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Echo of a Song,Oil on Canvas,86 em x 63 em,1973 
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HEMANTA MISRA 
the Surrealist Painter 
PRODOSH DAS GUPTA 

That evening is still fresh in my memory when I first met Hemanta Misra, 

the young artist from Assam, during one of our Calcutta Group shows about 
two decades ago. Hemanta, with his unkempt hair, baggy trousers and thin­
built body appeared to me more a revolutionary than an artist. He hardly spoke 
anything. But, on my persistent request he agreed to show me some of his 
drawings and paintings. His drawings validated my assessment of him as a 
revolutionary. His drawings showed the stamp of his uneasy and restless mind 
trying to force a way of expression which can be termed as violent. His 
paintings, on th,e other hand, did not show any such attitude and were rather 
docile in temperament in contradiction to hi s own drawings which should 
have been actually the basis ofhis paintings. In some ofhis paintings, however, 
the impressionistic nature ofexpression was vivid although the colours were 
not so luminous and vibrant. On the extraordinary strength of his drawings 
alone Hemanta Misra was elected as a member of the Calcutta Group soon 
after. The gleam ofthe promise in him justified this election. 

It will not be far from truth to say that Hemanta Misra is the sole 
representative of his native State, Assam, in the domain of art. But in his early 
days'when he finally chose to become an artist he found no scope for his 
training in this field in Assam, as there was no art school there; nor was there 
any dependable art teach er under whom he could learn the methods and 
techniques of painting. Young Hemanta was not to be deterred or defeated in 
his endeavour to become an artist. Following up an advertisement in a foreign 
Journal he finally started a correspondence cou rse of training from the late 
John Hassall R. 1. ofEngland. Although this did not have much impact on the 
young mind ofHemanta, it helped him a good deal to find a basis for the start. 
The rigours of the academic methods of the British School of that time helped 
budd up the foundation brick by brick and layer by layer. Obviously, this kind 
of process of training is slow, but nonetheless steady. The drawings and 
sketches mentioned earlier were the result ofsuch a training. 

His colollr compositions of this period were mostly ofscenic views-bare 
landscapes or workers shown with a backdrop of landscape where the figures 
were subordinated to the environmental situations and treated as objects like 
trees and stones complementing each other and finally merging towards a 
harmonious whole. In this early phase ofhis artistic career, Misra had to make 
a diversion in the commercial field, des igning posters and illustrating books. 
And this is nothing peculiar. Any artist ofour country and for that matter any 
artist of any country in the world has to experience this diversion to make a 
living. This has both good and bad effects . In the case ofMisra, the experience 
in the commercial field made his drawings more sharp and accurate which to 
my mind helped him ultimately to work with a sense of precision and correct 
juclgement in making images with objects in nature in their meticulously 
accurate form. His rock is stony hard , clouds feathery light and water as liquid 
as that ofa summer lake. 

The second phase ofMisra's artistic career started in the year 1952 in the 
so-called cubist manner. But his objects here never showed any sense of inner 
climension. They rather floated on the surface, often dressed' up in a decorative 
manner which is more akin to Gaganendranath's paintings of the later phase, 
although with a difference. Both were mystic in their ap proach and both 
revelled in going beyond the reality and searching for something in the 
unknown world. Butwhereas Gaganendranath often succeeded in his attempt 
to penetrate far into the mystic region giving a pictorial meaning to this 
mysticism, Misra could not always go so deep and, as it appears, remained 
satisfied in making a rhythmic pattern of floating movements with definite 
shapes and defined objects without allowing them to overlap or merge into the 
atmosphere. The key note ofGaganendranath's paintings on the other hand is 
this overlapping of the hazy objects and their final merging into the 
atmosphere. 

