
VDaya T HMatthews 
; 

(J) 
m 
r 
m 
() 
-I 
m 
0 

-I 
m s: . 
(J) 

"Tl 
:D. 
0 
s: 
7) 

:D 
< 
)> 
-I 
m 
() 
0 
r 
r 
m 
() 
-I 
0 z 
(J) 





A Study of Selected Items Proa 

Private Collections in the Durban Area 

Special Publication Ro. S 

VDaya 

TH Matthews 

Institute for Social and Economic Research 

University of Durban-Westville 

Private Bag XS4001 

DORBAH 

ISBR 0-949947-97-0 

April 1988 



Preface 

Introduction 

CONTENTS 

COLLECTION OF MR AND MRS B BHIKA 

1 Kaliya-Damana (Kaliya-Mardan, Kaliya-Mardaka): Kf~pa Taming 

the Serpent Kaliya (colour plate I) 

2a & b The Buddha under the Bodhi Tree 

3 Durga 

4a & b Krsna ... 
Sa-c Fisherman on a Rock 

COLLECTION OF MRS AND THE LATE MR D BIKHA 

6a & b 

7a & b 

8 

9a & b 

Tara 

Hanuman in a Tree 

Ve~ugopala with a Cow 

Temple Dancer with Rooster Wings 

COLLECTION OF MR IC BHIICA 

10 Kf~~a and Rukmi~i 

COLLECTIOW OF MR. AND MRS M BHIKA 

lla & b Head of the Buddha 

12 Queen of Peace 

13 & 14 Female Heads 

COLLECTION OF MR AND MRS S BHIKA 

15 Matsyavatara 

16 Satya Sai Baba 

17 Temple Dancer 

COLLECTION OF MR. AND MRS JR DAYA 

18 Mirabai (colour plate I) 



COLLECTION OF MR AND MRS V GOSAI 

19 

20 

21 

, -Sravankumar 

The Wedding Procession 

Dancer (colour plate I) 

22 Lady under a Lamp 

COLLECTION OF DR AND MRS V GOVIND 

23a & b 

24 

Arched Door-hanging (Tora~a) , (colour plate II) 

Ga~esa (colour plate II) 

25 Elephant Savari (Procession) (colour plate II) 

COLLECTION OF MR AND MRS JD ICIIOOSAL 

26a & b GaI]-ela 

27a & b Madanikai with Looking Glass 

28a & b , -· -Siva and Parvati 

29 Ve~ugopala with a Cow 

30 KHI]-a with a Flute 

COLLECTION OF DR RD ICIIOOSAL 

31a & b Radha and Kf~9a as Divine Lovers 

32 Siva Na~araja 

COLLECTION OF MR AND MRS R LETCHMIAH 

33a & b Lotus (Padma) Lamp 

34 Horse and Rider 

35 

-36 

37 & 38 

39 & 40 

41 

42 

43 & 44 
45 & 46 

Lady with a Prayer Lamp 

Flowerseller 

(colour plate II) 

Pages from a Book on Arabic Grammar (37: colour plate III) 

Illuminations Accompanying a Treatise on Gynaecology, by 
Idreesad (40: colour plate III) 

Page from a Manuscript on Astronomy 

Manuscript Page from a Treatise on Gynaecology, by Najmell 
(colour plate III) 

Pages from the Book of Prescriptions, by Najmell 
Pages from a Manuscript on the Histories of Gynaecological 

Problems, by Najmell 



COLLECTION OF MRS Z MAYAT 

47a & b Palang-Posh (Bed-cover) (colour plate III) 

48 Embroidered Shawl (detail) (colour plate IV) 

49 Figure of a Nobleman 

50 Mango Leaf Motif 

51a & b Bandhani Stole '(colour plate IV) 

52 Bandhani Stole 

53 Tus Shawl (detail) 

54 Kanikar Shawl (detail) 

COLLECTION OF MR AND MRS H MEHTA 

55a-c Dhvaja-Ga~e~a (Four-armed Ga9e~a) 

COLLECTION OF MR AND MRS RIC MISTRI 

56 

57 

58 

59a & b 

60 

61a & b 

62 

63 

Ga1:e~a , 
Siva , 
Siva , 
Siva 

Miraculous Footprints (colour plate IV) 

Balakpf\J·a 

Lak~mi 

Parvati 

(colour plate V) 

64 Siva Na~araja (Siva as Lord of the Dance) 

COLLECTION OF MR AND MRS HV NARAN 

65a-f (colour plate V) 

COLLECTION OF MR AND MRS J HARAN 

66 Female Musician 

67 Woman at Worship (colour plate V) 

68a & b Kf~~a with the Gopis (colour plate V) 

COLLECTION OF THEN VALABDASS FAMILY 

69 Sarasvati 

70 Lak~mi 



COLLECTION OF THEN VALABDASS FAMILY (continued) 

71a-c Lady at her Toilette 

72 & 73 Female Devotees 

74 Krsna with a Flute ... 
75 Radha and Kf~9a as the Divine Lovers 

76 The Buddha of the Enlightenment 

77 

78 

79 

80 

81 

82 

83 

84a & b 

85 

86 

Kf~~a Lifting Mount Govardhana (colour plate VI) 
Kf~9a with Go~is · (colour plate VI) 
Kf~9a Dancing in Moonlight to Radha's Music 

Krsna Consoling Radha ... 
Kf~~a Sporting with Radha 

The Mystic Union of Kf~9a and Radha 

Raslila (colour plate VII) 

(colour plate VI) 

Kf~9a and Radha under a Parasol 

Radha Offers Herself to Krsna ... 
Holi (colour plate VIII) 

(colour plate VII) 

(colour plate VIII) 

COLLECTIOR OF MRS M VAN LOON 

87 

88 

89 

90 

91 

92 

93a & b 

94 

95 

96 

97 

98 

99 

lOOa-c 

Head of the Buddha 

Head of a Bodhisattva 

Amida Buddha 

Head of the Buddha 

Standing Buddha 

Door 

Parinirvaga Buddha (colour plate IX) 
Mehrunissa Brought Before Jahangir 

Head of the Buddha 

Hanuman 

Princely Figure 

Woman in Anjalimudra 

Cat 

Standing Buddha 

(colour plate IX) 

COLLECTION OF MR G VARMA 

lOla-c Page from·a Jain Kalpasutra Manuscript: Hari9egamesi Brings 
the Foetus to K~atriyani Tri~ala (colour plate IX) 



COLLECTION OF MR. G VARMA (continued) 

102 Toddy Carriers 

103 The Sepoy Family 

104 Brahmin Couple (colour plate X) 

105 Milk Carriers (colour plate X) 

106 Purdah (colour plate X) 

107 Doli 

108 Palki 

109 Camel Rider 

110 Elephant with Howdah 

111 Rosary Seller 

112 Tambouri Wallah 

113 Cotton-sorter 

114 Shoemaker 

115 Lancemaker 

***** 



PREFACE 

The authors wish to express their gratitude for the help rendered first 

of all by the collectors of the works, and to many others. Special 

mention should be made of GHsta Liebert whose Iconographic Dictionary 

of the Indian Religions has throughout been so sure a guide to the 

intricacies of Buddhist and Hindu symbolism; tb Dr R Sitaram, Guru 

Dewa, Mr J Desai and Mr A Song of the Departments of Indian Languages, 

Hindu and Oriental Studies; to Dr T Naidoo of the Department of Science 

of Religion; to Professor SHH Nadvi and Mr A Aziz of the Department of 

Arabic, whose translations of the texts accompanying the Islamic 

Miniatures made the inclusion of these works possible, and to Professor 

John de Grouchy of the University of Cape Town. 

The transliteration is based on the scientific renderings most 

generally in use today. Due to the time-lapse between the finalisation 

of this research and its publication, some of the works included may no 

longer be found in the listed collections, while other conditions of 

provenance may also have changed. 

Department of History of Art 

University of Durban-Westville 

May 1987 



INTRODUCTION 

This catalogue is intended as a preliminary step towards an eventually 

more complete account of Indian art in private collections in South 

Africa. It represents a sampling from a co~centrated area stretching 

from Reservoir Hills to Durban Central; within these limits exists an 

intense awareness of traditional cultural values, to the continuing 

strength of which the works in this volume bear witness. A number of 

the most notable works have been included, but there are important 

collections not yet touched upon or dealt with only cursorily. The arts 

of the vase and the loom have been excluded from the study as have, 

with the exception of two examples in the Mayat collection, the arts of 

fabric design. The bias toward works of Hindu provenance is due partly 

to their accessibility to the researchers, and partly to the primary 

and ubiquitous role which the religious image plays in Hindu devotional 

practice. 

The sequence of the collections is alphabetical, according to owners' 

surnames: a method which provides easy reference but places certain 

visual limitations on the presentation. Some collections consist 

entirely of sculptures which are so similar at first glance that 

they may create a superficial impression of monotony, but only to 

those unfamiliar with the complexity of Indian art. The many subtle 

variations of the mudras, the roles of costume-accessories, the 

characteristic attitudes and stances will have significance to those 

initiated into the subtleties of the relevant iconography. 

Selectivity has been exercised in choosing works for inclusion, but 

the decisions were not based on quality alone. It was also intended 

to illustrate the range and types of art which are considered by 

th!=! collectors to be of merit, which may not always coincide with 

conventional tastes of the viewer habituated to Occidental aesthetic 

criteria. Therefore the range explored is also one of taste and type, 

from pieces of high professional quality, some readily available in 

South Africa, to some which are little more than beautiful playthings, 

to a few works of real rarity and uniqueness. 



(ii) 

An instance of the first category is the , -ICasmiri lamp-stand in 
figure 33, which is of a type so readily available that appreciation 
for the symbolic import of the work may well be hindered by one's 
habitual contempt for the familiar. This lamp is also a lotus plant 
that buds and flowers, the symbol of creation and the Tree of Life, 
which in its open position is a solar symbol aptly suited to the 
function of a lamp. 

Superb instances of the second type are the Dancer in figure 21 and 
the Flowerseller in figure 36: objects of amusement which attain a 
high degree of sophistication. They exemplify art as play, in much the 
same way as the puppets descended from the Commedia dell' Arte or 
the Magi of Neapolitan presepios, but with the additional subtlety 
that their capacity for movement is independent of the need for human 
manipulation because they can be set in motion by the slightest 
stirring of air. The maker's intentions may have been of no particular 
profundity, but his feeling for form is in its own way as refined as 
that of the sculptors of ancient Knossos. The waists are as tiny, the 
gazes as forthright as those of the Minoan snake-priestesses. 

An example of the third type, of works of some rarity and uniqueness, 
is the mid-nineteenth century Islamic miniature reproduced in 
figure 37. It is old enough still to show real continuity with the 
sixteenth and seventeenth century prototypes of which it is a late 
variation; hence the presence of features inherited from Persian art 
such as delicacy of touch and tone, the Mongolian cast of the features, 
the traditional hunting-scenes used as margin decorations (hashlya), 
and the use of that so typically Persian colour harmony based on 
lavender and turquoise green. 

In the categories of painting and sculpture, the collections of 
greatest historical and artistic distinction are those of Mr Gurudatt 
Varma and Mrs Molly van Loon. Mr Varma, a dealer with exceptional 
discernment, expertise and range of international connections is in a 
position to introduce works of the highest quality to the South African 



(iii) 

market. The van Loon collection of Buddhist art is world-renowned, and 

contains exampies which mark the zenith of the, Indian aesthetic and 

religious sensibility. It is also in this collection that we find the 

works of the greatest antiquity, with pieces (such as the Cat shown 

in figure 99) dating from the very beginnings of Indian art in the 

second millenium B.C. 

A further intention in the compilation of this catalogue was to 

establish how wide is the range of works that could conceivably fall 

within the definition of art. Some are toys; many are primarily objects 

of devotion, isolated only temporarily from their places in domestic 

shrines to figure on these pages. At least one example was made without 

any thought for its potential role as a work of art. This is the pair 

of Miraculous Footprints shown in figure 60, which is really the 

body-print of a person of exceptional piety, and was made primarily as 

evidence for the existence of miraculous powers in contemporary times. 

One reason for its inclusion is that it relates to a category of very 

ancient symbols originating in prehistory. Primal man, at sites as far 

apart as Gargas in -the Pyrenees and the Kap Abba Cave in New 

Guinea, acknowledged the special potency of hand marks and footprints 

as magical extensions of human presence and control.1 

In the early, aniconic phase of Buddhism in India, when the Buddha's 

presence could be indicated only by allusion, his footprint was 
, 

especially revered. Such was the case in the Sungan reliefs or ancient 

stupas, where a likeness of the sacred footprint could be buried in the 

foundations, never to be seen but forever exerting its power. The body 

print art of Yves Klein, for which the human figure in motion 

served as a sort of gigantic paintbrush, and which appeared so 

revolutionary in its extension of the boundaries of art-making, is 

mer~ly an extension of this symbolsim into the realm of secular 

performance. 

1. cf. Giedion, pp. 98-99. 
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The most immediately evident features of the works in these collections 

are perhaps the extent of their dependence on traditional prototypes, 

the dominance of religious content and the absence of any interest in 

contemporary modes of expression. The secular hardly figures. 

The only work that shows awareness of contemporary forms of expression 

is the Woman at Worship in figure 67 which seems, in its 

atmospheric softness and its reticence, like a distant echo of the art 

of Sher-Gil. Here the subject is of a religious nature but it is not a 

religious image in the sense of attempting to represent a divine being. 

To the extent that it depicts an ordinary mortal engaged in an 

everyday, albeit devotional activity it belongs to the category of the 

religious genre piece. It is one step removed from that state of 

heightened awareness in which the 'vision of the likeness of the 

divinity' can be perceived. 

Another work that seems out of character with the generally iconic 

nature of the pieces is the Fisherman on a Rock in figure 5. It may 

appear as being more 'modern' in its realism, but it is a realism of a 

picturesquely illustrative type, so concerned with subject that formal 

considerations are made wholly subservient to the 'story line'. To this 

extent it reflects the influence of Western modes of expression, but of 

a sort that can be traced as far back as the eighteenth century, to the 

rise of illustration, and the 'character-sculptures' of artists such 

as Xavier Messerschmidt. It cannot therefore be considered as 

particularly modern, although modernism in India, from Victorian times 

onward has so often been seen as a natural corollary of Occidental 

influence. 

The question remains: to what extent do these collections give a true 

reflection of the Indian art that is being collected in South Africa 

today? Are there perhaps as yet untapped stores of adventurous, foward

looking achievements and experiments, stores stocked with some of the 

best works of the young painters, sculptors or potters who have been 

trained locally over the last ten or twenty years? Recent exhibitions 
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of .student art have drawn favourable comment, and could quite 

conceivably have generated some collector's interest. But could the 

works of locally trained artists be considered as valid expressions of 

the Indian sensibility? Are they not too isolated from the nurturing 

essence which is the soil of the 'motherland' itself? Is the severance 

that VS Naipaul expressed in his writings, that alienation which 

results from not having received one's first impressions, one's 

formative view of reality on Indian soil, a determining factor? Naipaul 

quotes the instance of so seminal a figure, of one so crucial to the 

Indian consciousness, as Gandhi himself. Ghandi, he says, is the 

"least Indian of Indian leaders. He looked at Iridia as no Indian was 

able to • • • because he was in part colonial. Gandhi never loses the 

critical, comparing South African eye. "1 He was like Naipaul himself 

a product, in part at least, of Western culture. 

What would have been Naipaul's view of the level of artistic 

sensibility represented in these collections? It would very likely 

tally with one prevailing critical opinion which holds that since the 

late eighteenth century little of real value has been produced within 

the ambit of the old 'classical' styles. Classical India, Naipaul 

believes, is a "decayed and ossified" society.2 

"Perhaps the British are responsible" he says "for this Indian artistic 

failure, which is part of the general Indian bewilderment, in the way 

that the Spaniards were responsible for the stupefaction of the 

Mexicans and Peruvians.3 ••• Since the schools of Kangra and Basohli, 

Indian art has been all confusion. There is an idea of the behaviour 

required in the new world, but the new world is still bewildering."4 

1. Naipaul, P• 73. 

2. op. cit., P• 78. 

3. op. cit., P• 208. 

4. op. cit., P• 207. 
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What range of artistic criteria, therefore, what artistic parameters 

must be engaged to ascertain the general level of the works included 

here? Certainly there are few of historical distinction, because most 

are of relatively recent production. There are no ancient Gandharan 

stuccos, no Cota bronzes, nor many of truly original inspiration, but 

originality has never been a prime consideration in the making of art 

in India. The idea of the restless, creative revolutionary searching 

for new'frontiers of expression is foreign to all phases of Indian art 

except those of relatively recent origin, and it is this art that from 

the early years of the century onward, from the first paintings and 

drawings of Rabindranath Tagore has been critically acknowledged as the 

most authentic expression of contemporary Indian sensibiltiy in the 

fine arts. 

By these standards many of the works included herein would be classed 

as little more than objects d'art, to be judged on the same level 

as a finely made piece of furniture. They are reiterations of 

statements first made centuries ago, but are nevertheless the products 

of learned craftsmen, fully possessed of technical expertise and an 

esoteric iconographical background knowledge. 

