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Chitra Parvathy Merchant: Tales of imagined structures
through print 

After just having work accepted in the Royal Academy Summer Exhibition for the third year
running, Smithson artist and master printmaker Chitra Parvathy Merchants talks temples,
colour explosions and the discovery of etching, spilling the secrets behind her breath-
taking composite style…

Smithson Gallery: Hi Chitra, thanks so much for meeting with Smithson today. Firstly
congratulations are in order in light of your exciting news – having your print work accepted into the
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Royal Academy Summer show for the third year running.

Chitra Parvathy Merchant: Thank-you so much.

SG: What did you get in to the show this year?

CPM: Night VI, which I can say has now sold out; I should have done a larger edition!

SG: Fantastic news. What else comes from that, the exposure is brilliant so no doubt you get a lot
of attention?
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CPM: Well I receive lots of appreciative letters from people who have bought my work which is
really sweet. There are quite a few different types of people buying the prints, and each work I’ve
been successful in getting in to the show over the past three years has been very varied. With
‘Multi-Tasking Hair’ for example, I had lots of women especially commenting on the work, saying
the image resonated with them.

SG: So let’s rewind a little bit Chitra and start from the beginning. We know   you were born and
lived in Southern India, where you did your first degree in psychology whilst in your teens. Where
did your love of drawing and sketching come from? Were you drawing back then?

CPM: I have always sketched. Drawing is where it came from. I grew up in Kerala and Tamil Nadu,
and the irony of it was is that we didn’t have any drawing classes at school; it just wasn’t the done
thing. But it was something I almost always ran back to, like forbidden fruit. Pens and paper were
around so I just doodled at the back of books and drew with friends. It was a wonderful way to
escape.

SG: Were you sketching things from your imagination or things around you?

CPM: Bits of both really, and also when it was someone’s birthday friends used to come up to me
at school to ask whether I would draw a picture and make a card, that responsibility always fell to
me.
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SG: Was the psychology something that also interested you?

CPM: Yes it was definitely something that always interested me, an it still does, but there weren’t
any decent art colleges in India close by at the time. It’s not like here where it’s relatively easy to
get to a fairly decent art college. So the psychology was a second choice, but it opened up a whole
new world for me, I was very interested in doing it. And nowI find it informs the content of my visual
work. After that degree the opportunity to travel to the UK came, so I jumped at the chance and
came to Leeds College of Art and Design.
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SG: So on your art foundation in Leeds you covered all    aspects of art and design, when did the
love for drawing and print grab you?

The teachers were all amazing; there was one particular teacher who’d lost her fingers in an
accident. Her mark-making repertoire was extraordinary. She was the one who really brought the
love for drawing out in me. It was brilliant, especially the life drawing which as just so enlightening
at the time.Up until then I was really quite lost not to mention culture shocked, but as the drawing
side of things progressed, tutors began to pick up on the kind of marks I was making and really
encouraged that. For me that was the turning point.Up until then I hadn’t really found my way.
Printing was not so much my passion at this stage, although we were introduced to it through basic
printing modules.

SG: So then you went to the University of West of England (UWE) and moved to Bristol?

CPM: Yes it was suggested that illustration would be a great course for me and UWE had a brilliant
reputation. I applied and was successful in getting a place, so moved down to the South West. That

                             5 / 13

http://www.smithsongallery.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/Chitra_20.jpg


Smithson Gallery
Smithson Gallery is a business that offers you a personal service, a wealth of experience and fresh, high quality
artwork.
http://www.smithsongallery.co.uk

was the next step.

SG: Did you enjoy you’re degree?

CPM: Yes I did, tutors were again very fierce but encouraging. I did lots of drawing, animation and
print. It was trial by fire!

SG: So is this when you discovered screen-printing properly?

CPM: Yes we did various print modules at university, but I think the screen-printing really came
alive for me when I joined Spike Print Studio in 2000. That’s when printmaking just exploded for
me. Having a new technique within which to express ideas was so liberating and opened up all
these different avenues and ways of working.

SG: Did you have much colour in your work when you were doing your degree?
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CPM: No it was quite monochromatic, mainly black and white with blocks of colour here and there.

SG: Has your subject matter been quite consistent, or has it changed and evolved at different
points?

CPM: It’s definitely branched out. There’s one thread that does keep running through which
started during my illustration degree. This is looking from a perspective of an Indian women at
assigned gender roles. Having moved to the UK, I found I was able to look back from a different
viewpoint at the social situation in India, especially the restrictive roles that women can experience.

