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FOREWORD

If you wish to know something about India, you must empty your mind of all preconceived notions of
what you have heard or read. . . India is different, and exasperating as it must seem, would like to remain
so! You will not find any of your formal labels useful. India is many and it is one. It has incredible diversity
yet it is bound in a unity that stretches way back into unwritten history. There is hardly a thought in
philosophy, science or the arts of which you will not find some grain in India. . . In all the ups and downs
in its long history, India’s culture, mores and traditions have been continuously evolving, shaped by its
many experiences within itself and influenced from outside. It has not hesitated to adopt, adapt and
absorb new ideas.
S0 saID THE late Prime Minister Indira Gandhi—the person most responsible for the Festival of India
and, in turn, this exhibition.

From the high mountains of the north to the ocean-bothered shores of the south, India encompasses a
universe complete unto itself—a universe that is reflected in the diversity and the variety of sculptures
and paintings represented in the “Essence of Indian Art,” an exhibition that has had an appropriately
long course in coming to San Francisco. Originating in discussion with the Festival of India and the Indo-
U.S. Subcommission some three years ago, the exhibition marks the conclusion of perhaps the largest
such festival ever to take place in this country.

Among the many exhibitions of the Festival, “Essence” alone comes entirely from India. The great
national collections of India have contributed generously from their treasuries, and, therefore, no loans
were required from the extensive and important collections in our own country.

At the suggestion of both the Festival officials and Dr. B. N. Goswamy of Panjab University it was
decided to join with Association Francaise d’Action Artistique and Musée Guimet in the presentation of
the exhibition scheduled to be shown at the Grand Palais in Paris. The felicitous coincidence of a major
exhibition already scheduled for Paris solved many problems while presenting us with a major oppor-
tunity. Chief Curator Clarence Shangraw and I traveled to Paris at the opening of the exhibition there.
Distinguished visitors from India joined with Madame Mitterand and former Minister of Culture Jack
Lang in dedicating the exhibition and catalogue to the memory of our late friend Jean Riboud, who,
with his wife, Krishna Riboud, had long served in the advancement in France and the United States of
greater understanding of the arts of India. The acclaimed exhibition served as the climax of this year’s
India festival in France, as it also will here.

We were fortunate in being able to work with Dr. B. N. Goswamy, whose authority on the subject of
Indian painting made him the obvious and happy choice for Guest Curator. Dr. Goswamy suggested an
unusual approach to an exhibition of Indian art. He proposed using the nine rasas, or sentiments, pre-
viously applied to arts of the stage. The use of rasa for grouping sculpture and paintings is unique to this
exhibition, and our hope is that the employment of the rasas will allow the viewer greater access to
Indian art. The importance here of rasas is that they provide a key to understanding the methods Indian
artists used to provoke a particular response from their audience. We are especially grateful to Dr. Gos-
wamy for his work, his ideas, and for his excellent cooperation in this large and challenging international
loan exhibition.



May [ also thank here Mrs. Pupul Jayakar, stalwart and gracious champion for the Festival of India
cause and program in the United States. Busier than an ambassador—and more traveled—Mrs. Jayakar
always stood ready to assist and lead us along a tortuous path to a successful installation. Our gratitude
is permanent. We also thank S. K. Mishra, Director-General of the Festival of India.

Many of the Festival staff were involved from the beginning of our plans, but I would like to mention
the good help we received from Mr. Niranjan Desai of the Embassy in Washington and Mr. Didar Singh
of the Consulate in New York. They worked closely with us and with the Indo-U.S. Subcommission.
Much assistance came from Mr. Vijay Singh of the Festival staff in New Delhi. To each we are most
thankful.

The “Essence of Indian Art” benefited greatly from the attentions and good guidance of our friend
and former Consul-General in San Francisco, His Excellency K. S. Bajpai, Ambassador of India to the
United States. The ambassador served as a catalyst in many aspects of funding. Mrs. Bajpai kindly
worked with us on many planning details. The current Consul-General of India in San Francisco, Mr.
Deb Mukharji, and Mrs. Mukharji were also of excellent help in many stages of our planning.

