 1/8 in

Yashwant Mali b.1934
Rose, 1981
Oil on canvas
Signed and dated lower right, the
reverse signed, dated and titled
46 x 46 cm
18 1/8 x 18 1/8 in

Yashwant Mali b.1934
Untitled
(Ballet on the Sea series), 1976
Graphite on paper
Signed and dated lower right
25.4 x 20.2 cm, 10 x 8 in
Untitled
(Ballet on the Sea series), 1976
Graphite on paper
Signed and dated lower right
25.4 x 20.2 cm, 10 x 8 in

Untitled
(Ballet on the Sea series), 1976
Graphite on paper
Signed and dated lower right
25.4 x 20.2 cm, 10 x 8 in

Yashwant Mali b.1934
Untitled
(Ballet on the Sea series), 1976
Graphite on paper
Signed and dated lower right
20.2 x 25.4 cm, 8 x 10 in
Untitled
(Ballet on the Sea series), 1976
Graphite on paper
Signed and dated lower right
20.2 x 25.4 cm, 8 x 10 in

Prafulla Mohanti b. 1936
Untitled, c. 1965

Oil on canvas
91.3 x 71 cm
36 x 28 in

Prafulla Mohanti b. 1936
Ratri, c.1965
Oil on canvas
Signed and titled on the reverse
101 x 76.5 cm
39 3/4 x 30 1/8 in
Untitled, c.1965
Oil on canvas
Signed on the stretcher
102 x 77 cm, 40 1/8 x 30 1/4 in

Prafulla Mohanti b. 1936

Prafulla Mohanti b. 1936

Devi, 1970

Untitled, 1988

Watercolour & pigment on paper
Signed, titled & dated on the
reverse
65.6 x 50.3 cm
25 7/8 x 19 3/4 in

Watercolour & pigment on paper
Signed & dated on the reverse
75.5 x 56.5 cm
29 3/4 x 22 1/4 in

Prafulla Mohanti b. 1936

Prafulla Mohanti b. 1936

Rati, 2006

Shakti, 2007

Watercolour & pigment on paper
Signed, dated & titled on the
reverse
76.2 x 56.1 cm
30 x 22 1/8 in

Watercolour & pigment on paper
Signed, titled & dated on the
reverse
75 x 55 cm
29 1/2 x 21 5/8 in

Lancelot Ribeiro 1933-2011
Evolving, 1963
Oil and pva on canvas
Signed and dated lower left
64 x 55 cm
25 1/4 x 21 5/8 in

Lancelot Ribeiro 1933-2011
Untitled (Landscape with Moon
& Tree), 1966
Oil and pva on canvas
Signed and dated lower left
41.5 x 54.3 cm
16 3/8 x 21 3/8 in

Lancelot Ribeiro 1933-2011

Lancelot Ribeiro 1933-2011

Untitled (White Landscape with
Houses), 1964
Oil on canvas
Signed and dated upper right
64.8 x 104.1 cm
25 1/2 x 41 in

A Patch of Sky, 1965
Oil on board
Signed and dated, titled verso
23.5 x 31 cm
9 1/4 x 12 1/4 in

Lancelot Ribeiro 1933-2011

Lancelot Ribeiro 1933-2011

Untitled (Red Landscape
with Dome), 1966

Untitled (Blue and Yellow
Landscape), 1968

Oil and pva on canvas
Signed and dated upper right
38.1 x 44.4 cm
15 x 17 1/2 in

Oil on canvas
Signed and dated upper right
37 x 33 cm
14 5/8 x 13 in

Lancelot Ribeiro 1933-2011
Untitled (Head with Patterned Shirt), 1967
Oil and polyvinyl acetate on canvas
Signed and dated lower left
90.2 x 62.2 cm
35 1/2 x 24 1/2 in

Lancelot Ribeiro 1933-2011
Untitled (Monolithic Heads), 1967
Oil and polyvinyl acetate on canvas
Signed and dated in two places
142.2 x 100.3 cm
56 x 39 1/2 in

Lancelot Ribeiro 1933-2011

Lancelot Ribeiro 1933-2011

Untitled, c.1978

Untitled, 1978

Acrylic on canvas
Stamped with the artist's
signature on the reverse
54.6 x 27.9 cm
21 1/2 x 11 in

Acrylic on canvas
Stamped with the artist's
signature on the reverse
54.6 x 30.5 cm
21 1/2 x 12 1/8 in

Lancelot Ribeiro 1933-2011
Untitled, 1972
Acrylic on canvas
Stamped with the artist's
signature on the reverse
50.8 x 34.3 cm
20 x 13 1/2 in

Ibrahim Wagh 1932-2013
Untitled (Four Seated Figures),
c.1960
Gouache & mixed media on paper
17 x 15.5 cm, 6 3/4 x 6 1/8 in

Untitled (Two Women with Trees),
c.1960
Gouache & mixed media on paper
20 x 16.5 cm 7 7/8 x 6 1/2 in

Untitled
(Figure with Red Sun), c.1960
Mixed media on paper
8.5 x 6.5 cm 3 3/8 x 2 1/2 in

Untitled
(Figure in an Interior), c.1960
Mixed media on paper
6.5 x 5 cm, 2 1/2 x 2 in

Ibrahim Wagh 1932-2013
Untitled (Woman with Moon and
Fish), c.1965
Unique etching on paper
32 x 38.5 cm, 12 5/8 x 15 1/8 in

Untitled (Abstract form in white),
c.1965

Untitled (Blue Nude), c.1970
Unique screen print on paper
38 x 37 cm, 15 x 14 5/8 in

Untitled (Nude on Red), c.1970
Unique screen print on paper
39.5 x 37.5 cm, 15 1/2 x 14 3/4 in

Unique screen print on paper
25.5 x 28.5 cm, 10 1/8 x 11 1/4 in

Ibrahim Wagh 1932-2013
Untitled (Composition with Green
Figure), c.1970
Unique screen print on paper
52 x 36 cm, 20 1/2 x 14 1/8 in
Untitled (Blue abstract), c.1970
Unique screen print on paper
49 x 35 cm, 19 1/4 x 13 3/4 in

Untitled (Angular forms), c.1970
Unique screen print on paper
60 x 43 cm, 23 5/8 x 16 7/8 in
Untitled (Abstract forms with
Red Sun), c.1970
Unique screen print on paper
37 x 47 cm, 14 5/8 x 18 1/2 in

Ibrahim Wagh 1932-2013
Untitled (Abstract forms), 1961
Oil on canvas
Signed and dated lower right
58 x 43 cm
22 7/8 x 16 7/8 in
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