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Origins and the journey of contemporary 
ceramic movement of India

Madhur Sen 

I was introduced to the world of ceramics when I joined the department of sculpture in Delhi 

College of Art [1982-1986].  It was in my third term in college when pottery as a subsidiary 

subject was added to the curriculum for the first time.  I was already in love with clay, and the 

potter’s wheel made the relationship even stronger!  Thus began a long journey.

I would like to share all that I have witnessed and experienced as the contemporary movement 

was taking shape in India and the names of a few ceramic artists whose contributions deserve a 

special mention.

Contemporary studio pottery is a very recent phenomenon in India though, like all ancient 

civilizations, India has had a very long tradition of pottery.

According to Indian mythology “Brahma, the supreme creator of the universe”, is said to have 

fashioned the earth on a potter’s wheel.  From storing water in earthen pots to keep it cool 

in such hot climates to making offerings to the gods while performing a ritual, the traditional 

potter’s work integrated into the society both in terms of utility as well as being part of all 

the rituals of religion in India across villages, towns and cities up to now.

Over centuries these potters, rooted in their strong family traditions, developed immense skill in 

crafting their wares but did not make the natural transitions to glazed pottery as in countries 

like China, Japan and Korea.  One possible explanation could be that, because of the easily-

recyclable nature of the unglazed pots, people preferred to have a fresh clay pot for eating or 

drinking for hygiene reasons.  For common people it was quite affordable and functional.

With the advent of Islamic rule in India came the influence of Persian and Turkish glazed pottery.  

Today, in certain regions of north India, one can still witness glazed tiles, blue and white 

Egyptian paste and other low-fired lead-borax glazed pottery being made in that tradition.

Subsequently with the succession of the British Empire’s colonial rule in India, British commercial 

pottery and westernized Japanese pottery gained much popularity.  Some commercial pottery-

manufacturing units were also set up around the turn of the 20th century.  This further led to 

the decline of the traditional Indian pottery.  Traditional potters could not meet the challenges 

and the demands of a fast-changing society and thus were restricted to producing some specific 

types in a market that was rapidly shrinking.

Attempts were made both in the pre-independence Mahatma Gandhi’s freedom movement as well as 

post-independence to revive and reinstate the traditional Indian pottery.  Though these efforts 

have resulted in the growth of a small-scale ceramic industry, they have made very little 

difference to the overall situation so far.

One of the oldest pottery centers is located at a place called Khurja situated about 100 kilometers 

from the national capital Delhi.  This center is still struggling to cater to the demand for 

utilitarian and functional wares like decorative tiles, etc.  Due to the lack of support Khurja 

has shut down many of its kilns.  Bengal Potteries, one of the oldest and very successful small-

scale ceramic industry units, has shut down.  Hitkari Potteries, another very important small-

scale ceramic industry unit, also met its fate the same way as many others for lack of patronage.

Around the same time a few individuals, who had western exposure to studio pottery, started 

the movement.  They were scattered and fought their own battles against all odds in spite of a 
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shortage of equipment and resources.  Their contribution has brought contemporary Indian studio 

pottery to where it is today.

Sardar Gurcharan Singh
Sardar Gurcharan Singh is considered the pioneer and the father of Indian pottery.  In 1922 he had 

a solo show in Tokyo, where he also attained a diploma in ceramics.  Here he came in contact with 

legends like Bernard Leach, Shoji Hamada, K Tominoto.

Upon his return to India he worked in a pottery factory in Delhi but continued doing his own 

personal work.  In 1925-26, he was commissioned to make hand-painted Persian –style tiles for the 

then Central Legislative Assembly, currently the parliament of India.

In 1951 he started Delhi Blue Pottery (north of India).  Here he made utilitarian pottery as well 

as decorative tiles and grills.  Many buildings in Delhi and elsewhere are embellished with his 

work.

However, it was not until 1954 that he had his first solo show in Mumbai.  His son, Mansimran 

Singh, popularly known as Mini Singh, joined Delhi Blue in 1961.  He trained in England and worked 

with Bernard Leach and Geoffery Whiting.  His students include professional potters, hobbyists and 

children in India.  Both the father and the son have made immense contributions to the movement 

and have spread awareness about studio pottery.  They also have a studio at the idyllic Kangra 

Valley in the northern Himalayas of India.  Delhi Blue organizes and gives a platform to aspiring 

studio potters from around the country.  They hold some of the biggest ceramic shows and workshops 

in India.

Ira Chaudhuri
In western India, around the same time, Ira Chaudhuri was encouraged to join the newly opened 

pottery department at the MS University of Baroda.  Earlier she obtained a diploma in painting 

from Rabindranath Tagore’s famous university at Shantinikaten in West Bengal, India.  Against 

all odds, armed with only determination and hard work, the immensely talented Ira Chaudhuri took 

her plunge into the world of ceramics.  She sought help from industrial chemistry books, where 

she discovered oxides and colorants.  The breakthrough came when Mr. Bashab Kumar Barua, freshly 

trained in England, joined the university faculty.  Apart from methods and techniques, he opened 

the door to the aesthetics of pottery.  It is from him that students became aware of Bernard 

Leach, Shoji Hamada, Lucie Rie and many other big names.  Under him the pottery department saw 

many developments.  These were followed by contributions from other teachers such as Mr. Kumud 

Patel, Mr. Nari Gandhi and Mrs. Jyotsna Bhatt.

Jyotsna Bhatt
Bhatt was a student of MS University of Baroda.  She became a trained sculptor turned potter after 

she took a course in pottery from the Brooklyn Museum Art School, New York, USA.  She joined the 

MS University of Baroda as a lecturer in the ceramic department where she continues to teach even 

today.  She is one of the most respected and beloved teachers.  She has executed two large ceramic 

murals for the computer building of the Indian Petrochemical Corporation.