The offices of the City and County of San Francisco contributed critical help to us in the presentation
of the exhibition. Mr. Peter Henschel and Ms. Betty Lim of Mayor Dianne Feinstein’s office are owed
special thanks for help in arrangements for the exhibition. Ms. Judy Teichman of the City Attorney’s
Office offered invaluable help in all matters legal.

The Indo-U.S. Subcommission was often of special help. Mr. Ted Tanen, Executive Director, gave
generously of his time and expertise. A member of the Subcommission, Mr. Porter McCray, a friend of
long standing of the Asian Art Museum, interceded on our behalf, as did Mr. Richard Lanier of the
Asian Cultural Council.

We thank the numerous lenders to the exhibition. Their generosity is extraordinary.

In New Delhi we benefited greatly from the advice and counsel of our friends, Mr. Mohammed
Yunus, Mr. Romi Chopra, Mr. and Mrs. Salmon Haidar, Mr. Martand Singh, Mr. and Mrs. Abbas Ali
Baig and Dr. Joanna Williams. And particular thanks must go to Mrs. Krishna Riboud. This wise and
elegant person took up the cause of the “Essence of Indian Art” with determination and great good
spirit. We will not forget all she did to make this exhibition possible.

Also in New Delhi, Dr. Laxmi Sihare, Director of the National Museum, a man of unequivocal dedi-
cation to his distinguished institution, despite enormous logistical problems finally succeeded in deliver-
ing to this nation and to France exhibitions of the highest order. We sympathize with the hardships he
and his staff endured. We are grateful for the exhibition.

Mr. Warren Faus, Chairman of this museum, and Mr. James Gerstley, Chairman of the Asian Art
Museum Foundation led us with understanding and a good amount of patience. Mrs. Brayton Wilbur,
Jr., chaired the exhibition steering committee with Mr. Kishore Kripalani. Members of this committee
and of the Friends of the Exhibition, chaired by Chan Desaigoudar, are listed elsewhere in the catalogue.
The exhibition would have had no chance of success without the excellent work of this group. Mrs.
Wilbur also traveled with me to India in the final stages of our negotiations. Mrs. Robert Sellers, faithful
and energetic chairman of our exhibitions committee has enthusiastically supported the exhibition.
Mrs. Martin Skewes-Cox of the Museum Society graciously steered a course of good support for the
exhibition from among the impressive membership of the Asian Art Museum and the Fine Arts
Museums of San Francisco. We thank Mrs. Skewes-Cox and the membership for their support.
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The National Endowment for the Humanities granted the exhibition a large funding award. This
funding was the key to staging the exhibition. We are pleased and honored to work with the
Endowment.

The Society for Asian Artis chaired by Mrs. Lewis Lowe, a knowledgeable and effective leader in our
community. The Society embraced the exhibition and lent us wonderful support. Mr. Richard Gump
contributed to the exhibition and loaned a series of remarkable prints on India which are on display in
conjunction with the exhibition.

Mr. Couric Payne traveled to Paris to see the exhibition as he planned for our bookstore. Indeed,
many of the staff of the Museum Society and of the de Young and Legion of Honor worked with us in
telling harmony to assure achievement of our goals. I would like here to thank Ian White, Whitney Hall
and Gus Teller—among many others—for their cooperation.

In the end the work of assembling the catalogue, arranging for the exhibition and its installation, and
attending details fell upon the staff of the Asian Art Museum. I would need the words and expressions of
Tagore were my thanks to them to be adequately expressed, particularly our Chief Curator Clarence
Shangraw, Curator of Indian Art, Terese T'se Bartholomew, her assistants, the capable Nancy Hock and
Padma Kaimal, Curator of Education Richard Mellott, Assistant Curator So Kam Ng, Linden Chubin
of Education/Outreach, Director of Development Ann Squires, her assistant DeAnn Borshay, Accoun-
tant Osman Rumjahn, Registrar Jack Foss, Assistant Registrar Nancy Macko, Conservator Alexis
Pencovic, Assistant Conservator Richard Barden, and Jack Dowty, our Administrative Deputy, the
thoroughgoing Sigrid Fink, Librarian Fred Cline, Public Relations Coordinator Ruth Anderson, and
our capable preparators headed by Glen Shafer. They performed their tasks brilliantly. May I also
thank former director Yvon d’Argencé, who began the processes that led to our exhibition.