SG: What about the themes of Southern Indian ancient architecture that run through your work.
How did that come about?

CPM: That came much later and emerged after a trip to India after seven years of being in England
and having not travelled back. Suddenly colour just exploded on my senses! I can’t explain it, I
was seeing and feeling colour like never before. A feeling for a particular colour often forms the
starting point of this work. I am deeply interested in the metaphor of a 'Temple', ruined or whole, as
an outward manifestation of an inner impulse.
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SG: Colour is always such a huge part of what people identify with in your work. Even if they’re not
sure exactly what it is, but they just love it, they have that feeling.We wanted to ask you about the
stylistic shift in your new body of work, how did this come about and does it mean a change for
good?

CPM: No not at all, I have lots of threads that I’ll always carry on with, multiple arms that have
developed over the years. I don’t let go of one when I find another - they all exist in parallel.

SG: Yes I think printmaking as a medium really allows for this approach, multiple layers, editions
and styles existing confidently beside each other. Each body of work represents different stages,
influences and outlooks.

CPM: Yes, and they definitely develop out of experiences. All the work that I do comes out of either
something that bothers me or something that I’ve experienced. When something new comes to
light – whether internally or externally – it manifests in the work I do.
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SG: Do you always realise that, are you sketching throughout that time?

CPM: I don’t always realise it, but I go with it. I’m sketching without fully understanding what it is,
or what it could become. Its important for me to not over think to early and interrupt the process.

SG: So please do tell us about your new body of work – ‘Temple’.

CPM: That again started with drawings from my sketchbook. I found that I was attracted to things I
wouldn’t normally notice or invest any beauty in, like derelict buildings, broken down sheds, things
that perhaps before I couldn't feel the aesthetic value and beauty in. I didn't know why this was

                             9 / 13

http://www.smithsongallery.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/action82.jpg
http://www.smithsongallery.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/Chitra_4.jpg


Smithson Gallery
Smithson Gallery is a business that offers you a personal service, a wealth of experience and fresh, high quality
artwork.
http://www.smithsongallery.co.uk

initially. But as I explored this vein I realised that this new content had definitely come about as a
result of a personal journey and new insights coming to light about my past.

In addition to that, suddenly, relevant exhibitions started to trigger off on my radar, such as Ruin
Lust at Tate Britain in March 2014, curated by Emma Chambers. It was astonishing. It looked at
artists from Turner onwards right up to Tacita Dean and Jane and Louise Wilson, artists who have
looked at ruinous buildings. I was looking at Piranesi, the 18th century Italian engraver who was
made these beautiful etchings of the ruined coliseum, and his ‘prison’ series. Then there was
Turner and John Sel Cotman’s crumbling abbeys, and Tacita Dean’s photogravures ‘the Russian
Ending’. J.G Ballards books added to the inspiration and all this just suddenly started to make
sense.
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I started drawing these imagined structures using composite parts of urban, often derelict
architecture as a way of creating a ‘Temple’. Visually they appear fragile and on the verge of
collapse.

SG: Suddenly seeing Western influences alongside the references of Indian structures is
interesting as it’s the first time you’ve blended both into one work.

CPM: These images are my way of looking at beauty in unexpected places. It is also about
exploring the idea of a temple as a metaphor whether in the East or the West and what that might
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mean.

SG: What would you want somebody to know about your work when encountering it for the first
time?

CPM: I would like people to trust their intuitive response to a piece of my work. An image may
mean very different things to different people. Each person will draw their own conclusions, and I
want them to have their own engagement and relationship with the image, I don’t want to cut off
the possibilities of what it might mean to someone. Being open to ideas and not imposing meaning
is so important.

SG: What does the future hold?

CPM: I’d love to be in a position where I could show my work in lots of different places. I’d also
love to travel around and research, draw and take photos inspired by places around the world. I’m
planning a drawing trip to the ancient ruins of Hampi in South India next year. Equally, to my delight
I am learning that there is plenty to be inspired by, right here on my doorstep in the U.K!

For prices and more information on the 'Temple' series Click HERE 

                            12 / 13

http://www.smithsongallery.co.uk/product-category/limited/chitra-parvathy-merchant/page/3/


Smithson Gallery
Smithson Gallery is a business that offers you a personal service, a wealth of experience and fresh, high quality
artwork.
http://www.smithsongallery.co.uk

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

                            13 / 13

http://www.smithsongallery.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/photo-2-6.jpg
http://www.tcpdf.org