In figure 65 for example, we have a wood carving made within the last 

twenty five years, based on a centuries-old prototype, yet it is more 

than a mechanical reiteration of dead formulas. There is a masterful 

naturalism, intensive treatment of decorative elements and a sensitive 

finish of crucial anatomic details such as hands and feet. Certainly it 

represents the late, maybe the last phase of a tradition, and has all 

the rather precious refinement of a late period piece. Yet it remains a 

vital statement. The understanding of the articulation of the joints, 

the balance of forces around an anatomical fulcrum, seen especially in 

the detail of the left foot with the heel raised and the long toes just 

touching the top of the large lotus-flower base (figure 65b), is 

evidence that this is no mere by-product of production-line technique. 

The patient care lavished on the elaborate detail, each flower of the 

waist-band, raises it to a higher level than that of merely competent 
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object-making. ~t may not be high art, but it is at least exquisite 

craftsmanship and evidence of the continuing belief in the validity of 

traditional religious concepts. 

The rational basis of contemporary theology, both Brahminical and 

· Christian, no longer supports the belief that a representation in 

statuary or painting can in any way be identified with its prototype; 

but it remains a basic tenet of puji (Hindu worship) that the 

religious image is an extension of the powers and properties of the 

being it portrays. 

This is· why a modern image of ~!~, such as the one in figure 65, 

if executed according to certain tenets, can lay tlaim to the same 

degree of iconographic validity as a masterpiece from the Classic Age. 

It should be judged not only by its intrinsic artistic features, but 

also by the extent to· which it recreates the vital essence, in the 

expression of eyes or lips, the sensivity with which it renders the 

fingers of that most seductive of all flute-players. It utilises the 

devices of naturalism to transcend the limitations of this mundane 

illusion of reality (miyi) in which our lives are passed. 

To the Oriental mind, the Western conception of art history as a 

succession of styles or movements, each becoming obsolete as it is 

replaced by the next generation's subsequent offering, is ultimately 

irrelevant because it is too limited by temporal concerns. In Indian 

thought, the achievements of the generations are of little consequence 

in the light of the great movements of the kalpa. The kalpa. will 

always begin and end in the great cycles or recurrence. Indian 

cosmology deals in time spans so vast that of the countless kalpas 

extending back endlessly in time, each is comprised of a thousand 

mahiyiigas, each of which alone is reckoned at four billion three 

hundred and twenty million years; and this represents only one day in 

the life of Brahma, 1 who has been preceded· and will be succeeded 

1. Zimmer, pp. 15-16. 
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countless other . Brahmas .1 Furthermore, apart from this chronological 

dimension there also exist countless other contemporaneous universes 

with a parallel evolution to our own .2 This rather than the concerns 

of a particular century, is the great Indian reality. 

Another notable feature of the works in these collections is that the 

majority of the sculptures conform to the type of the high relief, even 

when fully finished in the round (eg. figure 1). The significance 

of their meaning can be gauged from a single viewing point. They 

presuppose a view on a central axis with the frontal plane. It is only 

from here that one can engage fully with the figure, can look into its 

gaze and establish the contact so essential to communion with the deity 

it represents. From any other point of view the contact is broken and 

the visage is averted. Works like this are in a sense pictures in three 

dimensions, and they conform to a pictorial mode. 

The polychrome terra-cotta in figure 24 is an extreme example of this 

type, because the sculptural aspect is little more than a secondary 

ext.ension of the pictorial. The impact of the colour is primary, to 

which the plasticity of the form, the distribution of lights and darks 

are merely adjuncts. 

Compared to this pictorial type, the more truly sculptural examples 

(eg. figures 31 and 73) cannot reveal their full import from a single 

point. In figure 31, only from the front can the thematic significance 

of the overturned water-pot be noted, or the rapturous submission of 

Ridhi to her di vine lover, whereas from the back the logic of the 

structure is revealed. Here we see the location of the crucial stress 

point, where the balance of tensions and counter-tensions culminates, 

in the hook of the arm in which the falling curve of Radha is gathered, 

or the thrust of the outer thigh-joint against the pelvis which 

brackets the energies with the bow of the right leg, and which is 

disguised from the front by the loop of drapery falling from the waist. 

1 • ~immer, p. 6. 

2. op. cit., pp. 12-13. 
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These two types, the pictorial and the sculptural, are in a sense also 

the archetypes. They reveal the basic and ancient categories and the 

sources of Indian sculpture: the archaic-classic and the baroque. 

Of the paintings on the theme of Kft'14 (figures 77-86), most are 

fairly straightforward recollections of Rajput or Pahari imagery, but 

more primitive, as though the folk element in Basobli style had 

been intensified and the courtly aspect minimised; hence the 

centralised stiffness, the theocentric symmetry of layout evocative of 

Byzantine schemes. Most are the conceptions of a single artist, 

Pannalal Rathovara, and in spite of his dependence on Rajput 

precedents his works are full of individual touches and colour 

combinations, especially in his effective use of strong hues against 

black backgrounds. The figures are brilliantly colourful silhouettes, 

acting out their parts against backdrops on which for the most part, 

detail has been reduced to a minimum. The landscapes provide sufficient 

information to convey a vivid sense of the environment, but are never 

allowed to obtrude on the actions of the participants. 

Nathowara' s treatment of the figure in figure 82 is exceptionally 

expressive and original by any standards. The male and the female are 

brought into a synthesis, a fusion of opposites. The two figures have 

been pictorially dismembered then rejoined into a greater entity, The 

process begins in the juxtaposed heads and arms, is intensified in the 

torso, and in the lower limbs the erotic fusion is expressed in a 

manner so elemental that it transcends the merely erotic to become a 

form of pictorial poetry, in some ways akin to the transcendent images 

of love in the art of Chagall. 

Features like these bring new life to the old traditions, they indicate 

that new cloth may still be spun from the old thread and that, at least 

in the Indian world, the traditional canons and beliefs can still be 

enlisted in the creation of a living art. 

***** 
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COLLECTION OF MR AND MRS B BHIKA 

(Figures 1-5) 



1 KALIYA-DAMANA (KALIYA-MARDAN, KALIYA- MARDAKA) : Krsna Taming ... the Serpent Kaliya 

polychroaed plaster-of-Paris 
c. 1970 

India 

height: 28cm 

Kaliya, the serpent demon with five (though here seven) heads, 
was an evil naga (serpent) living in a deep pool on the 
Yamuna River and poisoning the waters; his very breath was 
fatal. Balakrsna (the child Krsna) was playing ball with 
his f riends near the river, and to c onfront the serpent 
purposely th r ew the ball in to the water, then leapt in to 
fetch it to the dismay of his friends. Many Naginis, the 
wives of Kaliya, pleaded with him to flee and escape the wrath 
of their husband, but he refused and the fierce duel that took 
place ended with the serpent begging forgiveness and asking to 
be allowed to live peacefully in the river. In the s c ulpture 
we see the moment when the pacified serpent lifts Krsna to the 
river-bank after the battle and river-life returns to normal. 



see colour plate I 



2a & b THE BUDDHA UNDER THE BODHI TREE 
rosewood 

c. 1972 

Trivandrum 

height: 35cm 

The Buddha is seated in the lotus-pose beneath the fig treel 
of the Enlightenment, his right hand displaying that most 
prevalent of Buddhist hand-gestures, the abhayamudra 
(granting of the absence of fear), his left in a variation of 
the dhyanamudra (gesture of meditation). In the former the 
hand faces away from the body, the palm and fingers vertical; 
in the latter both hands usually lie on the lap, palms upward, 
whereas here only one is used. 

Of the lak~a~as (auspicious marks of the Buddha) which 
according to Buddhist iconography must be possessed by an 
image to attain validity, the most evident ones are: the 
u~~i~a (cranial protruberance, the sign of great wisdom), 
the lotiform eyes half-closed in meditation, the elongated 
earlobes which are signs of noble birth, the lips with the 
fullness of the mango. The short curls of the hair are fairly 
close to the orthodox snailshell convention, but several marks 
are missing, most noticeably the ur9a (tuft of hair 
between the eyebrows) which is also a mark of nobility.2 

The lack of these features indicates the syncretic nature of 
the representation: in the medieval period in India, the 
Buddha was absorbed into the Hindu pantheon as the ninth 
of the ten avatars (incarnations) of Visnu .. (or the 
twenty-first of twenty-two, according to the Bhagavata
pura~. )3 

1. ficus religiosa: Liebert, p. 45, 

2. Liebert, p. 312. 

3. op. cit., p. 31. 



2a 

The sanghati (Buddhist priestly rob~) is partly covered by 

a cape, and has stylised, string-like folds which are more 

plastic versions of the fold conventions of the Buddha~ of the 

Gupta period. The drape of the robe is also atypical because 

it is usually worn over the left shoulder with ~he right 

shoulder bare. 

The prabbiaa~~ala is also similar to Gupta types, with a 

central flower (perhaps an open lotus) and a chevron border. 

The Bodhi tree grows from a rocky base, its curving underside 

in graceful correspondence with the silhouette of the figure, 

yet one is never allowed to forget the basically rectangular 

dimensions of the rosewood slab from which the image was 

carved. 

2b 



3 DURGA 

rosewood 

C • 1965 

Trivandrum 

height: 31cm 

This Mahadevi (great goddess) is the ·sakti (consort) , 
of Siva. She has many forms and is known as the Goddess of 

a Thousand Names. She is a manifestation of the Goddess 

ParvatI, 

guises 

the 

she 

daughter of the Himalayas. In 

Um.a, 

other 

the is the benevolent and golden 

malevolent 

Bharai;ii and 

and 

the 

destructive Bhairavi , the fearful 

dreaded black Kali, the devourer of 

time and the deity of epidemics. As Durga she is the 
, 

primordial energy even above her lord Siva. She is called the 

Unassailable, the Unconquerable.l 

She is often shown in her 
, 

dasabhuja (ten-armed) guise 

symbolising universal rule, but here possesses only four arms. 

ln her inner left hand she carries the trisiila, the symbol 

of 
/ 
Siva, in her inner right the sankha (conch-shell) 

associated with Vi~~u. ln each of her two 'hind' or other 

hands, she holds what seems to be 
_, 

a pasa , or noose-cord 

for the binding of enemies . The objects in the lobed bowl at 

her feet have not been positively identified, but they could 
, -

be sr1phala : wood-apples, symbols of a blessed state. 

The placing of the legs reminds one that she is the consort of , 
Siva, Lord of the Dance, and this association is underlined by , 
the halo of fire which in statues of Siva signifies his dual 

functions of Cosmic Destroyer and Creator. The flames issue 

from the mouth of a kirttimukha, the monstrous, leonine 

mask which frightens unbelievers and which is especially 
; 

associat ed with Saivite temple symbolism. 

1. Liebert, p. 83. 



In a sense Durga represents hope for the liberation of souls, 

because it is in her wordly realm, the realm of saiasara 

that humanity must overcome temporal limitations. 

To the extent that she controls the wordly domain, she 

represents the negative aspect. She binds humanity within the 

spell of maya (illusion), and this is why she carries the 

binding-cords. It is her duty and function to bind man within 

miyi, because if she did not the world would end and the 

cosmic processes of creation and destruction with it. 

3 



4a & b KRSNA 

sandalwood 

1970 

Trivandrum 

height: 37cm 

One of the most popular and beloved of the Hindu deities, 

the hero of the epic Mahabharata, the eighth avatar 

(reincarnation) of Vi~I?-U· Myth has it that he was born in 

Mathura to save the world from the tyranny of the demon-king 

Kansa . On 

Standing on 

( ve1;1u ) . He 

with flute) 

his 

a 

is 

in 

head he wears the flat, jewelled disc. 

double lotus ( padma) , he plays his flute 

thus 

which 

here as 

together 

Ve1;1ugopal a 

with the 

(cow-herd 
-gop1 (cow-

girl) R.idha he 

(devotional cult) . 

is 

shown 

form, 

the focus of widespread bhakti 

The work is an indication of the high standard of craftsman= 

ship still possible in the light of modern mass-production 

techniques. Many vir-tually identical pieces are turned out, 

yet the handling remains sensitive, the carving assured. 

The god is shown here in his most usual guise, as the youth 

who flirted with the cow-girls at Vfindivana. 

The name Kr~~a means the Dark One or the Black One, which is 

why he is represented in painting as dark blue in colour . The 

various guises in which he is worshipped and the myths about 

him are so numerous that to treat them fully would require a 

volume in itself. 

He is shown her-e in a tribhanga ( three-bend) pose, wearing 

a lotus crown and a garland round his neck. The crossed legs 

(padasvas tika) are typical of the Vet?-ugopala aspect, as 

is the peacock feather in the headdress. The cord hanging 

vertically from the right arm ( see back view) is possibly a 



4a 

variation of the 
_, 

pasa: the noose usually carried in one 

hand but here tied around the arm. Behind his head is a 

prabhiaa~4a1a, a halo with rays. 

The stylised foliate motifs bracketing the body serve to 

emphasise the voluptuous, almost feminine proportions of the 

figure with its narrow waist, wide rounded hips, which the 

loop hanging from the back of the belt serves to emphasise. 

The fine and delicate detailing is typical of the best 

contemporary Indian carving in sandalwood; with its fine, 

close grain this wood can be carved into the most complicated 

and tenuous forms without the risk of splitting or breaking. 

4b 



5a-c FISHERMAN ON A ROCK 
rosewood 

1950 

height: 42cm 

This work is an example of the type of picturesquely illustra= 
tive realism to which folk-carving resorts when it moves away 
from traditional iconography. 

It is a derivative of 19th century European narrative 
sculpture, in which formal considerations are made wholly 
subservient to the 'story-line'. It belongs to the category of 
'character-sculpture' which is so noticeable a trend in 
third-world commercialised folk-art. Individual ideosyncracies 
in the figure are stressed almost to the point of caricature: 
the exaggerated boniness, the expressive whorls of the beard, 
the emphasis given to the character-lines of the face, the 
worm-like veins of arm and leg. 

Only in the rendering of the base is there some attempt at a 
formal correspondence between elements, so that the spirals of 
the rocks echo the curling lines of the water; but even here 
the chief concern is with picturesque details such as the 
crab, the fish, the seaweed or the spiral column of water 
being sucked up into the cavity of the rock. 
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COLLECTION OF MRS ABD THE LATE Mil D BHIICA 

(Figures 6-9) 



6a & b TARA 

brass 

Indonesia 

height: 44cm 

In later phases 

Compassion. She is 

of Avalokitesvara, 

of Buddhism, Tara 

the sale.ti ( female 

the Bodhisattva of 

is the Goddess of 

counterpart, consort) 

Infinite Mercy, and 

is said to have been born from the tears he shed for the 

world's unhappiness. She is known as the Saviouress, the One 

who is Never Called Upon in Vain.1 

Her worship is comm.on to Hindu, Mahayana and Vajrayana 

Buddhist creeds. 

One of her attributes is the nilotpala (blue lotus) and 

this may account in part for the motif of the double lotus 

base which however is a common feature in Indian sculpture. 

She is also trinayana (three-eyed) which could account for 

the u~i or protuberance on the forehead. 

The hand-gestures present something of an enigma, because they 

are not in the positions of any of the better known mudras. 

The left hand follows in virtually every detail the prerequi= 

sites for the vyakhyinamudri (gesture of explanation) 

where the tips of the thumb and index finger are pressed 

together forming a circle, the palm facing outwards, the tips 

of the other fingers upwards. It is a pose characteristic of 

Tara, but is usually performed with the right hand. 

The right hand appears to be a variation of the lolahas

tamudri (moving hand-gesture), where the arm hangs down and 

the hand is at right angles to the wrist. However the fingers 

could also be seen as plucking the strings of a musical 

1. Mehta, 1972, p. 24. 



instrument. The resemblance between this work and 16th c entury 

Nepalese-Tibetan figures of Tara is very striking.l 

The graceful samapadisthanak.a (pose with straight legs) 

with the ibba~ga (slightly bent) position of the trunk is 

virtually identical to the example quoted, as are the simply 

defined lower garments. The headdress however is more 

elaborate, closer to Nepalese-Tibetan types from the 15th 

century. The benign facial features with a trace of a smile 

are typical of the depictions of this deity, and denote her 

state of spiritual serenity. 

1. op. cit., figures 28 and 29. 

6a 6b 



7a & b HANUMAN IN A TREE 

redwood 

c. 1950 

Bali 

height: 42cm 

One of the most beloved and appealing of the Hindu deities, 

Hanuman is one of the great heroes in that greatest of 

Indian epics, the Ramayana. He is the monkey-god who gave 

invaluable aid to Ram.a when he invaded Lanka (Sri 

Lanka) to rescue his wife Sita from the clutches of the evil, 

ten-headed king Ravana. His magical strength was such that he 

could encompass the sea between India and Lanka in one stride. 

His devotion to Rama was immeasurable, and he is the ideal 

devotee (bhakta). 