This exhibition is a manifest tribute to Indian art. Mrs. Gandhi’s farsighted launching of a festival of
exhibitions and performances has done much to better inform Americans about her country, but it has
done more. It has thrilled us with the wonder of Indian art and culture.

Rand Castile
Director
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CHRONOLOGY

INDUS VALLEY CIVILIZATION

a. 2300-1750 B.C

VEDIC AGE

(c.a. 1500-450 B.C )

MAURYA DYNASTY
B.C

c.a. 323-185 B.C

SATAVAHANA

{ca. 15t Century B.C.-3rd Century AD)

SHUNGA

(c.a. 2nd-1st Century B.C

KUSHAN

c.a Tst Century B.C.-4th Century A.D.

{c.a. 4th-6ih Century AD)

PALA

c.a. 8th-12th Century

PALLAVA

c.a. 7th-9th Century

CHANDELLA

(c.a. 10th-11th Century)

EASTERN GANGA

2. 11th-14th Century)

2. 12th-13th Century

CHOLA

c.a. Mid 9th-13th Century

HOYSALA

.2, 1006-1346]

SULTANATE

(1192-1526)
VIJAYANAGAR
ca. 1336-1565)

RAJPUT STATES

MUGHAL {.a. 16th-17th Century)

1526-1827)

INDEPENDENCE
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RASA! DELIGHT OF THE REASON

Ir ONE WERE NOT so much immersed in it oneself, it could be quite an experience to attend a recital in
India of classical Indian music simply to observe the responses of the listeners. We can think of a great
Indian vocalist presenting, interpreting, a raga, the audience sitting on the floor, not far from him, not
far even physically, but quite close, almost within touching distance, accompanists in place, instruments
tuned. As the singer opens with the slow, ruminative passage of pure voice movement with no words
used, the alaap, something that—depending upon which tradition, or gharana, he comes from—he can
elaborate upon and embellish very considerably (being in no hurry at all, in a deliberate, leisurely fash-
ion), one would notice several persons in the audience closing their eyes, inclining their heads slightly,
and slowly, very slowly swaying with a gentle, lyrical movement. An occasional nodding or shaking of
the head becomes visible. The listeners open their eyes ever so briefly from time to time to look at the
singer when he provides a surprising twist or adds a new flourish or grace, but generally they appear as if
they were hearing the note patterns twice over: once physically, through the ears, as being performed at
that moment and in that space; but also inwardly at the same time, in the mind’s ear, as it were. Itis as if
they know the pattern well and are seeking some kind of confirmation, a correspondence between what
is in their minds and what they are hearing at this moment. The cadenced, almost involuntary motions
of the singer’s hands vary greatly from performance to performance. As he gets into the body of the raga,
eyes often closed, his gestures lend emphasis, complete a statement, suggest other possibilities, open
different kinds of windows. While he does this, a certain number of listeners can also be seen picking up
these movements imperceptibly, not matching each gesture of the singer with their own but catching the
essence of the motions, for these go with the unheard music within them.

When the opening passage yields to the next, developing the theme of the raga, also slow but accom-
panied by a beat and adding words, the number of people in the audience who seem to become one with
the singer increases appreciably, for picking up the pattern of the beat is simpler than getting the nuances
of complex unaccompanied arrangements of notes. A palpable excitement enters the atmosphere. The
heads begin to nod more surely, the emphasis remaining on the slight downward jerk as it synchronizes
with each ending of a cycle in the beat; hands move still faintly but discernibly, now echoing the rhythm
in the beat. Occasionally, as the singer introduces a new element, using microtonal graces, catching even
the attuned members of the audience with a move that surprises, the hint of a smile passes from singer to
listeners. One also picks up short snatches of articulated praise or enthusiasm: they do not disturb the
performer in the least and are even acknowledged sometimes with a slight nod of the head.