LALIT KALA ACADEMY’S ARTISTS STUDIO [Garhi]
In the early seventies, Ira Chaudhuri, together with her renowned sculptor husband Shri Sankho 

Chaudhuri, moved to New Delhi.  In 1976 they helped establish The Lalit Kala Academy’s Artists 

Studio [Garhi], a community studio where painters, sculptors, graphic designers, and ceramic 

artists gathered to work together and share common resources such as material and equipment.  The 

studio acquired a high-temperature kiln and a pug mill.  This was the turning point in Indian 

ceramic in the north of India.  This community studio helped realize the ambitions of many 

renowned ceramic artists of today.

In 1986, I was extremely lucky to have attained admission to this studio right after my graduation 
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in sculpture.  I had the opportunity to share space with all the stalwarts of the Indian ceramic 

world such as Ira Chaudhuri, PR Daroz, Gauri Khosla, Bani DeRoy, Kristine Michael, Rachna 

Parasher, Leha Bhagat, Manisha Bhattacharya and Gina Gupta to name a few.

By now (2010), each one of the above artists had found his or her individual style and place in 

the ceramic field nationally and internationally.  It was the making of a new-age ceramic movement 

in India.  Each one of us had a distinct style and the freedom to develop and experiment in our 

own way.

By this time, awareness was spreading all over India, and ceramic shows started gaining 

popularity.  Large galleries started to approach individual ceramic artists, hosting solo and 

group shows.  In Delhi the enthusiasm for studio pottery started gaining momentum as the Indian 

economy was on the rise.  People were interested in investing in art.  Commission work started to 

pour in to individual artists.  Corporate houses wanted ceramic as their corporate gifts.  Studio 

pottery became the fashion statement for many affluent households.

Schools and colleges started introducing ceramic courses as part of their regular curriculum.  

Workshops and demonstrations of pottery and glazes were in great demand.  All this could not have 

been possible if some of the senior artists from all corners of India had not paved the way with 

their sheer hard work and tenacity.

Thanks to the internet, the world, including ours, was becoming a global village.  Information and 

knowledge of the ceramic world outside of India became easily accessible to all of us.

In the true spirit of the place, many senior artists moved out of this community work place into 

their own studios in order to provide opportunity to the younger generation.

Ray Mekar
In 1970 Ray Meeker and Deborah Smith started The Golden Bridge Pottery in Pondicherry, south 

India.  As a ceramic production center and as a teaching institute, its name became synonymous 

with the city of Pondicherry.

This is a very important center because it has given India some of the finest ceramists of our 

time.  The Golden Bridge caters to those who desire functional ware at an affordable cost, and it 

has earned quite a name for itself.  The students of Ray Meeker are encouraged to develop their 

own individual styles.

K.V. Jena
In 1976 K.V. Jena joined the Banaras Hindu University located in the ancient city of Varanasi in 

the east of India.  It is the only university in the country that offers a full-degree course in 

ceramic

Mr. Jena, a devout follower of Mahatma Gandhi, has dedicated himself to the cause of pottery.  He 

engaged himself in assuring the welfare and uplifting of traditional rural potters.  He worked 

with the Handicraft Board of India and other government agencies on various pottery projects.  

He was also responsible for and successful in channeling the skills of traditional potters into 

contemporary usage while keeping the essence intact.

Nirmala Patwardhan
As one of our most senior artists Nirmala Patwardhan had the good fortune to work with some of 

the world’s best potters such as Bernard Leach and Henry Hammond.

Her biggest contribution to Indian studio pottery is her design of the kick wheel (a modified 

version of the European kick wheel) suited for Indian conditions.

After years of intensive testing and experimenting, she authored a book on glazes.  Even today, it 

is considered a bible for glazes for many Indian potters.

Devi Prasad
A true artist, philosopher, writer, innovator and a Gandhian, Devi Prasad’s name deserves a 
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special mention.  He had extensive western exposure.  In 1985 he opened his studio in Delhi, and 

so far he has trained many successful ceramic artists.

P.R. Daroz
Probably one of India’s finest contemporary ceramists, Daroz is most active in this field.  He 

attained a diploma in Applied Arts and in Sculpture from Hyderabad College of Arts.

In the late seventies he was awarded a fellowship to study ceramics at Baroda University.  In 1981 

he was awarded a fellowship by the National Academy to work in Lalit Kala Artists Studio [Garhi].  

He has held many workshops and exhibitions, both nationally and internationally.  He works on the 

wheel and then transforms the works into sculptural form.

He loves to work in large scale.  From his state-of-the-art studio in New Delhi, he undertakes 

large projects across India.

Rachna Parasher and Leha Bhagat
Besides continuing their own artistic journeys in studio pottery, these two senior potters from 

Delhi also run their own production units.

Conclusion
In conclusion, I would like to say that each one of the above ceramists has contributed immensely 

to the growth and awareness of contemporary ceramic in India.

Their individual and collective efforts have paved the way for the boom in the market for studio 

pottery.  Though the journey ahead is very long and difficult, I feel we have come a long way.  We 

hope the younger generation will carry the banner into the future.

Some work images of the above mentioned artists

   Artist:Gurcharan Singh          Artist:Iraudhuri      Artist:Manisha Bhattacharya
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      Artist:P.RDaroz            Artist:Jyotsna Bhatt         Artist:Kristine Michael

        Artist:Nirmala Patwardhan                      Artist:Madhur Sen


