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Calcutta: A self-taught art-
ist whose sketches of the
1943 Bengal Famine created
a powerful visual record of
human suffering and colonial
neglect has been pitchforked
into Bengal’s latest political
slugfest.

It involves a hostile take-
over bid for one of the few re-
maining Left bastions in the
country, fuelled by the BJP’s
stunning victory in the state
polls.

What began with a phys-
ical attack on the campus
at 1am on August 20 is now
playing out on the universi-
ty’s walls, with the author-
ities wiping out students’
graffiti and students returning
withmore.

One of the casualties of
a midnight whitewash drive
at Jadavpur University was a
portrait of Chittaprosad (1915–
1978) on thewall of anacadem-
ic building. The portrait was
drawn in 2022 as a tribute to
the artist.

The erasure has drawn
widespread criticism.

Arjun Dasgupta, a doc-
tor, said on Facebook: “An
artist who did not care for
institutional rewards in his
lifetime was recognised by
the world decades after his
death. A paint job to cover
his face does not erase histo-
ry. The slaked lime will dry
out, the colours will fade,
but the truth that was up-
held by the portrait will keep
coming back.”

Anushna Das, a postgrad-

uate student of film stud-
ies at Jadavpur University,
posted a video message on
social media in which she
stood in front of the wall
bearing the remains of Chit-
taprosad’s portrait after the
whitewash.

“Imagine being so scared
of love that you have to white-
wash a wall that speaks of
love and compassion, be-
longing and resistance.… It
is people like Chittaprosad
who have taught us that you
should not remain silentwhen
there is injustice all around…
You can try and poison our
minds with mindless hatred.
But we will continue talk-
ing about love, compassion
and resistance,” she says as
Bob Dylan’s immortal song
Blowin’ in the Wind plays

in the background.
Anushna, Dasgupta and

many others pointed out that
Chittaprosad dropped his
Brahminical surname, Bhat-
tacharya, asapersonal andpo-
litical protest against the caste
system and social discrimina-
tion.

“It does not augur well for
the BJP and RSS, organisa-
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tions that believe in trampling
Dalits and other marginalised
people,”Anushna toldMetro.

The devastating Bengal
Famine inspired profound and
harrowing responses across
visual art, literature and cin-
ema.

Somnath Hore, Gobard-
han Ash, Zainul Abedin and
Chittaprosad were among the
artists who documented the
famine.

Chittaprosad, then a mem-
ber of the undivided Commu-
nist Party of India, travelled
through famine-ravaged

Bengal. His stark black-and-
white drawings, reportage and
gut-wrenching sketches were
published in the CPI weekly
People’s War and compiled
into a seminal booklet titled
Hungry Bengal. Copies of the
bookletwereburntby theBrit-
ish after it was first published
in 1943.

Chittaprosad studied at
Chittagong Government Col-
lege and worked as an artist
for CPI publications and prop-
aganda material. In the late
1940s, he dissociated himself
from the party, but his polit-
ical commentary continued
through his linocuts and car-
toons.

In the 1950s, he moved to
(then) Bombay and did illus-
trations for children’s books.
He also designed the poster for
Bimal Roy’s Do Bigha Zamin.
He died inCalcutta in 1978.

DAG (formerly Delhi Art
Gallery), which holds a major
collection of Chittaprosad’s
works, has organised retro-

spectives and exhibitions on
the artist.

“Humanism was the cen-
tral pillar of his life and prac-
tice. One cannot separate his
life from his art. When he was
in Bombay, he would be fam-
ished but still organised pup-
pet theatre for slum children,”
said an art historian who has
studied Chittaprosad. He did
not want to be named in this
report.

The historic JadavpurUni-
versity emblem, designed by
painter Nandalal Bose, was
defaced, allegedly by ABVP
supporters, on August 20 dur-
ing a face-offwith Left-leaning
student groups.

Bikash Ranjan Bhattacha-
ryya, CPM leader and the
party’s vanquished candidate
from the Jadavpur Assembly
seat, said in a Facebook post
that damaging the emblem
portended the “desecration
of great artworks by raging
bulls”.

“The people who came to

whitewash the walls were or-
dinary workers. They don’t
know who Chittaprosad is.
But the civic body, police and
the university administration
must answer why the portrait
was erased. The BJP, the RSS
and the entire Right-wing eco-
system are medieval in their
thoughts. Obviously, Chitta-
prosad would be anathema to
them,” he said.

Debjit Sarkar, the BJP’s
chief spokesperson for
Bengal, said: “We are not
Right-wing. We are rashtra-
vadis (nationalists). Nation-
alism is our currency. The
CPM should not talk about
casteism. All their top leaders
are from the upper castes. In
contrast, the BJP has made
NarendraModi, who is from a
backward class, the Prime
Minister.”

The portrait of Chittap-
rosad did not deserve to be
alongside walls “full of an-
ti-national and separatist slo-
gans”, he said.