This goes on for a length of time and, depending upon the abilities of the audience, its #tsaha or
energy, a clear exchange, a rapport, is established between the two. When the singer takes the raga into a
more complex stage and takes taans, those dazzlingly elaborate virtuoso permutations and combina-
tions of notes along the ascending or descending scale, he frequently leaves the audience behind, for it is
difficult either to predict what he is going to do or to keep pace with those mercurial, lightning turns and
twists of voice.
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Then, in a faster tempo, when the theme or the burden of the composition is picked up again, a new
energy seems to be released among the listeners. Now two different kinds of exchanges take place, those
between the singer and audience, and those between him and his accompanists, the player of a stringed
instrument such as the sarangi, or the percussionist using a pair of tabla drums. The singer suddenly
springs surprises of all kinds, uses crossrhythms, while the percussionists try to keep pace, even antici-
pate him on occasions, as if a game of great sophistication were being played among them, all within the
approved, strictly laid-down ambit of a raga.

At the same time, between singer and listeners, sometimes even between the instrumental accom-
panists and the listeners, a new rapport is established. Eyes close and then open again in surprise or
admiration; heads sway, and whole bodily movements become accentuated. Since the singer is using
poetry thatis by this point familiar to the audience (if it were not known to it previously), and the burden
of the song is fully understood and identified with, one can hear the last words of a verse sung by the
performer being picked up and softly whispered by 'the more alert listeners.

It is all very spontaneous, the unstudied quality emphasizing the involvement of the audience with the
raga, with the whole recital. A certain glistening of the eyes becomes evident; a mood seems to pervade.
There are no paroxysms of delight, no outbursts that distract the singer: all that these gentle movements
of head and hands, the meaningful exchanges between singer and listeners, signify is that they are with
the singer, feeling distinct vibrations within themselves, even perfecting the rendering of the song by the
force of their own imagination and emotion.

At this point, regardless of the theme of the song incorporated in the raga—it could be love-in-union,
or love-in-separation, or even a song about death or the final realities of life; this is immaterial—a certain
lifting of the spirits among the listeners becomes noticeable. No depression descends, even if the burden
of the music is sad; on the other hand, there is an elevation of the mind, a rushing forward. It is as if a
spark had jumped from singer to listeners. A particularly graceful or difficult movement of notes, an
uncommon elegance improvised and inducted into the structure of the raga, a verse that has suddenly
assumed the character of a revelation because so ably and creatively interpreted by the singer, send a
tingle down the spine of many a listener. The word frequently used in India to describe this sensation is
horripilation, hair standing on end. The audience is having an experience of delight: it is tasting rasa.

I remember from my childhood—TI could not have been more than seven or eight years of age at the
time—witnessing a performance by a traveling theatrical troupe that came to a little town called
Shakargarh, now in Pakistan. My father, a judicial officer who held court ten days in a month away
from his district headquarters, was on a tour of that place, and we children were accompanying him.

The touring company, as it was called, had come and pitched its tents in the open space behind the
civil rest-house in which we were staying. They set up a raised stage with the roughest of materials; the
curtains with sceneries painted on them were all installed during the day, as we stood around and
watched. The musical mixed a great deal of singing by the actors with dialogues which were also mostly
in rhyme, following the tradition that I now know to be Parsi theatre, was titled Wamaq Azra. None of
us understood what the title meant, and it was only much later that I found out that these were the names
of two lovers from a famous Persian love legend.

There was excitement when a group of barkers went around the town distributing handbills and
making announcements on a horn concerning the performance. There was no entry fee, as the play must
have been sponsored by some local patron. A fair crowd gathered in the evening, and we children
sneaked out of our rest-house rooms and stood at the back. There were no elaborate lights, no sets but
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for the painted backdrops, but there was music before the performance began to keep the audience quiet
and entertained.