The moment depicted in this carving is when the anxious 

Hanuman discovers the distraught Sita, kneeling under a tree 

in the A.sokviti Gardens, and he tries to devise a way of 

approaching her without giving her a fright and thereby 

foiling the rescue. 

As an example of illustrative information, this work is 

exceptionally vivid and economical. Not merely the tree but 

the luxuriant foliage of the entire garden is suggested, as 

are both Hanuman's godlike strength and devotion to his 

lord, as well as the captivity of Sita, with the weight of the 

entire composition bearing down on her. 
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8 VENUGOPALA WITH A COW 

wood 

C. 1970 

height: 78cm 

As in figures 29 and 65, this work shows Kfey9a in the 
Ve~ugopila (cow-herd with a flute) aspect. Again he is 
shown dancing, in other words in the Nrtya-Gopila or 
Navanita~trtta aspect in which he always rests the weight 
of the body on the left foot and raises the right so that it 
touches the ground only with the toes. The tree, with which 
the forms of Kf~9a and the cow have been rhythmically related, 
in itself conjures up the rural environment of vrindavana. 
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9a & b TKMPLE DANCER WITH ROOSTER WINGS 
sandalwood 

height: 37,5cm 

In South India the rooster is a symbol of the Shaivite 

In the Kavadi festival, divinity 

maidens 

cock". 1 

Muruga. 

plant 

It would 

a banner 

therefore 

which bears an emblem 

seem that the figure is 

young 

of a 

shown 
performing a sacred dance in the nrtyama~~apa (dancing 
pavilion). 

The rooster reclines, wings 

padaa (lotus), supporting the 

vahana (vehicle). She wears 

outspread, above 

figure in the 

a huge mukuta 

a flowering 

manner of a 

(crown) and 
has huge, styled rooster wings attached to her wrists. By 
keeping the arms bent at the elbows and moving them upwards, 
the dancer conveys a vivid impression of the movements of the 
bird . 

1 . Naidoo, p . 5 . 
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COLLECTION OF MR IC BHIICA 

(Figure 10) 



10 ~~ AND RUKMI~ 

marble 

1979 

Bombay 

height: 24cm 

K.f~~a, dressed in his characteristic dhoti, wearing a 

stylised vanamila ('forest-garland') around his neck and 

holding his flute, bends lovingly toward his wife Rukmi~i, 

whose name means 'wearing golden ornaments'. The appellation 

is appropriate, because she was Kf~~a's wife and queen when he 

ruled over the golden city of Dvaraka. She is regarded as 

an avatar of Lak~mi and she carries her attribute, the padma 

(lotus) in her left hand. 



IO 



COLLECTION OF MR AND MRS M BHIICA 

(Figures 11-14) 



lla & b BEAD OF THE BUDDHA 

brass 

c. 1945 

Hong Kong 

height: 26cm 

The history of this particular facial type for the Buddha 

figure can be traced in India from as far back as the Ku~a~a 

style in the 2nd century A.D., and the subsequent expansion 

after the Gupta period to South-east Asia and China. 

The 'anti-naturalistic' treatment of the Buddha head was first 

conceived in India in the Mathuran phase of Ku~a~a style and 

reached a culmination in the Gupta sculpture of Sarnath. The 

reduction of the features to expressive geometric forms, the 

stylisation of the hair in the snail-coil convention, the 

balance between naturalistic and abstract, all these were 

transmitted through Gupta influence to the Far East and South

east Asia. 

The artificial treatment of the hair, with the shell coils 

covering the head like a stylised wig is closer to the 

Buddhist art of Thailand in the Dviravati period (8th 

century) than to Chinese style in which the hair is rendered 

in a series of fluid, spiralling curves. Each curl is isolated 

in a manner directly recalling Thai sculpture. But the cast of 

the features is identifiably Chinese, and similar faces can be 

seen in the art of the Song Dynasty, the period of the Six 

Dynasties and especially the Buddhas of the later Han period. 

To qualify as a valid and true 'likeness' of the Buddha, a 

work such as this should reveal at least some of the 32 

mahipuru~alakf]~ (major auspicious signs of spiritual 

purification). Those evident here are: the ntf~ll.,a ( cranial 

protuberance), the sign of supernatural wisdom; the u~ 
(spiritual eye) in the centre of the forehead, and the 

elongated ear-lobes, signs of Siddharta's princely birth, 
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12 QUEEN OF PEACE 

brass 

c. 1945 

Hong Kong 

height: 27cm 

In this work the relationship with traditional Chinese 

sculptures, especially from the Tang and Song Dynasties, 
is much more in evidence. Typical features are: the spiralling 

forms of the hair, the sense of movement conveyed by the 

leaning pose and the curvilinear rhythms of the folds. 

The title of the work is that given by the owner, but the 

possibility that it represents the 'Queen of Mercy' is 
not to be ruled out. When Buddhism was exported to China, 

the greatest of the Indian Bodhisattvas (future Buddhas) 
Avalokitesvara became female and was called Guanyin. The 

deity was frequently depicted in a casually seated pose, and 
the object in the left hand could be the vial containing the 
elixir of immortality which in Indian art is associated with 

Maitreya as the Buddha of the Future. 
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13 & 14 FEMALE HEADS 

bras s 

c. 1945 

Hong Kong 

heights: 25cm (13; 21cm (14) 

In both of these works, the presence of the urni would 

seem to indicate a religious, and specifically Buddhist 

significance, but the stylisation of facial features and hair 

is so extreme that the effect is rather mechanical and 

cursory. Hence the reduction of hair structure to large, 

repetitive loaf-like or coil-like forms and the complacent 

facial expressions in which the contemplative gaze, the 

lowered lids and the smile are conventions in which the 

original significance seems to have become so attenuated that 

they are reduced to little more than manneristic formulae . 

The works are however worthy of inclusion as examples of 

simplified , popularised and 

traditional Buddhist types. 

secularised versions of 
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COLLECTION OF MR AND MRS S BHIKA 

(Figures 15- 17) 



15 MATSYAVATARA 

satinwood 

height: 76cm 

This work is a representation in therio-anthropomorphic form 

of the first avatar (incarnation) of Vi~~u, in which he 

took the form of a fish to rescue the First Man at the time of 

the great Flood. It is typical that he should be represented 

here as having the upper body of a man with a conical crown 

(kiriiamukhu~a) , four arms and the lower body of a fish. 

The two rear hands are posed with such symmetrical stylisation 

that they act as continuations of the halo of rays against 

which the figure appears. These hands are in a variation of 

kartarimukhamudra (the open scissors pose) with the ring 

and little fingers pressed against the palm, and the index and 

long fingers stretched upward and holding: in the right hand , 

the cakra (wheel) of Vi~9u, with its eight spokes alluding 

to the eight main world-directions symbolic of Vi~9u' s cosmic 

domain, and its four flames of splendour (cuiar); in the 

left hand, the conch-shell also with its four flames. 

The right forward hand grants peace (abhayamudra) and is a 

s ymbol of Vi~9u ' s function as preserver, the left g rants the 

wishes of worshippers (varadamudra). 

Engraved in 

are stands 

vertical panels on 

each with a lamp 

the principal 

LakfJmi-

attributes of 

either 

(dipa) 

Vi~9u's 

side 

which 

sakti 

of the 

is one 

tail 

of 

(consort), 

This particular image belongs to the type made in large 

numbers in 'studio-factories' akin to those of the Christian 

Middle Ages, but is particularly striking in conception: one 

notices the static and majestic centrality of the figure 

resting on the great curve of the fish-tail, echoed by those 



of the garland around his neck and the enormous halo resting 

on its symmetrical baroque volutes; the one straight and rigid 

vertical of the body from which emanates, springs and radiates 

a curvilinear profusion of forms: an image of the All 

emanating from the One. 

15 



16 SAIYA SAI BABA 

rosewood 

India 

height: 28cm 

This work depicts a famous religious devotee of the 19th 
century about whom so little factual evidence exists that we 
know neither his real name nor his place of birth. He arrived 
at Sherdi in MaharaHra one day in 1872 and settled there. 
He dressed like a fakir (Muslim ascetic) and lived in a 
delapidated mosque, but spoke of a Hindu guru he called 
VeJ?-kusa. 

loved by 

'saint') 

'father'). 

in 1918. 

Sai Baba radiated such benevolence that he was 
both Muslims , who called him Sai (Persian for 

and the Hindus, who called him Baba (Hindi for 
Satya in Hindi means 'true' or 'truthful' . He died 

He was well acquainted with the Hindu scriptures, but at the 
same time was heard to quote from the Qur ' an , 1 He prayed to 
Allah as well as the Hindu deites, and his attempt to merge 
the two religious systems recalls the 'Universal Religion ' of 
Akbar the Great in the late 16th century. His synthesis of 
Islam, Hinduism and Christianity he called Din-i-Ilahi 
(the Religion of God). 

To appreciate the extent of this work's difference from 
traditional religious iconography , one need only compare it to 
the previous example, It depic ts not a deity but a devotee, 
not a mythical but an historical personage . Its mode is not 
idealism but journalistic realism. There is no godlike 
symmetry, no hierarchy of symbols, in fact there are no 
symbols at all. The timeless, serene visage of the previous 
example is replaced by the face of an old man trapped by time. 
The eyes contemplate not the infinite but seem focussed on 
someone close-by . 

1 , cf. Pai, Tales of Sai Baba. 



The casual pose is so realistic, right down to the manner in 

which the hand grasps the foot, that the sculptor can only 

have worked in conjunction with a live model. 
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17 TEMPLE 

bronze 

c. 1969 

Bombay 

height: 

Dancing 

of the 

built 

DANCER 

18cm 

in a temple 

worship rite 

especially for 

precint 

(puja), 

such 

has long been an integral part 

and was performed in a porch 

performances, the nrtyama~4apa. 

The figure adopts a conventional dancing pose (nrtyabhinaya) 

and performs the hand-gestures appropriate to dancing 

(n~tyahastamudra). She is probably a Madanik.ai: a 

celestial nympth, with her sacred and ritualistic role 

indicated by the halo, the lotus base and the channavira 

(scarf) between the breasts. 

In traditional Indian art the borderline between dancing, 

drama, sculpture or painting has always been very fluid and 

the forms of one influenced those of the others to an 

inordinate extent. It is the influence of the dance that 

accounts in large measure for the dynamic poses of Indian 

sculpture, with rhythmic lines full of movement. In some ways 

a work such as this is a form of musical expression in three 

dimensions. 
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COLLECTION OF MR AND MRS JR DAYA 

(Figure 18) 



18 KiRABAI 
plaster of Paris 

1981 

Bombay 

he i ght: 30cm 

The 15th century Rajasthani princess Mirabai was five years 

old when she saw a wedding procession passing by. When she 

asked her mother to tell her about the bridegroom, she was led 

to an image of Lord K:pg1a and told: "This is your husband, 

Gopil a himself; love him and serve him as a good wife 

would serve her husband". From then on Mirabal loved only 

Gopa la, and refused to consummate her marriage to Prince 

Bhojr i j of Chittor; she thus willfully rebelled against 

the rigid and ancient feudal traditions, denying all but her 

ideal love for the deity. 

"She uttered inspired poetry and danced in agonised ecstacy to 

end her separation from her divine lover, and spent her life 

in this quest, wandering from village to village and court t o 

court. She settled for a while in Mathura but was turned away, 

and ended up in Dviraki, the site of KppJa' s ascension to 

heaven" . l 

"One cannot tell from the language of the senses she u s es 

frequently, which element was more dominant in her ambivalen t 

emotions, her woman's love as a gop1 or her saintly 

devotion to the divine flute-player. The uniqueness of her 

utterances is in the intensity which made her personal 

predicament into the expression of universal suggestiveness of 

the ebb and flow of coalescence and renewal in wave after wave 

of poignant expression. She confesses: 

1. Anand, p. 34. 



'Kanh (i.e. Kr~~a), 

I have brought 

The price you asked, 

I gave. 

Some say, 'Tis much' 

Others fear 'Tis little'-

1 gave in full, weighed to the utmost grain 

My love, my life, my self, my soul, my all. 1 "1 

The gentle poignancy of this story is beautifully expressed in 

this little figure. The softness and simplicity of f orm, the 

gentle curves of the silhoute, t he discretion of the colouring 

express a love as pure and spiritual as that of a Gothic 

madonna for the Christ-child. 

1. loc. cit. 

18 

see colour plate I 



COLLECTION OF MR AND MRS V GOSAI 

(Figures 19-22) 



, -
19 SRAV ANKOMAR 

charred woodcut relief 

c. 1970 

Zimbabwe 

46 X 28cm 

artist: P Ngema 

The justification for including this work in these collections 

is in its curiosity value. The artist was a Matabele using a 

technique typical of modern African tourist art to illustrate 

a traditional Indian tale. The result is a picturesque 

episode, a narrative in wood. It is a curio-piece in the 

strictest sense of the word. 

The hero, sravankumar was the dutiful son of old, blind 

parents who for the last time wished to make a pilgrimage to 

the Holy Places. The son built a pilaki (carrier) so that 

he could bear them on his shoulders on the journey. One 

evening after a long day his concerned parents urged him to 

rest. There was a stream nearby, and seeing that the old folk 
, -were thirsty, Sravankumar unburdened his load, seated them on 

the ground and went to fetch the water. 

Also close by was the k~atriya (warrior caste) king 

DaSaritha, the great hunter and father of Rima. The king 

was so skilled that his arrow could find a quarry which he 

could not see but only hear. When he heard the sound of the 

gurgling water, thinking it to be an animal drinking from a 

stream he shot his arrow towards it. When he heard the human 

cry he rushed to help and found Sravankumar dying, his last 

wish being to quench his parents' thirst. But the king was 

afraid to face them and approached haltingly. When he reached 

them, they asked anxiously why their son had been gone for so 

long and called out for him. Remorsefully the king told them 

what had passed and begged their forgiveness. But they refused 

the water and cursed the king, telling him that he would die 

as they were dying, longing for a son. 



The curse was eventually fulfilled ·when Rama was sent into 

exile for fourteen years, his father expiring in loneliness 

and grief. 



20 THE WEDDING PROCESSION 

gouache on cotton, with sequi.ns 

1979 

Mount Abu, Gujarat 

183 x 50cm 

In this work is depicted the event that takes place at 

the close of the traditional Gujarati wedding when the 

bridegroom's party departs, taking the bride with them. 

The foremost horseman blows a shenai (wind-instrument 

traditionally played at weddings). He is followed by oxen 

drawing the elaborately decorated baradgadu (wedding

carriage or oxcart) with the bridal couple seated under 

a domed roof. Then come the bearers of ceremonial fans 

(pankhas) and two horsemen bringing up the rear. 

The procession in pure profile with the glitter of colour and 

sequins against the dark background, is like an oriental 

version of a Gothic Journey of the Magi. 
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21 DANCER. 

plaster, gouache, stone-and-mirror tesserae 

1979 

Jaipur 

height: 31cm 

The folk arts, both rural and urban have reached an 

exceptionally high level in India and the borderline between 

'folk' and 'fine' art is very fluid . Several of Tndia's most 

important 20th century painters have seen folk art as the real 

basis of their expression. The poin till is tic encrustations 

of works such as this one, for example, made their influence 

felt in the art of Jamini Roy. Like the Kasmiri papier-mache 

figures in figures 34-36, this one is assembled from movable 

parts . The legs are fixed to the circular base, but the skirt 

moves independently, as do the upper body and the head. 

Articulated by means of wire pivots, the slightest vibration 

of air sets the figure dancing in a gracefully swaying 

movement . 
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22 LADY UNDER A LAMP 

plast e r, stone-and-mirror tesserae 

1979 

Jaipur 

he i ght: 28cm 

In order to dec orate works such as these, small glass spheres 

are blown, then have molten zinc poured into them to coat the 

inner surfaces, and the sphere is rotated quickly so that the 

entire surface is covered. The spheres are then broken into 

little pieces, trimmed into tesserae and set, along with 

coloured stones, into the wet plaster, 

known as pachikari-ka- kam. l 

1. Mehta, 1960, p . 78 . 

a form of decoration 
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COLLECTION OF DR AND MRS V GOVIND 

(Figures 23-25) 



23a & b ARCHED DOOR-HANGING (TOJlM!A) 

embroidered silk, cotton, mirror-glass 

Saura,!=ra 

height: 93ca 

Although 

relevance 

I Ga1,1esa is 

of this 

also 

work 

revered by , 
to Saivism 

apparent by the dominant position of 

son at the apex of the scheme. 

He 
, 

holds Siva's symbol of the 

the 

is , 

Vaishnavites, the 

made immediately 

Siva's elephant-headed 

trident (tri~ula) in 

symmetrically raised rear hands, while his symbolic vehicle 

(vihana) the rat, appears below him on either side. 

Flanking this motive on either side again is a symmetrically 

arranged panel of two blue peacocks heraldically enclosing a 

sun-symbol which is also the head of a composite flowering 

plant. The solar motive here can be identified with the 

sun-god Surya, and its close juxtaposition with Saivite 

elements could indicate the syncretic representation of Surya 
, - - -and Siva, known as Surya- Narayana . Below the peacock is a 

cow (gaus), the most sacred animal of the Hindus, and in 

it s own right an object of reverence, the history of which 

goes back to pre-Vedic times. 

