PHOTOGRAPHY

Picture perfect

from canvas
O frame

Photographer Rohit Chawla re-imagines Raja Ravi Varma’s
portraits with newer subjects. By RITUPARNA SOM

t first glance, Rohit Chaw-
la's photographic recrea-
tions of Raja Ravi Varma’s
paintings look, well, a lit-
tle unreal. A lady balances
a gigantic sitar, her discarded shoe ap-
pears larger than her head; drapes in the
background look rigid, almost unnatural.
On closer examination, the women look
familiar—society belles Kalyani Chawla
and Punit Juneja, and musician Anoush-
ka Shankar, to name a few, Primped and
bejewelled, they are Chawla’s muses, pos-
ing as 19th-century south Indian beau-
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ties, imitating the canvasses of one of
India’s most renowned artists.

The son of the royal family of Travan-
core, Kerala, Raja Ravi Varma is perhaps
best recognised for his work in the icono-
graphy of Hindu mythology—he gave the
goddesses Lakshmi and Saraswati a face,
and the paintings have since become the
template for millions of reproductions
that the devout worship in lieu of idols,
His study of the Hindu epics and mytho-
logical stories became the themes for
some of his most famous work.

He was the first artist to fuse tradition-

Clackwize from top left: Anoushka
Shankar, Ayesha Thapar, Saloni
Puri. Sailaja Tahiliani, Smriti Bhatia,
Kalyani Chawla, Punit Juneja and
Binita Rawley in their new avatars

al Indian painting (Tanjore styles) with
Western technigue where the colours
were brighter and the beautifully sensual
paintings were three-dimensional. Most
importantly, he chronicled the life and
times of ordinary Indian women, paint-
ing portraits and immortalising simple,
everyday moments of singing, swinging,
bathing and sewing.
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