Irecall absolutely nothing of the story or the quality of the performance. All that I vividly remember is
the sustained music played on traditional instruments throughout the performance, and occasional out-
bursts of despair from the actors. Clearly, it was an emotion-charged play, full of situations that must
have been easy for the spectators to comprehend and identify with. For me, much remained opaque: the
language was too high-flown, being some kind of Persianized Urdu, and the plot was outside my reach.

But the music that belonged to the performance apart, what stands out in my mind is the sound of
suppressed sobbing that came from the audience. The situation in the play must have been of unbearable
grief, arising from some kind of irreversible separation, and several members of the audience seemed to
be choked with feeling, silent tears flowing, mouths dry, a lump in their throats that evidently refused to
go away. The performance had obviously led to a certain melting of the heart. I remember seeing with a
sense of bewilderment grown men wiping tears silently from their eyes and holding their heads between
their hands—trying to suppress emotions, anxious not to display them—covering the lower parts of
their faces in the coarse cotton sheets that served as wraps around their shoulders in the slight chill of the
evening. The spectators seemed to be a rustic, uncouth group of people, but evidently they responded to
the performance and were deeply moved by it. Today [ would say, recalling that evening, that they were
experiencing an aesthetic emotion occasioned by the performance.

THE SINGLE MOST important term that figures in the formal theory of art developed in India from very
early times is undoubtedly rasa. To understand the term outwardly is not difficult, and its several mean-
ings are within easy reach. In its most obvious sense, the sense in which it is still employed most widely in
daily parlance in India, it means the sap or juice of plants, extract, fluid. In this physical sense, it is easy to
identify: when one speaks thus of the rasa of orange or sugarcane, for instance, one is certain that the
word means the same thing to everyone. In its secondary sense, rasa signifies the nonmaterial essence of
a thing, “the best or finest part of it,” like perfume, which comes from matter but is not so easy to
describe or comprehend. In its tertiary sense, rasa denotes taste, flavor, relish related to consuming or
handling either the physical object or taking in its nonphysical properties, often yielding pleasure.

In its final and subtlest sense, however—and this is close to the tertiary sense in which the word is
applied to art and aesthetic experience—rasa comes to signify a state of heightened delight, in the sense
of ananda, the kind of bliss that can be experienced only by the spirit. As later writers such as Vish-
wanatha, fourteenth century author of the Sahitya Darpana, a celebrated work on poetics, say: rasa is
an experience akin to ultimate reality, “twin brother to the tasting of Brahma.” In Vishwanatha, the very
definition of poetry involves invoking the word rasa. His dictum is often quoted: “Poetry is a sentence
the soul of which is rasa.”

The theory of art that centers around the idea of rasa was enunciated for the first time, in the form
that it has come down to us, by Bharata in the Natyashastra, that extraordinary work on the arts of the
theater, which is generally placed close to the beginning of the Christian era. But its roots go back still
farther, for even as he sets it forth in outline, Bharata acknowledges his debt to older masters. Bharata
enunciates and applies the rasa theory to the arts of the stage, incorporating dance and music (natya),
but, as Coomaraswamy says, the theory is “immediately applicable to art of all kinds,” much of its
terminology specifically employing the concept of color. The point of the present exhibition is to explore
how it works in relationship to the visual arts, specifically sculpture and painting.
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So pervasive and widespread is the use of the term rasa in the context of the arts in India, so often is it
evoked by critics and common viewers or readers, that it forms a central part of the vocabulary of art. A
performance of dance or music or of a play often might be criticized as being devoid of rasa (nirasa), or
praised for yielding rasa in great measure. The voice of a singer would be acclaimed for being charged
with rasa (rasili), the eyes of the beloved would be described as filled with rasa, and so on. Whatever
philosophers and theoreticians might have to say of the term and the many complexities that attend its
proper understanding when applied to art, the simple appreciator of art knows his mind quite well and
uses the term frequently, often with remarkable accuracy. Great and considered works on rhetoric might
insist that the justification of art lies in its service of the fourfold purposes of life, its aims (purusharthas)
as generally understood in India: right action (dharma), pleasure (karma), wealth (artha), and spiritual
freedom (1moksha). At the ordinary level, it is understood that art must result in an experience of rasa,
must yield delight. Of the four ends of life, as Coomaraswamy says, “the first three represent the proxi-
mate and last the ultimate. The work of art is determined in the same way . . . proximately with regard to
immediate use, and ultimately with regard to aesthetic experience.” Referring to Vishwanatha, he
maintains:

... mere narration, bare utility, are not art, or are only art in a rudimentary sense. Nor has art as such a
merely informative value confined to its explicit meaning: only the man of little wit can fail to recognize
that art is by nature a well-spring of delight, whatever may have been the occasion of its appearance.

That rasa is what art is all about may not be specifically stated in so many words by everyone, butin a
very real sense it is what a viewer is looking for in a work of art. I remember quite sharply an occasion
when I took some keen doubt of mine, a small inquiry regarding the date or style of a painting, to that
great connoisseur of the arts of India, the late Rai Krishna Dasa in Benaras. Rai Sahib, as he was almost
universally called, heard my questions with his usual grace and patience, then leaned back on the com-
fortable round bolster on his simple divan and said softly: “These questions I will now leave to you eager
historians of art. All that I want to do, at this stage of my life”—he was past seventy years of age then and
in frail health—*is to taste rasa.” Nobody knew more than Rai Sahib about the kinds of questions that I
had taken to him at that time, but somehow he had moved on to, or back toward, what the real meaning
or purpose of art was, in his eyes.

That in the context of the arts rasa is central, something toward which things move and around
which they so often revolve, comes through even in Coomaraswamy’s brilliant essay, “The Theory of
Artin Asia.” Bringing a refreshingly different but valid point of view to the average Western reader and
critic of his days, Coomaraswamy elaborated upon many Eastern theories in his essay. He explored and
attempted to bring within reach many ideas, ranging from the nature and meaning of representation in
art as seen though Asian eyes, to the nature of art itself, discussing the issue of ideal types and the six
canons of art developed in China and India. He speaks in this essay of symbolism and conventions, of
decadence and intellectuality, as understood in the arts of a culture like India, emphasizing how an
object of Indian art is a visual symbol, “ideal in the mathematical sense.” He also distinguishes between
originality and novelty on the one hand, and intensity or energy, on the other. Significantly, the discus-
sion is crowned by, or at least moves in the end toward, the complex notion of rasa as forming a part of
the “formal theory of art” in India. He seems to say that it is in the context of rasa, and with constant
reference to it, that art seems to have been viewed in an earlier age in India.



DELIGHT OF THE REASON

THE SCULPTURES and paintings that constitute the present show are meant to be seen against the back-
ground of an awareness of the way rasa works in and through works of art. In the performing arts of
India, 7asa is spoken of all too often as being part of the language of the dancer and the musician, and of
the vocabulary of the critic. But in the visual arts, it is not mentioned with as much frequency or self-
assurance. It may be useful therefore to begin with understanding the rasa experience—not easy to ana-
lyze—with reference to its various parts. This will have to be done through the work of writers on the
arts of the theater or of poetry, for not much has been written on it with reference to the visual arts. But
understanding it in its outline, even if in terms of the world of drama or poetry, would present no serious
difficulty. Although the subject bristles with problems, the broad outlines—and these alone interest us
here—are reasonably clear.