Continuing the bilaterally symmetrical scheme on the register 
, , 

below is a red deer, perhaps Siva's mrga, the trophy Siva 

kept after destroying his father-in-law's sacrifice; on the 

lowest register is what appears to be a goose (haasa) , the 

vihana of the supreme God of Creation Brahma, 

While several of the above symbolic attributions are 

speculative, the very presence of the images underlines the 

depth and richness of Indian iconography. Each element, each 

figure and plant form, no matter how merely decorative may 

seem its raison d'etre, also offers the possibility of 

signifying something other than that which it overtly appears 

to represent. Thus the blue p~acock (mayiira) could 

conceivably be the vahana of Skanda , the Hindu war-god, 

while the yellow sun-flower with its white rays, so like a 



sunflower, could be the arka (ray~flower) of solar cults, 
, 

and an attribute of Siva. This would in fact be a likely 

interpretation because it would correspond iconographically to 

the Surya-Naraya~ representation mentioned above. 

Every available space on the red ground is filled with floral 

motifs, scattered profusely but with an instinctive sense of 

decorative placing. The embroidery is executed in a close 

chain-stitch, with each form outlined in black except for the 

solar symbol outlined in white. Discs of mirror-glass are used 

for features such as eyes or the centres of some flowers. 

Finally, it is appropriate that Ganesa occupies the position 

he does here, because his image i s often placed over doorways 

as a symbol of commencement or entry. 

23a 

see colour plate II 
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,, 
24 GANESA 

polychromed terra-cotta 

1958 

Mahira~ira 

height: 23cm 

Compared to other works on the subject described in this study 

(see figures 26, 55, 56), the most distinguishing feature here 

is the polychromy, Seated on a pink lotus throne (padma

pifha), traditionally represented wearing a yellow dhoti, 
, 

Ga~esa is in the sukhisana (comfortbly seated) pose in 

which the left leg is drawn up onto the seat and under the 

right. The abhayamudri (the granting of the absence of 

fear) of the front right arm is countered by the left holding 

a la~4u ( sweetmeat favoured by the deity); the rear right 

arm holding an axe (parasu) is countered by the left 

holding a lotus bud. 

This figure is of a type made for 
,, 

Ga9esa's feast-day 

(G8I].apati Chot in Gujarati), when after celebrations and 

prayers, the figure is cast into the sea. 
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25 ELEPHANT SAVARI (PROCESSION) 

Tellapanik.i wood 

Andhra Pradesh 

height: 27cm 

This work is an example of the traditional K.0J?,4apalli folk 
toy made of light coloured soft wood and painted in black, 
white and primary colours. Kondapalli, about 25 kilometres 
from Vijayi vi4a in Andhra Pradesh, produces some of the 
best toys in India. They are typified by joyful expression, 
fine workmanship and a sense of visual opulence.l 

The elephant draped with beautifully coloured cloths and 
adorned with other body decorations is one of the more 
spectacular sights in Indian festival processions; the beast 
with his canopied howdah decorated with leaves and flowers 
resembles in its opulence the truimphal chariots of European 
Baroque; both are in a sense forms of moving architecture. 

This work is very similar to the one reproduced in Metha' s 
Handicrafts and Industrial Arts of India ,2 and is one of 
a group of elephants forming a procession. 

1. Metha, 1960, p. 91. 

2. op. cit., plate XCIX. 



'--------------=-se::e colour plate II 



COLLECTION OF MR AND MRS JD KHOOSAL 

(Figures 26-30) 



, 
26a & b G~SA 

rosewood 

1975 

Bangalore 

height: 41cm 

Several of the attributes mentioned regarding figure 55 appear 

here, including the lotus seat, the elephant driver's hook in 

the upper left hand, the mace-head in the upper right. In the 

lower right hand he holds the container with la4<;1u (a type 

of sweetmeat). 

Around the waist is a cord in the form of a serpent 

(niga), which appears as a cobra with a raised hood. The 

cobra's head placed against the navel seems to be a common 

feature in depictions of this subject from the state of 

Keraia in south India. 

The crown is 

attribute of 

surrounded by a crescent moon, normally an 
, 
Siva, and therefore implying the intimate 

association between him and Ga~esa. The back view reveals the 

string running diagonally from the left shoulder to the waist; 

this is the janeu or yajnopavita worn by youths of the 

Brahmin caste before marriage.l The floral design in the 

shape of a halo behind the head is a common feature in this 

group of works from Kera!a· 

1. Liebert, p. 350. 
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27 a & b MADAlHKAI WITH LOOKING GLASS 

rosewood 

c. 1975 

Mysor e 

height: 63cm 

Madanikai is the celestial nympth or divine damsel of the 

gods. She stands here in a graceful dvibhanga (slightly 

bent or two-bend) pose, admiring herself in a convex metal 

mirror typical of the Chandella period in the 11th century 

A.n.l The full bosom and wide hips contrasted with the 

narrow waist show the characteristic proportions of the female 

nude in Indian sculpture. Although the index finger of the 

right hand is missing, the hand-pose is typical of the 

vyakhyanamudra , 

explanation.2 

the nymph's characteristic gesture of 

The graceful and expressive pose of the hand holding the 

mirror is also typical. Between her breasts is a necklace 

similar to the c hannavi ra of the yaksis of ancient 

Buddhist art . The buckle of the highly decorative waist-band 

is in the form of a haloed mask (Kirttimukha), from the 

mouth of which issue the ends of the band . The floral halo 

behind the head is typical of the Kera!a group of sculpt ures 

(see also figure 26). The long plait has been skilfully used 

to articulate the curve of the body. 

1. Mehta, 1968, p. 47. 

2. loc. cit. 
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, - -28a & b SIVA AND PARVATI 

sandalwood 

1975 

Mysore 

height: 28cm 

(For the iconographical background to these deities see 

commentaries to figures 63 and 64). 

Perhaps the most notable feature of this work is that Parvati 

is shown not with her usual four arms, but with two: this is 
~ the guise she takes when shown in the company of Siva. In this 

state she is known as Sivakiai (beloved of Siva).l 

On the double lotus base the figures are shown in opposed 

tribhanga stances, with the resulting void between the 

waists effectively and expressively occupied by the curve of 

Parvat'i'' s left arm. This forms a long, looping arc, and is 

used to achieve a formal correspondence with the line of 

Siva's right hip and leg: one of several means by which the 

figures are rhythmically unified. 

In her left hand Parvati holds the gha~~i (prayer-bell: 

see commentary to figure 63). Each wears a conical crown 

(t.iritamukuta) . . and a variation of the channavira (a 

chestband hanging between the breasts and tied at the back). 

In his upper right hand Siva holds the gadi (mace-head), a 

symbol of power; his lower right hand is in the abhayamudri. 
his lower left encircles Parvat"i' s waist in a gesture of 

affection. The slender, stylus-like object held in the upper 

left hand appears to be a vestigal 
, 
sara, the reed or arrow 

which together with the bow is a frequent at tribute of the 

deity. 

1. Liebert, p. 275. 





29 ~GOPALA WITH A COW 

rosewood 

1975 

Mysore 

height: 30,5cm 

This work is very similar in most of its features to figure 
30, except for the stockier proportions of the arch and the 
addition of the cow. 

The myth of Kr~c.ia' s cow-herd days tells of how the sweet 
music he played on his flute attracted animals as well 
as people. Several of his youthful exploits, such as the 
K.aliya-damana (see commentary to figure 2) when he over
came the river serpent, or the Govardhana where he lifted 
up a mountain to give shelter to the villagers and their 
cattle , are connected with the Gopala theme. 

The kirttimukha (face of Glory) on the arch is 
particularly fine, and is a motif frequently used over the 
entrances to sacred buildings; its history tells how 
Jalandhara, the powerful demon-king, hearing of the 
impending 

Rahu to 

,, - -wedding of Siva and Parvati, sent his messenger ,, 
Siva demanding the surrender of his claim to 

Parvati:•s hand, as according to him he alone was fit to be ,, 
her consort . This insult infuriated Siva and out leapt from 
between his eyebrows a terrible being with a lion's face and a 
protruding tongue . This demon was ordered to devour Rahu, but ,, 
Rahu sought Siva's mercy and being forbidden to eat him, the 
hungry creature asked for food that would satisfy his great 

" hunger. Siva then commanded it to eat its own limbs and body 
which it did voraciously until nothing was left except the ,, 
head. Siva, pleased with the great feat of this obedient 
creature, blessed it and ordained that hereafter it would be 
known as Kirttimukha, the 'Face of Glory', and assigned to 
it a prominent place on the doorway of Siva temples."1 

1. Iyer, pp. 68-69. 
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30 q~t;{A WITH A FLUTE 

rosewood 

1975 

Mysore 

height: 35cm 

This is another variation of the Ve~ugopila subject (see 

also figure 8), and shows most of its typical attributes. 

However the figure is now enclosed in an arch with storiated 

and foliated uprights resting on a base stepped forward on the 

horizontal plane. 

The arch itself 

arch of rays, at 

kirttimukha. This 

takes the 

the apex 

typicaly 

form of 

of which 

takes the 

a prabhitor~a , an 

is usually placed a 

form of a lion's 

face, the function of which is both to frighten infidels and 

protect the faithful.l From its mouth flows the foliage of a 

kalpavrk~a, a tree symbolic of a great world period.2 

1 . Liebert, p. 138 . 

2 . op. cit ., p. 120. 



30 



COLLECTION OF DR ND KHOOSAL 

(Figures 31-32) 



31a & b RADHA AND ~~~A AS DIVINE LOVERS 

rosewood 

1980 

Trivandrum 

height: 35cm 

The love-play between Radha and Kf~i;ia forms that part of 

the Bhagavata Purai;i.a known as the Rasakrida.l It has 

long been a favoured theme for painters, especially those of 

the Rajput schools, but is less frequently encountered in 

sculpture. 

Kf~i;ta appears here in the guise of the mischievous lover who 

stole the hearts of the Gopis in an all-too-human parable 

of universal love. Rad ha' s love in turn is symbolic of the 

intense yearning of the individual soul for union with God, 

to the exclusion of earthly ties. 

Kf~i;ia, with his dominating dynamism represents the active 

and persuant male principle; to this Rad ha sucumbs, and her 

'dynamic passivity' is the plastic quintessence of bhakti. 

Her fallen water-pot reveals the extent of her abandonment of 

mundane concerns. 

The fluid and looping s-curves and the diagonals which govern 

the compositon relate the work to the 'universal baroque' mode 

and numerous parallels may be cited in Western art from the 

16th to the 18th centuries. So contorted is Radha's pose, so 

bent to the lines of Kf~i;ta' s ideal energy that its spirit 

is that of the contrapposti or figure serpentine of 

Bernini or Bologna. 

1. Lost y, p. 14 • 
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32 
I -SIVA N_A'fARA.JA 

rosewood 

1980 

Trivandrua 

height: 36cm 

This subject probably ranks as the most ubiquitous in all 

Hindu art, and the best known by non-devotees. It is also the 

most essential image of the deity, known by the various names 

of Na~arija, Natesa, 

the Cosmic Dancer. 

The inanda-ta~4,ava 

/ Na~esvara in his manifestations as 

(joy-dance) is a nrtyamiirti (dance 

manifestation) of a god, eternalised from the 9th century 
~ onward by the Cola school of south India, where Siva is 

especially revered by Dravidian devotees (see also figure 64). 

He performs the paiicakriya, the "embodiment and manifes

tation of eternal energy in the five primal activities: 

(creation), sthiti (maintenance), sanhira 
(destruction or taking back), tirobhiva (concealing, the 

transcendental essence behind the garb of apparitions), 

anugraha (favouring, bestowing grace through a manifestation 

that accepts the devotee)'".l 

~ 

As always Siva's right foot is placed upon Apasmira the 

demon of oblivion who is evil personified the dark cloud 

of materialism in the Eternal Ether (akisa): 2 an 

oriental parallel with Titan's role in the mythology of Isis. 

1. Liebert, p. 208. 

2. op. cit., pp. 273-275. 





COLLECTION OF MR AND MRS R LETCHMIAH 

(Figures 33-46) 



33a & b LOTUS (PADMA) LAMP 

walnut 

Kafun.ir 

height: 41ca 

Walnut trees grow abundantly in Kasmir, and carving in this 

rich, medium-soft, delicately toned wood is a speciality of 

the area. This type of lamp is in great popular demand and is 

produced in large quantities for the commercial market, hence 

the relatively mechanical and cursory detailing. 

In both the closed (bud) and open (flowering) positions the 

work has a striking form which along with the symbolism 
involved raises it above the level of the merely ornamental. 

In fact it is more impressive in its total form than in the 
quality of the rather conventional decorative detail. 

Although one must be careful not to ascribe a profundity of 
symbolism to the work beyond the intention of the maker, one 
cannot but help remark on the symbolic implications. In Indian 
iconography the lotus is a symbol of creation, of the 
Universal Tree of Life, which accounts partly for its ubiquity 
in religious art. In its open position it is a symbol of the 

sun, and hence its function here as a lamp, a giver of light, 
would seem to be an apt conjunction of function and symbol. 
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34 HORSE AND RIDER 

gouache-painted papier-mach~ 

Ka~mir 

height: 23,5cm 

35 LADY WITH A PRAYER LAMP 

gouche-painted papier-mach~ 

Ka~m.J.r 

height: 36cm 

36 FLOWKRSELLER 

gouche-painted papier-mach~ 

Kasmir 

height: 38cm 

The 'folk' arts in India are of exceptional freshness and 

vitality, whereas traditional religious art seems too often 

bound by the consciousness of a glorious past. Nowhere is 

this freshness more evident than in the papier-mach~ works, 

the karikalam.dari of the Kasmiri folk artists.l Typical 

examples of a commercialised folk art, in both technique 

and material they may well be, yet they have an immediate 

appeal which places them in the same category as Neapolitan 

presepios: works of art which are also intended to appeal to 

the play instinct. As graceful as Minoan priestesses, brightly 

but delicately coloured, each work is made in four separate 

parts: the circular base to which the legs are fixed, the 

lower trunk from the waist down, the upper body and the head. 

Each upper pact is delicately balanced on the lower and 

acticulated by means of wire pivots, so that the slightest 

vibration sets the figure 'dancing' in a gracefully swaying 

mo vement (see also figure 21 ). 

1 . Mehta, 1 960, p. 77. 
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37 & 38 PAGES FROM A BOOK ON ARABIC GRAMMAR 

gouache on paper 

1845 

North India 

25 X 15cm. 

artist: Aldola 

script: Chikestel 

The hasbi.ya (margin) shows s c enes of hunting and drinking 
wine. The central panel shows an open- air wine-shop with 

drinkers and hostesses. The implication is that as grammar is 
an initiation into the structure of language which in turn 

opens the doors to the higher realms of literature, so wine 

and women are the means, through mystic intoxication and the 
ecstacy of love to attain unity with the Divine. These are 

common metaphors in Sufic symbolism and were exported to India 
together with the Persian style of painting. The latter is 

evident here in the facial types and the spatial 
organisation. 

According to a symbolism widespread in the ancient Orient, 

hunting is symbolic of the power of Good over Evil or Mind 

over Body. Perhaps here it is a metaphor for the order which 
grammar brings to the chaos of unstructured sound. 

1. Identification based on a report by Mr A Aziz, Department 
of Arabic, University of Durban-Westville. 
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39 & 40 ILLUMINATIONS ACCOMPANYING 'A TREATISE ON GYNAECOLOGY, BY 
IDREESAD 

gouche on paper 

1947 

North India 

36,5 x 25cm 

artist: Osali 

script: Persian Chikestel 

The script forming a frame around each of the inner panels is 

continuous with the writing on the reverse side of the page, 

and deals at length with "the functions, diseases and 

conditions peculiar to women".2 

The author, probably a physician, deals in detail and with 

frankness with questions of birth control, labour, menstru= 

ation, abortion and delivery, the various stages of pregnancy, 

and advisable dietary rules to follow. He discusses the stages 

of foetal growth and the structure of the embryo.3 The theme 

linking the paintings would seem to be one of kingly justice. 

In the first work the king is seated on a carpet under a 

canopy in the countryside; he is accompanied by attendants 

as he leans on a cushion and listens to the appeals of a 

group of citizens . In the foreground a sword dance is being 

performed to the accompaniment of wind, string and percussion 

instruments. 

In the second painting, the King, now dressed in a blue over

garment, is seated in an open pavilion and seems about to 

pronounce judgement on the case brought before him by the 

kneeling appelants on the left. 

1. Based on a report by Mr AK Aziz, Department of Arabic, 
Urdu and Persian, University of Durban-Westville. 

2. Based on a report by Professor SHH Nadvi, Department of 
Arabic, University of Durban-Westville. 

3. op. cit. 
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The style of the illuminations is entirely in sympathy with 

that of the script. The fine delicacy of the drawing, the 

jewel-like brightness of the colour are entirely within the 

conventions of the traditional Persian miniature. 
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41 PAGE FROM A MANUSCRIPT ON ·ASTRONOMY 

gouache on paper 

North India 

19 X 10cm 

script: Arabic Chikestel 

On a carpet under a canopy in the countryside, three figures 
seem engaged in a discreet and oriental Concert Cham~tre. 
One stands lost in reverie, the other two seem about to halt 
their converse momentarily to refresh themselves; both hold 
flasks, and the woman offers a goblet to her companion. 