. Misra worked in this style ofexpression for a little short ofa decade and from 
1959 this background of seemingly cubist style handled in a mystic manner 
gave him a new impetus in a synthesised form to depict mutilated or encrusted 
objects in nature in their utter clarity with meticulous detail which actually 
became meaningful symbols when integrated into the natural phenomena. 
They created a sense of poetry, a deeper and mystic meaning through the 
association having a direct psychological impact on the beholder. This inner 
meanmg is often inexplicable, but invariably the image creates an uncanny, 



eerie feel ing. This kind ofdelineation has a surrea listie Surrealistic 
is anti-reason and thus anti-rational. to the surrealist 

philosophy, the absurd is ordered 111 a poetic or in a romantic way-poetry is 
in the where the objects are used as Thus a 

to fly a decaying tree can have a paIr 
can flute. 

one the stalwarts of the Dadaist and surrealist group who was 
both a sculptor and poet this in the 
lines: 

in the nigh t I 
The birds sing. 
Dawn 
Liquid motmtainsfloat in the ail: 

my 

the poetry has created an which has no in the 
sense. But the words have been able to conjure up a meaning in a 

symbolic Way through association. We know that mountains are never liquid 
and can never float in the air. Similarly, the "cluster of stars 
isovercast with is sheer nonsense. Yet, the value never suffers due to 
it. It hascarvccl out different value itselfwhichcannotbe 

Misra's painting rests somewhere between Salvador Dali's and Max 
Ernst's with a definite towards Ernst. This will be evident from Misra's 

the God", 'l\. from Absent Skies", 
the Silent Air" and "Spirit had Fled", where find him taking the help of 
some encrusted either in the shape ofa mountain, a rock or architectural 
structure. These he uses as symbols for creating an time. If 
we compare them with one Ernst's After the Rain", 
which had a direct on illusion of mineral and 

Ernst's influence will become obvious. Writing about the 
possibilities of in William S. Rubin. says: "Oscar 
Dominguez was the first to exploit the possibilities of decalcomania. By 

an a sheet of paper, laying another sheet on of it, 
pressing here and there and then peeling. the sheet he 
effects exotic mineral spongy 
spelunker's dream. The fantasies generated ue 

recommended it immediately to other surrealists as it a way 
that required no technical ability, it was immediately 

poets as well as the In order to achieve more contoured, defined 
and Marcel also with the use 

stencils in conjunction with decalcomania but it \NaS only with Ernst's 
of the to oil in such fantastic landscapes as 

After the Rain" that the possibilities, of decalcomania were 
realised as art. " 

This inf1uence ofErnst however gave 1\1isra sufficient as well 
courage to turn ultimately to a new poetic his own as in his 
"Echo ofa and "Verse an Fire". His flights offantasy are boundless. Yet 
the . painted in luminous colours and placed in the 
atmosphere always carry with them a pictorial meaning of their own which is 

and Misra's ofcolours 
such an expression of surrealism is unique. His colours merge into the 

without out separate existence their own. This 
abstracted harmony of colour the inner content ofa mystic message build 
up his to a fruitful The accentuated highlights on the 

the dark shadows here and there endow the objects with a 
is evident in his two paintings just mentioned. Here 

influenced Salvador Dali. As a matter Dali 
the highlights and shadows with a typical accent on his 

which gave tbem a halo of apparitional luminosity, while he was 
immersed in Meissonier in making a statement in academic realism 
in his very early days. In both the of Misra- "Echo of a and 
"Verse on Fire" -we find the same accent on highlights and shadows on 
the particularly visible on the trees and shells of the "Echo ofa 
and on the fire of"Verse on Fire", Da/i's remarkable use ofthe can be 
found in his works dating from 1929- "Imperial Ivlonument to the Child­
Woman", "The of Sex Appeal", "The Invisible Man", "Illuminated 
Pleasures", 'l\.ccommodation ofDesire" ,etc. 

spIrit of the Dada movement led Dali in up 
the political, . social and artistic norms its repose in 
surrealism in a constructive way the unreasoned, irrational absurdi­
ties in images form and colour infused with a sense the 

urge which was the point of Misra' s artistic career 
and noticeable in his was subdued and through a more 

and constructive policy and found its ultimate repose in his 
of surrealistic nature. Misra's identifieation has been sincere 
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The Big Log, Pen and Ink, 57 em x 35 em,1945 



Net I, Oil on Board ,50 em x 39 em. 1961 
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Cracked Mirror,Oil on Canvas, 88 em x 63 em,1970 
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