An impressive amount of literature has been written in India on rhetoric in which ideas on rasa figure
most prominently. A lively debate seems to have gone on for nearly fifteen hundred years with regard to
the true nature of rasa: some things are clear, but others remain obscure or elusive. For any understand-
ing of rasa, however, a prerequisite is to gain familiarity with some basic terms. The terms had to be
expounded at some length by Bharata and some later writers, for the whole understanding of the ideas
contained in this theory of art would depend on a precise comprehension of these forms. It needs to be
remembered that many of them are not employed in common parlance, certainly not as commonly or
easily as rasa is, and some writers have been quick to point out that some of these terms were coined or
bent toward specific usage by Bharata, so that they are not easily confused with ordinarily employed
terms and are seen as possessing special meanings. To this generally difficult situation, we have to add
the difficulty of translating them from Sanskrit into Western languages. The difficulty is compounded
because different translators of Sanskrit texts in which these terms occur have used different English
equivalents for Sanskrit originals. One cannot speak of any standard renderings of these terms: it would
serve the interests of clarity, therefore, if the Sanskrit originals are used with some frequency along with
their translations.

As we have observed, the word rasa is variously rendered. At one point, Coomaraswamy uses for it
the term “ideal beauty.” While “tincture” or “essence” are not employed in the context of aesthetic experi-
ence, the word commonly favored is “flavor.” Manmohan Ghosh, in his translation of the text of
Bharata’s Natyashastra, preferred the term “sentiment”; other writers have used the word “relish” for
rasa. Aesthetic experience is described as the “tasting of flavor” (rasasvadana); the taster, in other words
the viewer or reader, more specifically a scholar or connoisseur, is referred to as a rasika. A work of art
possessing rasa is often described as being rasavat, or rasavant. Other terms, a little more difficult to
understand because they are used in a very special sense, are: bhava (rendered as mood or emotional
state), vibhavas (determinants), anubbavas (consequents), and vyabhicharibhavas (complementary
emotional states). A sthayibbava is an enduring or durable emotional state; sattvika bhavas are involun-
tary bodily responses in states of emotion. Each of these terms needs to be clearly understood, but to
this we can return later.

Some idea of the controversies that obtain in the domain of the rasa theory can be gained from the
fact that there is no clear agreement even about how many rasas there are. Bharara speaks of eight senti-
ments (to which a widely accepted ninth has been added by later writers): Shringara (the erotic), Hasya
(the comic), Karuna (the pathetic), Raudra (the furious), Vira (the heroic), Bhayanaka (the terrible),
Bibhatsa (the odious), and Adbhuta (the marvelous). The ninth rasa spoken of is Shanta (the quiescent;
Appendix A). These are separately listed because even though rasa is defined as one and undivided it is
one or the other of these nine rasas through which an aesthetic experience takes place, in the language



employed by Bharata and later rhetoricians. Because out of these nine, one sentiment or flavor domi-
nates, a work of art propels a spectator toward, or becomes the occasion for, a rasa experience.

Aesthetic experience as defined in this context is the act of tasting a rasa, “of immersing oneself in it to
the exclusion of all else.” In essence, Bharata seems to say, with reference to theatrical performance, the
focus of his work, “rasa is born from the union of the play with the performance of the actors.” A great
deal of later discussion verges on the interpretation of a terse statement of Bharata’s, a sutra or aphorism,
which reads: “Rasa is born out of the union of the determinants (vibhavas), the consequents (anubhavas)
and the complementary emotional states (vyabhicharibbhavas).” In explanation, Bharata says rather lit-
tle—later writers were to debate the point with heat and acrimony—but it is appropriate that his exact
words be taken in first. After making this brief pronouncement, he asks a rhetorical question: “Is there
any instance [parallel to it]?” and proceeds to answer:

[Yes], it is said that as taste [rasa] results from a combination of various spices, vegetables and other
articles, and as six tastes are produced by articles, such as raw sugar or spices or vegetables, so the durable
emotional states [sthayibhava], when they come together with various other psychological states, attain
the quality of a sentiment [i.e. become sentiment]. Now one inquires, “What is the meaning of the word
rasa?” Itis said in reply [that rasa is so called] because it is capable of being tasted. How is rasa tasted? [In
reply] it is said that just as well-disposed persons while eating food cooked with many kinds of spices
enjoy its taste, and attain pleasure and satisfaction, so the cultured people taste the durable emotional
states while they see them represented by an expression of the various emotional states with words, ges-
tures, and derive pleasure and satisfaction. Just as a connoisseur of cooked food [bhakta] while eating
food which has been prepared from various spices and other articles tastes it, so the learned people taste
in their heart [#2anas] the durable emotional states [such as love, sorrow etc.] when they are represented
by an expression of the emotional states with gestures. Hence, these durable emotional states in a drama
are called sentiments.