The text by contrast deals with the shapes, structures and 
movement of heavenly bodies, so that no overt correspondence 
between picture and text seems possible. Yet the character= 
istically Persian theme of the garden with a loving couple 
drinking wine is rich with potential allusion, and the link 
with Astronomy would seem based on the following metaphor: 
Astronomy penetrates the mysteries of the Universe, and by 
recognising in Allah's signs the meaning of heavenly harmony, 
it enters into the realm of the Divine. In the Qur' an the 
garden is a symbol of Paradise; in poetry wine and love are 
the means of gaining entry to this realm. 

An interesting feature is the treatment of the white clouds 
and the deep ultramarine sky above, because it is markedly 
similar to that of the horizon in figures 42 and 44, as is the 
lower stretch of earth forming the background; the conceptions 
are so alike that one can only assume that they are works by 
the same hand. 

The clouds also make a striking formal correspondence with 
the script immediately above: their zone, as purposively 
horizontal as a line of text, acts as a transition from the 
pictorial realm to the literary. 

1 . Script identified by Mr AK Aziz, Department of Arabic, 
University of Durban-Westville, 
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42 MANUSCRIPT PAGE FROK A TREATISE ON GYNAECOLOGY, BY NA.JMELL 
gouche on paper 

1890 

North India 

size of page: 18 x 10cm 

artist: Khareef 

The event described in this work is how the thirst of the 

traveller from a distant place is quenched by the wat e r 

offered by women at the well; an episode of biblical element= 

ality but ripe with symbolic implication , The assuag ing of 

man's thirst may be interpreted as an al Lusion to the act of 

love, which at its purest is a form of restorative Divine 

love; hence the link with the textual theme of spermatozoa and 

their role as a fertilising force , 

The supposition that both this and the previous work are by 

the same hand is supported by several features : the similarity 

of the facial types, so different from the 'Persi an ' faces of 

the works in this collection described earlier , the green 

middle grounds decorated with patches of call i g raphica lly 

rendered grasses , the particular use of architectural features 

as linking devices between figures and landscape, and lastly 

the method of colouring the interstices between the letters of 

the text . 
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43 & 44 PAGES FROM THE BOOK OF PRESCRIPTIONS> BY NAJMELL 
gouache on paper 

1890 

North India 

size of pages: 19 x 13cm 

artist: Khareef 

The last four paintings 

of being illustrations 

to the meaning of the 

in this collection a]J. show evidence 
intended to give a visual dimension 
text. In the first we see a woman 

apparently in the art of consulting a physician, in the second 
an indisposed woman being nursed by attendants, perhaps the 
sister and husband. 

The text is merely a tabulation of prescriptions: how many 
masha (measures) should be used for a particular mixture, 
or the medicinal benefits of the 'Indian stick'. 
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45 & 46 PAGES FROM A MANUSCRIPT ON THE HISTORIES OF GYNAECOLOGICAL 
PROBLEMS, BY NA.JMELL 

gouche on paper 

1890 

sizes: 18 x 10cm (45); 14 x 9cm (46) 

artist: Khareef 

Figure 45 is the only work in this collect ion which is of 

unmistakeably narrative import . The text deals with histories 

of particular gynaecological problems , a nd the painting shows 

a mother consulting a holy man about the wellbeing of her 

child . He gives them his blessing, while due to his miraculous 

powers the fearsome tiger and the gen tle, collared doe recline 

together nearby . The moon shines out over the walls of the 

city she has left to visit the country hermitage beside its 

stream . 

Figure 46 , a scene of amorous dalliance in a walled garden on 

the edge of the forest , is perhaps less of an illustration to 

the t ex t than pictorial extrapolation of its content . 
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COLLECTION OF MRS Z KAYAT 

(Figures 47-54) 



47a & b PAI.ANG-POSH (Bed-cover) 

silk on cotton 

Gujarat 

127 X 247cm. 

The famous Phulkari ( flowered-work) embroidery which 
originated in the Punjab for garments of everyday use , has 
since become the general term to describe all works made by 
this technique. The fabric used is a thick hand-woven cotton 
( khaddar) embroidered in thick floss silk. Typical motifs 
are diamonds, acute-angled chevrons and combinations of the 
two, resulting in patterns resembling geometric flowers. 
Typical of village-craft fabrics, it combines beauty with 
practicality, strength, durability and warmth. 

John Irwin describes the technique as "darning stitch over 
counted threads, the embroiderer always working upon the back 
of the cloth, taking up only one thread at each pick of the 
needle, easily visible for the counting of her pat tern and 
bearing a long stitch below to form the smooth surface of the 
finished pattern . Both horizontal and vertical darning are 
combined in the motif, the sheen of the silk in the interplay 
of light over the threads giving an effect of more than one 
shade of colour, constantly changing in movement when the 
garment is worn." l 

1, Irwin and Ha ll , p. 161 . 



47a 

see colour plate Ill 

47b 



48 EMBROIDERED SHAWL (detail) 

cotton 

Sind 

The popular embroidery of Sind in Pakistan is frequently 
executed on a cotton ground of Indian red, with motifs in 
yellow or green silk. In spite of the geometric regularity of 
the patterns, they are largely improvisatory, the embroiderer 
working on a roughly indicated layout. 

"The large triangles are filled with counted satin stitching 
which is worked from the back. These are arranged in a manner 
that neatly leaves some material exposed forming triangles of 
their own. Some of these ... are then filled in with motifs, 
which in this instance are yellow triangles. The larger 
triangles have a loose tracery stitch which rambles across the 
ground in a simple stem-like stitch. 

The borders are elaborately finished with rows of hem
stitching. The drawn thread work resembles fine lace and 
the tassles complete the shawl."l 

1 , Mayat, p. 64. 
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49 FIGURE OF A NOBLEMAN 

copper mounted on wood 

17th century 

northern India 

height: 30cm 

50 MANGO LEAF MOTIF 

copper mounted on wood 

17th century 

northern India 

height: 18cm 

These works are rare examples of Mughal block-printing images, 
and can be considered as the Indian equivalents of European 
relief-printing wood-cut blocks. Colour would be rolled over 
the surface of the design, and the resulting image when 
pressed onto the paper or fabric could be used for repeat 
patterns of either single motifs or in combination with 
others. 

Because of the limitations of the technique involved, these 
images from the time of Shah Jehan are more stylised and less 
'realistic' than those in contemporary miniature painting, but 
are also more in keeping with the generally abstract, anti
naturalistic trend of Islamic imagery. 

In the figure of the nobleman, the mask-like image with its 
fixed gaze, the stiffness of the body and limbs are the result 
of the belief that to attempt to vie with the Creator in the 
act of creation is sacriligeous. Hence the emphatic lineality, 
the flatness, the lack of acknowledgement of the third 
dimension. 

In the mango-leaf motif is evident the Islamic preference for 
forms based on the spiral and for highly stylised floral and 
foliate designs. 
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Sla & b, BANDHANI STOLE 

52 Tie-and-dye on silk 

Jam.nagar 

178 x 159cm (51); 167 x 150cm (52) 

This type of stole is "said to be symbolic of girlhood, love 
and marital happiness, and figures constantly in love-lyrics 
and folk-songs. To the Hindu woman everywhere it is the most 
auspicious of bridal garments, for it is a fabric reminiscent 
of youth, romance and true love".l 

The bandhani tie-dyeing technique, especially character= 
istic of the north-west of India, involves the use of folded 
and wetted cloth laid on a block with pins arranged in a 
design. The parts of the cloth raised by the pins are tied 
around with a continuous waxed string, and the knots, 
resisting the dye then applied, remain uncoloured. Several 
dyes and pin-blocks may be used to complete the design.2 

1. Mehta, 1960, p. 126 . 

2. cf. loc. cit. 
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53 TDS SHAWL (detail) 
woven and embroidered Pashm.ina wool 
Ka,mir 

244 x 135cm 

Usually undyed, those shawls made for royal patrons were 
embroidered in subtle shades. In this example they range from 
deep red to pale pink, " as if the horizon has been suffused 
with the first flush of dawn The ground cover creeping 
over inbetween the stones, the droop of the flowers in full 
bloom as if the tender stalks are burdened under their weight 

lt is a rarity even among classical shawls".l 

1, Mayat, p. 56. 
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54 KANIKAR. SHAWL (detail) 
woven and embroidered wool 
Ka~mir 

length: 73cm 

The Ka~miri shawls in this collection, with their intricately 
formalised motifs taken from the plant world represent the 
best known class of woven textiles in India,l Usually 
represented in the designs are "the cbunar (plane tree) 
leaf, apple and cherry blossom, the vase and tulip, the almond 
and pear, the nightingale and oriole",2 

The colourful combination of peacock blue and purple is 
usual. 3 The borders of this work were made before 1830; the 
lower part, with its vertical panels was made separately,4 
and the joining stitches are clearly visible. 

1. Mayat, P· 53. 

2. Bhavnani, P· 20. 

3. Mayat, P• 53. 

4. loc. cit. 





COLLECTION' OF MR AND MRS H MEHTA 

(Figure 55) 



55a-c DHVAJA-G~SA (Four-armed Ganesa) 
c. 1974 

KeraJa, South India 

height: 45cm 

This finely detailed icon is a virtual glossary in sculpture 
of the characteristic attributes of the deity: the broken 
danta ( tusk) the remains of which are carried in the front 
right hand, the nagabandha (snake-girdle) worn around 
the waist, perhaps associated with Ga9e~a's function as a 
fertility god, the pisa (noose) of the rear left hand with 
its three flames ( c u~a r ) , the r a t napa~~a or band of 
jewels worn around the head, the gadi (mace-head) of the 
rear right hand again ornamented with three flames, or the 
modaka (sweetmeat-container) of the foreward right hand 
from which the tundaka (trunk) has already plucked a 
morsel. 

(conical crown with boss) rests 
upon a headband tied at the back with a delicately detailed 
floral clasp. In terms of composition, texture and graphic 
quality , this (see detail, figure 55c) is the area of greatest 
richness: the honey-comb pattern of the epaulettes, the pearl
studded channavira (ornamental breast-band looping under 
the arms then gathering in a floral motif) which with its 
stalk repeats the form of the headband-clasp, the engraved 
pattern of the headband itself, and finally the decorative 
intensity with which these elements are gathered. (For further 

; information on Gavesa, see commentary to figure 56). 



55a 55b 

55c 



COLLECTION OF KR AND MRS RK MISTIU 

(Figu res 56-64) 



,, 
56 G~SA 

gold-painted plaster of Paris 

c. 1950 

South Africa 

height: 23cm 

,, , -Gar;iesa, the son of Siva and Parvati is a deity of wisdom 
and learning, the elephant being the wisest of animals. A 
characteristic representation is a pot-bellied figure with an 
elephant's head and trunk, and a partly human anatomy. The 
name means 'Lord of the Ga~asd (i.e. attendants of ,, 
Siva). The image belongs to the category of gajamukha 
(elephant-headed beings). In ancient times he was probably a 
yaksa (mis-shapen dwarf deity), hence his large belly. . , 
When Siva made him, he placed the head of an elephant on the 
body of an infant boy, the body was compressed and the belly 
swelled up. 

Ga9-e~a also means 'mind-born' • Parvati fashioned him as a 
little child from a seed. A legend tells of how when bathing, ,, 
she did not wish to be seen. Siva visited her, was angered at 
finding the boy and cut off his head. Parvati was furious, and ,, 
to make amends Siva took the head of the nearest animal to 
repair the damage, which happened to be an elephant. 

Sometimes Ga9-e~a is shown purely as an elephant, but usually 
wears an elaborately bejewelled crown. He is associated with 
the number One, with the beginning, which is why his image is 
often placed over doorways as a symbol of commencement. He is 
also "the remover of obstacles"2 to be propitiated before 
any undertaking. He is saluted before beginning a journey, and 
his image was often painted at the front of illuminated 
manuscripts. The shortened tusk is evidence of the damage 
inflicted in a mythical battle. 

,, At the top of the screen in front of which Ga~esa sits, is 
often shown a kirttimukha (face of glory), a grotesque ,, face which is all that remains of a demon created by Siva as 
the supreme destructive force in the Universe, who was so 
hungry that he ate his own body.3 

1. Liebert, p. 90. 
2. loc. cit. 
3. op. cit., p. 38. 



The base is of the type known as padaapi~ha: the lotus 

throne-seat, adorned with a double row of lotus leaves. The 

vihana (steed) represents a rat, the traditional bearer of 

Ga'0,esa. In his right hand he holds the a:nk~sa or elephant 

driver's hook, As to the object in his left hand, it could be 

a formalised radish (miilalta) a typical attribute of 

Ganesa, the head of a mace (gadi) and a symbol of power, 

or a ,mikhapala (conch-protector). Most likely it is a 

aodaka (sweetmeat-container) especially characteristic of 

Ga"0,esa, usually held in one hand or sometimes by the trunk. 

This would be in accordance with the offering-bearers to lower 

left and right, on the heads of whom are bound packets which 

are probably sweet-containers. 

Locally-made works in gold-painted plaster reveal an accomp

lished technique and a sophist i cated i conographical knowledge 

and are evidence of the continuing vigour of traditional Hindu 

craftsmanship. 
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57 " SIVA 

gold-painted plaster of Paris 
c. 1950 

South Africa 

" Siva is seated in the lotus-pose (padmasana) on an ajina 
(tiger-skin), laid over a rocky base which symbolises his 
residence, the holy Mount Kailasa in the Himalayas. Behind 
his head is the halo (prabhama~1ala) with its ancient 
connotations going back to Mahayana Buddhism. On each of 
his arms he wears the bhujangavalaya, in the form of a 
coiling serpent, a reference to the naga which the r~is 
placed around his throat to destroy him (see commentary to 
figure 64). 

His hands are in a variation of the dhyanamudra (medita= 
tion hand-pose), with the hands in the lap , right on left. 
This often goes together with the padmasana or 'lotus 
sitting attitude ', derived ultimately from Buddhism. Typically 
in this pose, both legs are crossed and the feet are brought 
up to rest on opposite thighs. 





, 
58 SIVA 

brass 

1972 

Bombay 

height: 10cm 

Special attention has been given to the niga (mythical 

serpent) around his neck, and the motif is repeated on the 

head. In the centre of his forehead is the jnananetra 

( third eye), also known as the eye of knowledge and symbolic 

of the destructive agni (fire). Its ovoid form indicates 
, 

that it points both up and down. In this work Siva is shown 

in his trinayana (three-eyed) aspect, 

symbolising the sun and the moon. 

the other eyes 
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~ 

59a & b SIVA 

marble 

1972 

Jaipur 

height: 19cm 

~ 

Siva is seated in the lotus-pose on a stylised ajina 
(animal skin: see commentary to figure 57) laid over a double 
lotus. On each arm is the coiling bhujangavalaya ( serpent 
bracelet), around his neck the naga (mythical serpent: 
see also commentary to figure 64). His hands are in the 
dhyinamudri (gesture of meditation); at the crossing of 
his legs is the head of the tiger on whose flayed skin he is 
seated. 



59a 59b 



60 MIRACULOUS FOOTPRINTS 

kumkum on paper 

1981 

Gujarat 

The exceptionally devout girl whose footprints these are, is 

said to exude the sacred hue kumkum. spontaneously from 

the soles of her feet, and many people have witnessed the 

phenomenon. Although not strictly speaking a work of art, the 
example has been included in the study because its artistic 

significance, although perhaps not immediately apparent, 

aligns it with some of man's most ancient symbols. Their 

significance is on two levels: they are evidence of a unique 
religious state similar to that which is said to cause the 

appearance of the stigmata on holy people in Mediteranean 
Europe, but they also belong to a class of symbols originating 

in prehistoric times. Early man's handprints were thought to 

have especial powers, and many cave sites in Europe and Asia 
show evidence of this. In Theravada and Mahayana Buddhism, the 
Buddha's presence is sometimes represented by his footprint. 
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see colour plate I JI 



61a & b B~~A 

brass 

c. 1900 

north-west India 

height: 5cm 

One of the common forms in which Kf~~a is represented is as a 
baby who steals butter from the shepherdesses. He is usually 
shown crawling, with a mischievous expression on his face, 
with one hand raised and holding a ball of makkhan 
(butter). In this guise he is known as Makkhinchor (butter 
thief) or Makk.hanlil (the beloved baby with the butter). 
In shrines the figure is sometimes decorated with garments 
richly and traditionally coloured, draped with beads and given 
a beadwork crown. 



61a 

61b 

see colour plate V 



62 ~KI 

wood 

c. 1950 

Bombay 

height: 72cm 

Laksmi holds her characteristic attribute the lotus (padma), 
indicating that she is the Lotus-born (Kam.ala). She stands 
on a double lotus base. The left hand is in a variation of the 
lolahastaaudra (the pose of the restless hand) characteris= 
tic of Lak~mi in which the arm and hand hang down loosely, the 
hand sometimes (here only the thumb) being at right angles to 
the wrist to convey the walking movement. It is also described 
as the arm hanging down loose "like the tail of a cow". 1 

As a headdress she wears the kiritaaukuta or crown with . . 
a conical cup ending in a pointed knob. This symbolises the 
crown as the unknowable reality. The garland-spewing beast 
crowning the figure is the kirttimukha , the halo-face 
sometimes placed above arches of doorways and niches in 
temples . It is meant to terrify unbelievers and demons, and 
to protect the faithful,2 Laksmi wears the ratnamanjari 
(jewel necklace) and ratnamekhala (girdle set with gems). 
Originally she was a deity of the earth, and in later times of 
riches and beauty. She was born from the froth at the Churning 
of the Ocean of Milk . She is adored as the protectress of the 
door of the Vaishnavite temple and is the chief wife of Visnu, 

Figures 62 and 63 are evidently of the same hand, material and 
general provenance. As modern interpretations of traditional 
subjects, the historical development of which extends over 
hundreds of years, they impress as being of exceptional 
directness and strength. The simplified, cubic conception of 
the forms, the mask-like formalisation of the facial features 
are evidence of the continuity of traditional techniques. 

1, Liebert, p. 154, 

2. op. cit., p. 138, 





63 PARVATI 

wood 

c. 1950 

Bombay 

height: 73cm 

, 
On the right is Gai;iesa. According to the owner of the work, 
the figure on the left is Parvati' s son, Kirttikeya (also 
Skanda, the warrior: hence the spear). This would explain 
the presence of the bird at his feet which looks like a cock, 
whose bellicose nature corresponds with Skanda's and which is 
in fact Skanda's vihana (vehicle). Parvati is the chief , 
wife of Si va , and the meaning of her name 'mountain 
daughter' reveals her original connection with Himalaya 
mountain tribes. She is Siva's ;akti (female consort) in 
her friendly aspect, as opposed to the cruel aspects of 
Durga and Kali. Because she is represented here with-, , 
out Siva, she has four arms, whereas with Siva she is shown 
with two. 

Her lower right hand is in the abhayamudri ( the granting 
of the absence of fear) , characteristic of her representation, 
with the palm outward, and the fingers pointing upward. A 
virtually universal gesture of blessing, a similar hand-pose 
can be seen in images as far apart as the Egyptian hieroglyphs 
and the frescoes of the Middle Ages . 

The lower left hand is in a variation of the varadamudri 
(the gesture of the granting of wishes) with the hand hanging 
looose, the palm outwards with all the fingers outstretched. 

In her upper right hand she carries the gha~~i or prayer-
bell to warn away demons and call the faithful to cult 
ceremonies. In her upper left hand she carries the padma 
(lotus), on her head she wears the kiri~amukhu~a (crown), 
around her neck she wears a stanhi ra (long necklace 
falling below the navel). 
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, - , 
64 SIVA NA'fARA.JA (Siva as Lord of the Dance) 

wood 

c. 1950 

Boabay 

height: 29cm 

,, 
Siva's dance, the Nidi nta (sound) is the symbol of all the 
cosmic forces: creation and destruction, birth and death, An ,, 
old legend tells of Siva's quarrel with a group of r~is 
(wise men) who tried to destroy him by magic. They sent a 
tiger against him which he captured, removed the skin with the 
nail of his little finger and wrapped it as a garment around 
his loins. They then placed a huge niga ( snake) around his 
throat which he killed and subsequently wore as a garland. 
Then they sent the monstrous dwarf ApaBlllira against him, , 
the personification of Illusion and Ego. As Siva began to 
dance he crushed the dwarf beneath his foot and continued with 
the dance, which was so powerful that the r~is were persuaded 
of the rightness of his cause, 

The Na~arija image has been called the most forceful 
statement of life as an Eternal Becoming.l This is the dance 
in the last night of the world when the stars fall and the 
earth is reduced to ashes, only to be renewed. It is a symbol 
of the destruction which ends each kalpa (vast period 
of time) and begins another. His upper right hand, in the 
damarum.udr i holds the drum (~amaru) shaped like an 
hour-glass, the vibration of which symbolises his creative 
activity. The agni or fire in the middle left hand both 
destroys the world and cleanses the impurities of the soul. 
The hand in front of the right shoulder is in the abhaya
mudri (the gesture of reassurance); the hand masking the 
left edge of the torso is in the varadamudri (the gesture 
of granting wishes). 

1, Rowland, p. 199. 





64 (continued) 

Only one left arm is visibly connected to the shoulder, in the 
gajB.llludri (elephant arm-pose) in which the arm is thrown 
across the chest, like an elephant's trunk, with the fingers 
dropped to imitate the tip of the trunk. The middle right hand 
holds a lotus bud, similar in form to the unspecified objects 
held in the two outermost hands. 

The traditional flames of the surrounding halo, representing 
the essential energy of the cosmos and the destruction of 
matter are here turned into flowers on a mandorla, whereas 
more usually the halo is a flame, set alight by the fire that , 
Siva holds . 

The locks of hair, usually shown extending horizontally and 
symmetrically from either side of his head (and intensifying 
the expression of ecstatic frenzy), have here been elevated to 
extend from the top of the kiri~aauku~a. 

The repetition of the lotus motif in the left hand of the , 
little female figure sheltering under Siva's outstretched 

I -arms inclines one to identify her as his sakti, Pirvat1. 
His second wife Gangi is usually shown sitting in his 
hair, which may enable us to identify one ( or both) of the 
figures on either side of the crown, their hands in the pose 
of the aiijalimudri. This is the hand-pose of respectful 
salutation and adoration, with the hands placed together 
with the palms touching and held near the chest. It is also 
called the sanhatalamudri, "when the flattened palms are 
joined". 1 

The repetition of this mudra in the two figures on the lateral 
extremities suggests their function as worshippers. Perhaps 
these are the r~is who were persuaded of the rightness of 
I 
Siva's cause. 

1. Liebert, p. 252. 



COLLECTION OF MR AND MRS HV NARAN 

(Figure 65) 



65a-f ~,A - VI~~ 
wood 

c. 1950 

Bangalore 

height: 124cm. 

This unusually large and beautiful image is a syncretic 

representation of both Kr~~ Ve~ugopila and the supreme 
vi,~u; hence the four arms, the two rear ones supporting 
the latter's characteristic attributes: his right hand, in 
the kartarimudri, 

( sun wheel) with 

(cu~ar). 

( scissors gesture) supports 

its six spokes and three points 

a 

of 

cakra 

flame 

The left hand, in the same pose supports the ,ankha 
(conch-shell) with similar flames as the primaeval "emblem of 
existence and salvation" .1 The god stands on a full blown 

padma (lotus), the left leg crossing the right in a 
variation of the pidasvastika stance characteristic of 
Ve~ugopala. The ornate kiritamukuta (jewelled crown) is 
fronted by a stylised version of Kf~~a's peacock feather, and 
all the accessories are elaborately decorative: the 
katibandha (waist-band) with its layers and clasp, the 
dhoti, the several necklaces of which the most ornate is 
the vanamili ('forest-garland' of flowers). He 

the yajiiopavita ( sacred thread) over the left 

falling diagonally to just above the belt, 

(upper-arm bracelet) and the valaya (waist-band). 

1. Liebert, p. 328. 

also wears 

shoulder and 

the keyura 
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see colour plate V 



65a-f (continued) 

On each of the palms of the hands ( three visible here) is 
engraved a triangle containing a ma~~ala (sacred diagram) 
of five circles in a cruciform grouping. These could refer to 
the Paiicajanya, the conch carried by Vi~r;i.u and Kr~r;i.a. The 
name is also interpereted as meaning " 'Born of Five' and it is 
also said (to have) come forth at the churning of the Ocean of 
Milk . "l 

1 . Liebert, p. 208. 

• l 
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COLLECTION OF MR AND MRS J NARAN 

(Figures 66-68) 



66 FEMALE MUSICIAN 

rosewood 

1978 

height: 62cm 

Under a vine-wreathed arch covered with intense, spiralling 
growth that seems to be swaying to the rhythm of the music, 
the woman performs a dance-step as she taps the dolak 
( drum) slung around her neck. She is dressed in the 
traditional costume of the musician-dancer, with a short 
skirt, a necklace hanging between the breasts and a uku~a 
(crown). The religious significance is emphasised by the 
conventional and stylised presentation, the serene aloofness 
of the visage and the double lotus base. 

She is flanked by two smaller semi-nude women fronting the 
pillars from which the arch springs. The right one holds the 
tail-end of the musician's garment, the one on the left holds 
an instrument which appears to be a rattle or a tambourine. 
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67 WOMAN AT WORSHIP 

oil on canvas 

1973 

Bombay 

75 x 60cm 

artist: Naoka Amin 

The woman kneels 
, 

(worship) to Siva 

linga (phallus). 

identifies him as 

in a 

in his 

This 

bijavan 

,, 
piija Saivite temple offering 

lithomorphic form of a glowing 
is his 'chief symbol'l and 

(the giver of seed). 2 Time 
and again, Indian painting reveals similarities with medieval 
Western art; the worshipper is framed by a pointed arch, like 
a Sienese Madonna in an Annunciation scene. The at tempt to 
render atmospheric qualities to attain spiritual expression 
through the use of light effects indicates a type of luminism 
rare in Indian art but part of the tradition of Christian 
painting from Geertgen tot Sint Jans to Georges de la Tour and 
beyond. 

The fumes rise from the lamp and soften the lines of the 
architecture. The woman's pose has a flame-like quality 
suitable to the central image of the sacred fire. 

1 . Liebert, p. 152. 

2 . loc. cit. 
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see colour p late V 



68a & b ~~ WITH THE GOPIS 

gouache on cotton 

1977 

Bombay 

103 x 72cm 

The story of Kr~9a is the quintessential Hindu parable of God 
made Man. He is more than merely an abstract power in anthro
pomorphic form. An avatar (reincarnation) of Vi~?u, he 
grew up in the village of Vraja near Vrindavana; he was 
loved and eventually adored by the villagers. His irresistible 
charm, his lovable nature, the music which he played on his 
flute caused the gopis to lose their heads over him and 
abandon their husbands and household duties. 

Here they perform a dance in his honour in which Kr~9a him
self is the central performer. One plays a dolak (drum), 
ano ther the cymbals. The dancers pick clusters of berries from 
the bushes in which peacocks, the symbols of love, are hidden. 



see colour plate V 



COLLECTION OF THEN VALABDASS FAMILY 

(Figures 69-86) 



69 SARASVATI 

rosewood 

Delhi 

height: 35,5cm 

Sarasvati is the consort of Brahma; she is the goddess of 

science, art, poetry, music, wisdom and knowledge. As the 
~akti (consort) of the Supreme God , she is the power 

behind creation and her benevolence is indicated by the 
softness of her facial expression. She is seated comfortably 

(sukhasana) on a flowering lotus base in the typical 
attitude of this pose, with the left leg resting horizontally 
on the seat. 

She is typically shown playing that most enchanting of musical 
instruments , the v i ~i (a stringed instrument with an 
exceptionally sweet and delicate sound), indicating her 

involvement with music . In her upper right hand she holds the 

japaaili (meditat ion) rosary, in the lower left the scroll 
of the Vedas , a supreme symbol of knowledge . 
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10 L.AU}MI 

rosewood 

Delhi 

height: : 35,5cm 

Evidently a product of the same workshop as the previous work, 
of the same material, dimensions, asana (seated posture) 
and general character. 

LaksmI is the chief consort of Visnu in each of his avatars 
(incarnations): as Kamala (the lotus-born), Dhar~i 
(earth), as Sit:a the faithful wife of Rama, as Kr~9a's 
milk-maid 

Rukmiy;ii. 

companion Radha , or as first wife 

According to the Purai;tas she emerged full-grown and radiant 
out of the froth of the primaeval waters during the Churning 
of the Ocean of Milkl and was claimed by Vi~9u. She is 
associated with material and spiritual wealth, and is always 
represented as an ideally beautiful young woman , a kind of 
quintessence of feminity . 

In each of her synnnetrically placed upper hands she carries 
one of her prime symbols , the full-blown lotus {padma), 
the fairest of all the flowers of India and of universal 
religious significance . lt blooms at dawn and closes at dusk , 
thus symbolising the accord of the divine and natural orders . 
The lower right hand is in the abhayamudra (the gesture 
of the granting of absence of fear), the lower left in the 
varadamudra (the gesture of giving favours and answering 
one's prayers), whereby the Goddess symbolically offers her 
boon to the world in the form of grain: an image of 
nourishment, growth and prosperity. 

l . Liebert, p. 149. 
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7la-c LADY AT BEK TOILETTE 

bronze 

Nepal 

height: 49cm 

The ease with which this slender figure performs her fluid yet 

angular contortions recalls the great tradition of convoluted 

representations of dancers, lovers, and yaksis going back 

to the very beginnings of Indian art. One recalls the Dancer 

of Mohenjo-Daro, the loving couples of the Heaven Bands at 

Khajuraho, and perhaps above all the sinuous linearity of the 

Begram ivories . Like the latter, this work is evidence of the 

persistence of a vestigial 'courtly style' in Indian art, 

given over to the intimacies of the noblewoman before her 

mirror. What distinguishes this work from others of similar 

subject is that the toilette is also a dance, a ritual ballet 

as exquisitely artificial a display of the body as is the 

stylised visage produced by a cosmetic box. 

The thematic fulcrum is the mirror in the right hand toward 

which the princess turns , producing an extreme contrapposto in 

the trunk and legs . The left arm is so distorted that it seems 

to have a life of its own , enclosing the head-like a frame and 

ending in the hand about to apply the sindur (vermilion) 

to the middle parting of the hair: a traditional sign of the 

married state. 

Her provocative garments include a kucabandha (breast 

support-band) and a simple udar abandha (waist-girdle) to 

hold the lower ga rment. 
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72 & 73 FEMALE DEVOTEES 

teak 

Bangkok 

height: 164cm (72); 129cm (73) 

The formal austerity of these works is, in terms of Indian 

aesthetic concepts, indicative of a Buddhist orientation. They 

have a geometric simplicity deriving ultimately from Gupta 

influence. 

Both works are close variations of the same formula, right 

down to the coiffure and the cut of the robe with its sash 

over the left shoulder and the fi.ve engraved lines near the 

hem. Both figures are shown as though slowly approaching the 

object of devotion, with the left foot slightly forward and 

the right leg bent to break the severe symmetry. The hands are 

posed in the anjal imudra , the most frequent gesture of 

salutation and adoration, and perhaps the most ancient of the 

Indian hand-poses .1 The facial features express the Buddhist 

ideals of compassion, tenderness and wisdom . All the elements 

are generalised and simplified in the interests of a supra

individual representation: the robe without folds, the face 

without individual idiosyncracies. In other words, these women 

symbolise all women who make obeisance to their deity. 

l. Liebert, p. 17. 
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74 ~~~ WITH A FLUTE 

rosewood 

height: 45cm 

This is another example (see also figure Fl) of that hi g hly 

favoured subject, Kf~ga the cow-herd as a flute-player 

(VeI_1ugopala) and dancer (Nrtya-Gopala) . It is except= 

ional for its stocky proportions and the unusual placing of 

the raised foot, which crosses behind instead of in fr ont of 

the other; but he does have the characteristic garland around 

his shoulder, and the peacock feather adorns the crown with 

its prabhama~4ala (halo) of rays. 
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75 RADHA AND ~~A AS THE DI Vl RE LOVERS 

gilt papier- aach~ 

Bombay 

height: 63cm 

This is another version (see also figure 31) of a rare subject 

in Indian sculpture, but the similarity of the two examples 

indicates the strict and specific conventions by which the 

theme is represented. Again Radha bends to the tender 

dominance of her Lord in a gesture so profoundly submissive 

that the religious implication is unmistakeable. 
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76 THE BUDDHA OF THE ENLIGHTENMENT 

bronze 

Hong Kong 

height: 54cm 

This work is a good example of how, in the mature phases of 

Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhism, the complex events in the 

life-study of Gautama can be contained symbolically within 

seemingly simple poses and gestures. One of the ideals of 

Buddhism is the untrammeling of the myriad events of maya 
(the world of the senses) to reduce them to ultimate element= 

ality. In this work the events are contained, as it were, 

within the pose. The crucial gesture is that of the right hand 

in the bhiimispars'amudri (earth-touching gesture), with the 

finger-tips and the palm of the hand turned inward and resting 

on the knee. By this gesture the Buddha called upon the earth 

to witness his renunciation of worldliness, his attainment of 

enlightenment beneath the Bodhi- tree, and his resistance 

to the temptations of Kara and his minions . 

This pose is usually associated with the dhyinamudra 

(samyukta) , but (pose of meditation) usually 

here performed by the left hand 

two-handed 

across the lap . It is also 

associated with the padmasana (seated lotus position) in 

which the legs are crossed and the feet rest upside-down on 
opposite thighs . 

The folds of the robe are simple but richly pat terned, with 

flowers and leaves covering every available space. Evidently 

influenced by Thai art, especially of the Ayodhyi period 

(17th century) is the geometric stylisation of the elements: 
the particular manner of ridging the eyebrows, the curve 

of the nose, the isolation of the lips by strong linear 

definition. 





77 KRSHA LIFTING MOUNT GOVARDHANA 

embroidery on cotton 

C • 1969 

Ka~r 

147 X 91cm 

To escape the 

the villagers 

Vrindavana on 

near to Mount 

series of disasters befalling their children, 

of Gokul, north of Kathura had moved to 

the other side of the Yamuna River, and 

Govardhana (Giri Raj). As usual, after the 

harvest in late autumn the villagers began preparations for 

the annual f east in honour of Indra the god of Rains who 

controlled the monsoon and hence fertility. 

When Kf~~a asked his parents as to the reason for the feast, 
they told him it was to honour the Lord of the Clouds on whose 

rain they depended for the prosperity of their crops and 

herds. Kf~~a argued that this was unnecessary, and that since 
they were cow-herds by occupation they should worship the 

mountain overlooking the pastures where the herds grazed . So 

the villagers went in procession to Mount Govardhana and 

arranged their food offerings before it. Then Kf~r_la by his 

maya (power of illusion) appeared in the form of the 

Mountain King and was fed and praised by the people. Thereupon 

Indra grew angry and unleashed a devastating storm, but Kf~1.1a 

r aised the mountain on the li ttle finger of his left hand and 

held it above the villagers like an umbrella, unti 1 Indra 

realised that the Primeaval Male wa s incarnate in Kr~i;ia and 
withdrew.l 

The chromatic reticence of this work marks a departure from 

the lndian coloristic tradition. Only a few touches of dusty 

blue and green enliven the range of earth browns and grays. 

The flesh-tones and more lightly coloured garments are merely 

a tonal extension of the colours of the landscape . The 

1. Shelton, p. 17. 



insist;ent formal patterning of the garments of the c entral 

figures, the flattening of tones on the coat of the cow on the 

right, the theocentric symmetery of the layout, all recall 

Byzantine monumental designs but also find correspondences in 

the Rajput and Pahari schools. 
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78 ~~ WITH GOPiS 

gouache on cotton 

Rajasthan 

120 x 80cm 

artist: Panna lal Mo tilal Nathowara 

Kf~~a's lively childhood pranks, stealing the gopis' makkhan 
(butter) or breaking their pots endeared him to them. But 

as he grew into adolescence, the gop1.s found that he was 

beginning to affect them differently: they were falling in 

love . The sound of his flute produced feelings of acute 

yearning, and they envied the fortunate piece of bamboo which 

touched his lips. 

Each girl tried to impress him and make him hers alone, and 

his attentions were the cause of extreme jealousy. We see 

him here with his arms around one of them, his hand reaching 

out to placate another who is probably feeling excluded . Two 

more look on, one displaying the anj alimudra (gesture of 

supplication) to gain his attention. 

The theocentric symmetry of the composition is typical of 

many Raj put paintings, and all the forms of the landscape a·re 

rhythmically related to this motif. The unearthly sky-blue of 

the god's colouring renders his form immaterial, makes him 

part of another reality, yet his all-too-human attitudes and 

foibles mean that he is also 'one of us': an ultimate merging 

of God and Man. 
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79 ~,A DANCIRG IN MOONLIGHT TO RADHA'S MUSIC 
gouache on cotton 

R.ajasthan 

62 x 42cm 

artist: Pannalal Kotilal Nathovara 

A major stylistic feature in this group of paintings by 
Nathowara (figures 78-86) is the luminosity of the figures in 
their nocturnal landscapes. Simplified backgrounds act as 
foils to the more delicate detailing of the figures. Several 
of the works have musical themes to which the colours act as 
visual counterparts. 

Paintings and poems often describe how when Radha and the -gop1.s hear the sounds of Kf~r;ta' s flute, they abandon their 
tasks to dance to the music. In this work the situation is 
reversed, because Kf ~r;ta is now under the spell of Rad ha' s 
dolak as he dances in the moonlight. Even the flowers move 
to the rhythm of her drum. The black background admirably sets 
off Kf~r;ta's blue colouring, his traditional yellow dhoti 
and the mungat (crown) adorned with peacock feathers. 





80 KRSNA CONSOLING RADIIA ... 
gouache on cotton 

Rajasthan 

86 x 67cm 

artist: Pannalal Kotilal Nathowara 

Kf~~a showed love and compassion to all things, and this often 
made Radha jealous. 1t was very likely this situati.on that 

the artist had in mind when he depicted Kf~ga consoling the 
dejected but unyielding Radha. He raises his hand to her 
cheek; she pulls back her arms as if to turn away, but her 
softness of expression belies her action. The parasol possibly 
is intended as a symbol of the shelter which Kfey~a offers to 
all. 

The artist's tendency to present the figures as colourful 
silhouettes in a simplified setting reaches a culmination in 
this work. The landscape is reduced to a single slender blue 
tree and a sprig of flowers in a corner. 
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81 ~,A SPORTING WITH RADHA 
gouache on cotton 

Rajasthan 

61 x 43cm 

artist: Panalal Motilal Nathowara 

When Kr~IJ.a grew up he did not entirely forget his mischief

making with the gopis and their water-jars. The time is dusk 

and Rad ha is on her way home after drawing water from the 

river. Kr~~a sneaks up behind her and pulls her saree. Radha 

starts in fright, overturns the pot, and the water flows into 

a large puddle at their feet. 

The landscape is crisply detailed, with patches of variegated 

blooms, a cluster of large-leafed marsh plants, a mildly 

curious little crane, a monkey indifferent to the minor drama 

taking place and a flight of birds winging toward the dark red 

clouds in the evening sky. 





82 THE MYSTIC UNION OF ~NA AND RADHA 
g ouache on cotton 

Rajasthan 

62 x 42cm 

artis t: Pannalal Motilal Nathowara 

The love of Radha for Kf~Va is symbolic of the soul's yearning 
for union with the godhead. Kf~~a "is the Infinite Creator who 
waits with loving •.. arms to receive the worshipper into his 
bosom and to convey (her) safely to eternal rest across the 
seemingly shoreless ocean of existence."l 

The sublimation of physical desire into mystical experience, 
a merging of the erotic and the religious, is a feature of 
Indian art and thought from their beginnings . Rising from a 
lotus flower, the symbol of perfection, the sacred lovers are 
so inextricably entwined that they seem merged into one being: 
a mystic synthesis transcending considerations of visual 
realism, in which "each becomes both" .2 Kpgi.a is the 
"Originating Self" who is "like a man and a woman closely 
embraced"3 from whom the world would come into being. 

Kf~9a and Radha are not merely symbols of God and His 
creation, of Puru~a and prakfti. They are symbols of 
all men and women, and lila is their eternal love-play. 

The great age of Rajput painting may be long gone but works 
are still produced according to the old conventions, and the 
best show little evidence of the garish colouring and crude 
techniques which afflict so many of the later products of the 
school. The paintings of Nathowara show real sympathy for the 
subject and a personal sense of colour and form: one notes the 
subtle richness of the colours on the dark backgrounds, or the 
'cubist' conception of the lovers in this example. 

1 . Randhawa, p. 31. 

2 . Rawson, p. 5. 

3. loc. cit. 
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83 RASLILA 

gouache on cotton 

Rajasthan 

100 x 43cm 

artist: Pannalal Motilal Nathowara 

The time i.s late autumn when the heat of summer has cooled, 
the world is fresh and green after the fertilising rains and 
the moon shines in a cloudless sky. K"pg1.a has gone to the 
forest to play his flute, at the sound of which the gopis are 
torn between allegiance to their husbands and their love for 
the man-god. "They brave the terrors of the nocturnal forest, 
only to be teased by Krishna for their brazenness" .1 Then, 
relenting, he takes them to the banks of the Yamuna where 
they dance in a circle around him until they become swollen 
with pride. Because of this he deserts them, and the gopis sit 
by the bank recalling his virtues and actions. 

Seeing their devotion Kf~~a reappears among them. The dancing 
continues and Kpgia explains his actions toward them. After 
this he and the girls perform the Rasa Ma~4ala (Ring 
Dance) in which, by his power of maya (illusion) he 
appears alongside each one so that she supposed that he danced 
with her alone. 

1. Losty, p. 83 . 
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84a & b ~~A AND RADBA UNDER A PARASOL 

gouache on cotton 

Rajasthan 

68 x 54cm 

artist: Pannalal Motilal Nathowara 

Kr~~a and Radha stroll arm in arm through a landscape with the 

storm clouds that are nature's witness to their divine 

passion. This symbolism is emphasised by the single heart

shaped halo encompassing the two heads. lt is the monsoon 

season, after the scorching months of summer when everything 

has dried and withered. As the black sky lowers, the lightning 

begins to strike, the first drops of rain fall, the smell of 

earth rises and cool breezes begin to blow. Crickets are 

singing, the frogs in the pond are croaking and the peacocks, 

the theriomorphic counterparts of the lovers begin their 

mating dance. The parasol, which is a symbol of royalty, is 

held by one of the attendant gopis as an umbrella. All nature 

bursts into flower, and the very lotuses in the pond seem to 

be dancing. 
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85 RADHA OFFERS HERSELF TO ·KRSNA 
gouache on cotton 

Rajasthin 

80 x 49cm 

.... 

artist: Pannalal Motilal Nathowara 

Radha' s husband was the cow-herd Ayanagoshen, but her real 
love was for Krsna. This situation epitomises an important 
principle of the bhakti (devotional) cult, is in fact the 
reason for Radha's elevation to supremacy there. "Acc ording to 
bhakti in which the devotee strives for unio n with the 
Divine, married love with its conjugal fetters cannot aspire 
to the state of unconfined passion which the single, indivi= 
dual soul can reach in its search. " l As is so often the case 
in Indian art, erotic and spiritual love are seen as twin 
aspects of a single manifestation. 

In this work the sublimation of passion to a higher plane is 
expressed by the serene, static peacefulness of the forms. The 
figures are frozen in an eternal moment as Kr~-c;ia, 
with his yellow dhoti symbolising the sun, 

as always 

his red 
panetar (scarf) the colour of the earth, his blue skin 
symbolising the sky waits to accept Radha's submission. He is 
the cosmos-made Man, accepting the devotion of the Soul.2 

1 . Mehta, 1972, p. 50. 

2 . loc. c it. 
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86 HOLI 

gouache on cotton 

Rajasthin 

96 x 41cm 

artist: Pannalal Motilal Nathowara 

As the previous work celebrated the onset of the monsoon 
season, so this one celebrates spring. At the Great Spring 
Festival of Holi, Vasantotsava, the people in the streets 
playfully cast coloured powders at all and sundry. The event 
is dedicated to Kr~9a, in whose honour this archetypal 
enactment of the festival is being performed with such 
symmetrical propriety. The red powder symbolises the blood 
of the new life brought by spring. 
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COLLECTION OF MRS M VAN LOON 

(Figures 87-100) 



87 HEAD OF THE BUDDHA 

sandstone 

3rd century 

Sarnath 

height: 34cm 

This work from Sarnath is a product of Ku~a9a style as 
practiced at Mathura, but is also a direct forerunner of the 
Sarnath Gupta style. It corresponds to Rowland's description 
of the Mathur a type: "the cheeks round and full, the mouth 
ample, with the lips drawn into a slight smile (to) 
indicate the inner contentment and repose of the Buddha's 
nature".l 

In spite of the damaged state, several of the mahipuru~a
lak~a~s (major auspicious marks) are still evident: the 
lotiform eyes half-closed in trance-like meditation; the lips 
with the fulness of the mango; the elongated earlobes, 
vestiges of Siddharta's princely state and the earliest 
lak~a9a of Mahayana iconography; the three folds of the neck; 
the eyebrows with the taut curve of the bow; the u~~i~a 
(cranial protuberance), the sign of the Buddha's regenerative 
spiritual energy. 

If it is true that Gandhara produced the first anthropomorphic 
representations of the Buddha, then the u~9i~a is derived from 
the Greek krobylos (top-knot), worn by the contestants at 
the games. 2 As distinct from Gandharan representations, it 
is shown here as a separate appendage, in a manner typical of 
both Mathuran and Gupta styles. 

The snail-coil convention of the curls is already typically 
Gupta. They spiral inward in the clockwise motion which is 
also a feature of pradak~i1,1a (ritual circumambulation 
round a holy place), showing that the Buddha moves as the sun 
does, in harmony with the universal movements. 

1 . Rowland, p. 95. 

2. op. cit., p. 78. 
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88 HEAD OF A BODHISATTVA 
sandstone 

12th century 

Bihar 

height: 41cm 

The name Bodhisattva 

knowledge." 1 He is a 

means one whose 

'Buddha-designate' 

essence is perfect 

who postpones his 
own final enlightenment and voluntarily re-enters sainsira 
(the cycle of rebirths) to aid in the salvation of humanity. 

As a conception of Mahayana Buddhism, he typifies the more 
humanistic tendencies of the 'great vehicle' tradition and his 
worldly concerns are symbolised by his crown and princely 
accessories (bodhisattvabharaq.a). 

Lying just north of Bengal, Bihar was well within the ambit 
of Pala-Sena style, of which this work is a typical example. 
This is evidenced by the decorative emphasis in the treatment 
of the muku~a ( crown) and in the sharp definition of the 
accessories. 

1. Liebert, p. 44. 

2. loc. cit. 
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89 AKIDA BUDDHA 

lacquered wood with gilt 

Fujiwara period ( 897-118 5) 

Japan 

height: 141cm 

Although Japanese, it was thought fitting to include this work 
because it is so orthodox an interpretation of Indian proto
types. 

Amid a Budd ha 

fourth 

dour").l 

Dhyani 

He 

is the 

Buddha 

Japanese 

( " the 

equivalent 

Buddha of 

of Amitabha' the 

immeasured splen= 
is 

(lotus-pose) on a 

combines features 

shown in his characteristic padaisana 
full-blown lotus. The gesture of the hands 

of the dhyinamudri (meditation ha nd-
pose) which is described 

the lap, right hand on 

fingers extended" 2 and 

of the fingers and the 

symbolises the "complete 

as "having both hands lying on 
left hand, with palms up and all 
the mukulamudri , with the tips 

thumb brought together. The first 
absorption of thought by int e nse 

contemplation of a single object of meditation"; 3 the second 
signifies a bud or an offering . 4 

One of 

pearl 

sixth 

the major attributes of Amitabha is cintama~i: a 
surrounded with flames"5 representing the supramundane 
sense ( manas ),6 and this may account partly for 

the radiant nimbus. 

Amidha became the subject of a popular bhakti (devotion) 
movement, with the myth of a purified world created by him, to 
which one could gain access by submission to the values he 
symbolised. 

1. Liebert, P• 12. 

2 . op. cit ., P· 78. 

3. loc . cit. 

4. op. cit., P· 183 

5. op. cit., P• 62. 

6. loc. cit. 
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90 HEAD OF THE BUDDHA 

bronze 

19th century 

Thailand 

height: 68cm 

This work is typical of the Thai style of bronze Buddhas in 
its final development during the Ayodhyi period; hence the 
"pronounced exaggeration of the linear definition of the 
features. The parts of the face are treated in a decorative 
rather than a structural manner ••• the area between the eye 
and the eyebrow is modelled continuously with the side of the 
nose". 1 

Perhaps the most notable feature in this work is the agni -(flame) above the u~91~a . This is an attribute of later 
Buddhism, a symbol of annihilation in general and also of 
jnina (knowledge). Atop the head it is more specifically 
known as cintatna9i (thought-gem). 

1. Rowland, p. 252. 
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91 STANDING BUDDHA 

bronze 

9th century 

Bihar 

height: 55cm 

The figure stands on a double lotus base, with the right hand 
in the varadam.udra (gesture of granting wishes) indicating 
his gift of Truth in his teachings. 

In his left hand he holds the hem of his sanghi;i 
(monastic robe) at the shoulder, to indicate his attachment to 
the ascetic discipline. The opposition of the two gestures 
symbolises the balance of the Buddhist teachings: the gesture 
of the one hand is inward and contained, the other outgiving. 

The work shows notable correspondence with the metal Buddha 
figures of the Gupta period, especially the famous copper 
colossus from Sulti~ganj, now in the Birmingham Museum. 1 

There is the same system of parallel, horizontal, engraved 
lines to represent folds, a conventionalising of the fold 
structure of the 5th century Buddhas. 

Also typical of many Buddhas of the Gupta period is the 
samapadasthinaka , the stance with the weight of the body 
evenly distributed on the symmetrically straight legs. 

1. cf. Rowland, plate 85a. 
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92 DOOR 

hardwood and iron 

18th - 19th century 

R.ijasthin 

178 x 91,5cm 

Heavily fortified with iron crossbars and studs, this door is 
one of a pair from the same village, and is of a type commonly 
found in ordinary households. The ornamentation of the framing 
areas consisting of rosettes and foliate motifs without 
figures would seem to indicate that the original owner was 
Muslim. The stepped corners, the sense of sculptural opulence, 
the overall even emphasis, are features taken over from Hindu 
architectural decoration. 
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93a & b PARINIRV~A BUDDHA 

lacquered, gilded and inlaid wood 

18th century 

Burma 

length: 152cm 

The term parinirva~a means complete or perfect nirvi~a, 
and applies specifically to the death of the historical Buddha 
in 543 B.c .. Nirva~a is the state reached only by the few who 
have attained perfect enlightenment. It represents the end of 
samsara (the cycle of rebirths) and the extinction of all 
those desires which are its cause.l 

This work would perhaps represent the moment before the death, 
because the Parinirva~a Buddha is usually shown fully 
recumbent. 

"On his death-bed the Buddha lay down as depicted in this 
statue: on his right side, his head resting on his right 
hand. After asking his disciples to question him, should they 
so wish, on any point in his philosophy that might be obscure 
to them, and upon being assured that there were none, he then 
uttered his last words: 'Remember, decay is inherent in all 
component things: strive on with heedfulness'".2 

1. Liebert, p. 198. 

2. van Loon, cat. no. 1. 
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94 MEHRUNISSA BROUGHT BEFORE JAHANGIR 
water colour on ivory 

1600 
-Agra 

7,5 x 5cm 

artist: Bichitr 

The painting is primarily a celebration of the legendary 
beauty of Mehrunissa. She was the widow of Sher Afghan who 
met his death as a commander of Jahangir's campaign in Bengal. 
Mehrunissa came to court as a companion to J ahangir's mother 
(the wife of Akbar), and Jahangir fell in love with and event= 
ually married her. Cultivated and intelligent, she was to the 
king the Noor Mahal (Light of the Palace). This is in fact 
how she is allegorised in the painting. Her skin glowing in 
the gloom of the palace interior, she is the flame beside 
which even Jahangir appears as grey as a moth. 

We see the king's vizier in green, discussing the marriage 
conditions. The bearded man to the left, protectively present= 
ing Mehrunissa is perhaps her uncle who was also taken into 
Jaha ngir's employ. The new wife was so capable in affairs of 
state that she gave valuable help in the state administration 
and eventually secured the reins of government; neverthele s s 
it is her physical beauty that is stressed in this work with a 
frankness exceptional in Muslim and even Mughal painting . She 
has the pale colouring and statuesque presence of a sculpture 
in marble, and the scarcity of Muslim precedents for this type 
of presentation has evidently led to a Westernised conception 
of the i deal nude. She is more a Venus or Diana than a Muslim 
princess or even a yak(;li. We know that this was a time of 
ex tensive European influence in the art of painting, and this 
work is a prime exampl e of this tendency. 



Jahangir's power is alluded to only indirec tly, in the carpet 

motifs of the leopard chasing a buck and t he ensuing kill at 

the lady's feet. Does this perhaps represent the might of the 

king laid as a symbolic offering at the feet of his bride? 

The work lacks the stiffness of many of the Jahangir period 

paintings. With i ts more varied and natural poses and 

gestures, it shows a move away from the Persian influence. The 

space is no longer so flattened nor so vertically oriented. 

Probably due to Western (especially Dutch) influence, and in 

spite of the 'inverse' perspective of the carpet, we are 

presented with an exceptionally convincing spatial recession 

to the arches in the distance. A type of double perspective 

has even been attempted with recessions to both left and 

right. 
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9 5 HEAD OF THE BUDDHA 

terra-cotta 

5th or 6th century A.D. 

northern India 

height: 11cm 

This work dates from the Gupta period and shows several of the 
characteristic features of Gupta style, but it lacks the 
spiritual geometry of the great Buddha figures. The head is 
longer, the features more individualised; it is without the 
sublime regularity of the great works; it reflects the 
influence of the earliest phase of Mathuran Gupta style. 
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96 HANDMAN 
terra-cotta 

northern India 

height: 10cm 

From the structure of the neck one may deduce that this head 
was once attached to an armature of wood to be dressed on to a 
full length terra-cotta figure, and was perhaps movable. 

It represents the monkey-general, one of the heroes of 
the Ramayarµl epic who helped rescue Rama's wife Sita 
from the clutches of the evil King Raval},a of Lanka , in 
fact entered into personal combat with him. His representation 
offers one of the most interesting examples in world art of 
the theriomorphic type in which human and animal features are 
combined. Although he remcins ape-like, sculptors and painters 
have managed to imbue his features with those noble ( though 
not exclusively nor even characteristically human) qualities 
of resolute courage, gentleness and compassion. 
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97 PRINCELY FIGURE 
terra-cotta 

northern India 

height: 9cm 

This work and the previous one share a number o f stylistic 
qualities: the fluent naturalism of the features, the s cale, 
the type of decoration on the headdresses. Both would seem to 
be products of the Indo-Aryan style of the period of the Hindu 
Renaissance. 

Although the figure is not specifically 
enormous mukut:a (crown), decorated with 
is an unmistakeable indication of his 

identifiable, the 

a band of jewels, 

status. A lack of 
further accessories, however, prevents one from making a more 
precise identification. 





- -98 WOMAN IN ANJALIMUDRA 
terra-cotta 

Indus Valley 

height: 7cm 

Her hands in the traditional pose of adoration, the figure 
looks up, perhaps towards a deity, with the fixed gaze of 
those early Sumerian worshipper-statues whose influence was 
acknowledged in Indus Valley art. She wears arm-bands and a 
necklace between the breasts reminiscent of the yaksis 
(tree-goddesses) of early Buddhism. 

Several of these features are significant because the figure 
was found at the upper level of an Indus Valley site; in fact, 
the aiij alimudr i can be seen on a faience seal from the 
Indus Valley Civilization ... (and) is perhaps the oldest of 
all the Indian mudri s".l However, it lacks the typical 
additive technique of Indus Valley terra-cottas on comparable 
themes, and may therefore be classed tentatively as a work of 
a later, unspecified date. Stylistically, it is closer to 
slightly later works in metal, such as the Vedic plaque from 
Lauriyi Nandangarh .2 

1. Liebert, p. 17. 

z. cf. Rowland, plate 6c. 
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99 CAT 

terra-cotta 

pre-1500 B.C. 

height: 7cm 

,, 
This work, according to de Grouchy, could well be a product 
of the Indus Valley Civilization, and the modellers of that 
culture excelled in numerous depictions of familiar animal 
life. The cat, so prominent a theme in the art of early 
civilizations (Crete and Egypt, especially Saite Egypt), 
hardly figures in Indian art during the Buddhist and Hindu 
periods. However, final opinion of its dating must be 
postponed until exhaustive tests can be undertaken. 

As in Saite art, the essence of the animal is captured in a 
series of brilliantly realised simplifications: the legs 
curled under the body, the tense curve of the tail, the closed 
eyes suggested by expressive concavities. 
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lOOa-c STANDING BUDDHA 

lacquered wood, gilded and inlaid with coloured glass 
17th century 

Burma 

height: 176cm 

The elegant proportioning and 'balance' in this work is an 
expression of the sublime equilibrium attained in true 
awareness. As the 'Middle Way', Buddhism strives for an ideal 
balance of opposites, and when this occurs there remain in 
effect no opposites, no contradictory strivings but only 
universal harmony. 

This equilibrium is reflected in several features: the work 
is monumental in scale, yet seems free from the confines 
of gravity, so that it possesses a paradoxically massive 
lightness; the fold-structure of the robe combines simplicity 
in some parts with the most convoluted complexity in others; 
the hand holding the robe (indicating his ascetic and monastic 
background) is 'self-contained' and turned 'inward'; the other 
turns 'outward' in the act of giving, and is in a sense a sign 
of his renunciation: he gives out all that he possesses. 

What 

symbol 

Dharma 

is it that he offers? Perhaps 

of his luminous teaching, for 

(law) can cut asunder all 

a jewel 

like a 

lesser 

(~i), a 

diamond his 

moralities. 
However it looks more like a seed than a diamond, perhaps an 
almond-seed, and a seed-symbolism was a feature of Buddhism 
from its beginnings. 

The buried reliquaries in the early stupas were referred to as 
the 'seeds' and were placed within the rounded dome referred 
to as the egg (ai:i«;ta). As the seed is implanted in the egg, 
so it is in the mind. When teaching in the forest, the Buddha 
reached up, plucked a handful of leaves, offered them to his 
discples and said: 
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lOOa-c (continued) 

"All I can give you is a handful of leaves in a forest of 
leaves. I can give you only a little, which must take seed 
and grow in your- minds". 

Rowland, in a rather cursory study of Burmese art, concludes 
that "After the twelfth century all art in Burma falls 
to the level of folk art that is known mostly in the 
elaborate wood carving" .1 This work, with its sublime 
spirituality, would alone be sufficient to repudiate that 
assertion. 

1 . Rowland, p. 258. 
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COLLECTION OF KR G VARMA 

(Figures 101-115) 



lOla-c PAGE FROM A JAIN KALPASUTRA MANUSCRIPT: Haril}-egamesi 
brings the Foetus to K,atriyani Trisi.la 
gouache on paper 

mid 15th century 

Gujarat 

26 x 11cm 

From the 13th century onward, the western Indian school of 
Jain painting flourished under the patronage of Gujarati 
merchants, who filled their libraries with texts which were 
frequently on the subject of the Kalpasutra (Cycle of 
Time). 

Texts, figures and compositional schemes were usually stereo= 
typed and repetitive, with only slight pictorial variations 
from one illustration to another, but they are some of the 
earliest surviving Indian miniatures. 

The most curious feature of the works, amounting to a 
manneristic idiosyncracy is the frequent depiction of faces 
in three-quarter view with long, pointed noses and eyes 
protruding beyond the outline of the face almost as far out 
as the nose, This feature, it has been suggested, is due to 
the influence of Jain temple sculptures at Mount Abu and 
elsewhere, where the 'realism' of the images was enhanced by 
the addition of bulging glass eyes. The compositions are 
always compact, the forms crowding the space of the panel 
and being rhythmically and sympathetically related to one 
another. The faces virtually all look alike, the execution 
is monotonous; elegantly conceived but repetitive.l The 
delineation of the figures is always wiry and dry. The forms 
are flat, without tonal variation or nuance, 

The compositions typically contain two seated figures with the 
heads and torsos rising from the compact base of the folded 
legs. 

1, cf. Rowland, p. 205, 
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lOla-c (continued) 

The colours are jewel-like, based on harmonies of red, blue 
and gold. The long format of the page ( frequently painted, 
as this one is, on both sides) is due to the fact that the 
manuscripts were originally made from palm-leaves, but even 
after the introduction of paper by the Muslims the narrow 
format continued in use. 

The use of red backgrounds continued till the early 16th 
century when red was replaced by blue. In later Jain works the 
colour becomes more varied with ranges of blues and greens. 

The page illustrated here is double-sided, with script and a 
painting front and back, with the same pair of personages 
occurring on both. The male figure with the animal's head is 
Hari~egamesi (also called Naigame~a), who is always shown 
ajamastaka (goat-headed). Here he delivers the foetus as a 
sign that he "grants the boon of child-birth",l 

The language of the script is Magadhi or Ardhamagadhi , 
a version of Prak:rt, the popularised version of Sanskrit, 
and an indirect ancestor of Hindi and other modern Aryan 
languages . Al though as yet untransla t e d , the text would seem 
to be a recitation of the Kalyanakas , or auspicious 
moments in the life of the Jina . 

These paintings. are of undoubted rarity and are similar to an 
example discussed by Dr AK Coomaraswamy.2 

1, Shukla, Ch. viii, p. 14, 

2, Coomaraswamy, plate 21, 



102 TODDY CARRIERS 

103 THE SEPOY FAMILY 

104 BRABHIN COUPLE 

105 KILIC CARRIERS 

watercolour on paper 

1850 

Tanjore 

Company School 

24 X 19,8ca 

106 PURDAH 

107 OOLI 

108 PALKI 

109 CAMEL RIDER 

110 ELEPHANT WITH HOWDAH 

111 ROSARY SELLER 

112 TAMBOURI WALLAH 

113 COTTON-SORTER 

114 SHOEMAKER 

115 LANCEIIAKER 

watercolour on mica 

1842 

Murshidibid, Bengal Company School 

112 x 147cm (106-110) 

111 x 143cm (111-115) 

from the Album of Professions and 
Customsl 

The paintings of the Company School mark the commencement of the 

'modern' era, and hence play a seminal role in Indian art. Under the 

influence of Western techniques and examples, and partly due to the 

patronage of Colonel James Skinner who encouraged the adoption of water 

colour, the Indian vision underwent that epochal transition to perhaps 

the most traumatic of periods in its long history. 

British patronage led to the foundation of Company Schools in the south 

at Madras and Tanjore, Delhi and Lucknow in the north, Calcutta and 

Patna in the east, as well as other centres of British influence. 

Adapting elements from the practices of the Victorian watercolour 

miniaturists, local artists worked on a slightly larger scale but gave 

their art the minute precision of miniature paintings. They were 

commissioned to paint mementos of what the British considered to be 

quaint or picturesque customs, clothing on figure types. Sufficient 

background would be ind icated to give the figures space to inhabit, and 

realistic devices were used such as reflections on shiny surfaces or 

the obtrusive use of cast shadows. 

1, Attributions provided by G. Varma. 



In the two sets of works shown here, from Tanjore on the one hand and 
Murshidabad on the other, two quite distinctive sets of characteristics 
are evident . In the former a male and a female, husband and wife, each 
bear the signs of their respective castes or trades: they are Brahmins, 
Ahiras, Toddy Carriers. 

In figure 103 we see The Sepoy Family , a Sepoy and his wife. He is 
shown in ceremonial military costume as a warrior of the realm, she 
carries that newly-fashionable symbol of status, the English umbrella. 



102 

103 



In the Brahm.in Couple ( figure 104) they are evidently on their way 
to the temple, perhaps on a c ecemo nial occasion, for tie carries a tract 
of the Holy Writ i ngs; both ace painted with the caste-marks, and the 
wife is elaborately bejewelled. On the foreheads of each is painted the 
appropriate tripu~4 ra marks, the three-in-one symbols of Brahma, , 
V~9u and Siva: a feature of several works in this set. 

In the Mil k Carrie r s (figure 105) the extensive body markings are 
again a sign of high status, because only high caste Hindus were cow
herds to their own and the higher classes. They were associated with 
Kr~9a, were considered symbolically as his step-brothers, and went 
under the title of Ahira . 

Particularly evident in this set of works is the simplified yet 
sensi t i ve modelling of the forms, and a treatment of detail so 
exquisite (e.g. the jewellery such as the nose- ring (nathia) , 1 or 
ear-ring s (barnaphool)) 2 that its quality is severely diminished 
in photographic reproduction. 

1. Inf ormat ion provided by G. Varma. 
2. ibid. 
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In the Murshidabad set the effects are softer and less crisp, due 
partly to the smaller size, the greater accumulation of small detail 
and to the use of mica as a support. 

Several works are given over to those picturesque modes of transport 
which so fascinated the British. In figure 106 we see the Purdah of 
a Muslim woman of rank. The bearers are in livery, carrying ornate 
poles ending in trumpet-spewing dragons' heads, and are preceded by the 
guard carrying a sheathed lance. 
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see colour plate X 



The Doll in figure 107 was a more modern, less secluded woman's 
conveyance. The lady's bearers and guards wear the same livery as those 
in the Pilk..i (palanquin) of figure 108 . The two carriages, with 
their simple, classical proportions are obviously products of English 
influence, and were evidently the works of a single carriage-maker. 
Even the parasols have the same colouring. 

The Camel Rider in figure 109, with his ceremonial sword and 
officer's trappings, is a member of the elite Camel Corps. The artist 
has captured the essential empathy between man and beast, af)OJense of 
both formal and spiritual unity. 
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The Elephant with Howdah of figure llO repre s en t s the most majestic 
of all the traditional means of tran s por t, used only for rajahs and 
those of the highest rank. The painted trunk, the jewelled tusks, the 
legs and neck with silver bracelets and bells , the beautifully worked 
and tasselled body and head coverings, all bespeak the Indian
influenced taste of the Muslim ruling class; for the figures in 
the Murshidabad set evidently are Muslims, hence the presence of a 
Rosary Seller (figure 111), a Tambouri Wallah (musician with a 
tambourine) in figure 112, whose turban, jamal (skirted robe) and 
sutan2 (trousers) are typically Muslim, as a r e the shoes . 

1. Information provided by G. Varma. 
2. ibid . 
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We are given intimate views of workers at their trades: 
sorter preparing cotton for winding (figure 113), a 
(figure 114). His tools are laid out on his working mat, 

a Cotton

Shoemaker 

including 
block, knives, punches and needles. He works with a thread that has 
been waxed from the bowl at his side, stitching the sole of the shoe 
whose pointed and curled upper lies finished on the mat. 

In figure 115 we see a Lancemaker put ting the finishing touches to 
his work with the graver. The red ochre and indigo colouring cakes lie 
at his feet, alongside the tip of a finished lance. 
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