Much else follows and several issues arise, but it might be useful first to try to gain a rudimentary
understanding of how all this operates. If rasa is born of or arises from a combination of determinants,
consequents, and complementary emotional states, we begin with these. Determinants (vibhavas) are
essentially “the physical stimulants to aesthetic reproduction, particularly the theme and its parts, the
indications of time and place and other apparatus of representation—the whole factible.” Of these, too,
two different categories are spoken of: alambana vibhavas and uddipana vibhavas meaning, respec-
tively, the substantial determinants and the excitant determinants. Taking help from later writers, and
taking the example of a specific rasa like Shringara, the erotic, its determinants would be of two kinds.
The substantial determinants would be a lover and beloved, hero or heroine, or in Sanskrit, a nayaka
and nayika. Without these, the erotic sentiment or mood of love would be difficult to imagine. The
excitants would be, among other things, the moon, sandalwood ointment and other unguents, the
humming of bees, attractive clothing and jewelry, an empty house or a secluded grove in a garden appro-
priate as a trysting place. Consequents (anubhavas) are “the specific and conventional means of register-
ing emotional states, in particular gestures and glances etc.,” something to which the Natyashastra pays
such wonderfully elaborate attention. Continuing with Shringara, in this case the appropriate conse-
quents (anubhavas) could be raising of the eyebrows, sidelong glances, embracing, kissing, holding
hands. The range of gestures and movements appropriate to the theme is remarkably rich in both dance
and drama, and the performer can draw upon his whole repertoire.

Then there are the complementary (or transitory) emotional states (vyabbicharibhavas), of which
Bharata lists as many as thirty-three (see Appendix B). These range from agitation, depression, weari-
ness, distraction, and stupor to fright, shame, joy, envy, anxiety, and indecision. They are referred to as
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complementary or transitory because while they arise in the course, say, of a play, and actors interpreting
characters go through them, they do not last long and serve eventually only to feed into the dominant
mood of a performance. They complement the principal mood or emotional state and do not in them-
selves leave a lasting impression. Finally, there are listed eight involuntary bodily responses (sattvika
bhavas) in states of emotions, including perspiration, paralysis, trembling, fainting, change of voice,
change of color, and horripilation.

Continuing with Shringara, itis stated that any complementary emotional state could be brought into
awork except cruelty, death, indolence, or disgust, because they are opposed to the rise of the principal
sentiment, the erotic. In the course of a performance in which the appropriate determinants and conse-
quents and complementary emotional states have been selected, developed, and used, the viewer’s heart
is constantly and subtly being worked on by these properties, conditions, or representations of states. A
“churning of the heart” takes place, at the end of which a dominant emotional state emerges, a bhava
that is called sthayi, or durable. Any one of the nine bhavas of this durable kind could come floating to
the surface of the mind of the viewer. These nine emotional states are rati (love), basa (mirth, play-
fulness), shoka (sorrow), krodha (anger), utsaba (energy), bhaya (fear), jugupsa (disgust), vismaya
(astonishment) and shama (equanimity). It would be seen that these durable emotional states (sthayi-
bhavas) correspond to the nine rasas or sentiments listed earlier. Thus, the emotional state of love has its
correspondence in the erotic sentiment, that of laughter or mirth its correspondence in the comic senti-
ment, and so on (see Appendix C).

At this point an elusive, inscrutable element is introduced in the rasa theory. It is stated that when, as a
result of this churning of the heart, this mixing of the elements, a durable emotional state has emerged,
this very state transmutes itself into a rasa in a competent person. If the circumstances have been right, if
the performance is of the proper order, and if the viewer is cultured and sensitive enough (a rasika) a
spark would leap from the performance to the viewer, resulting in an experience that would suffuse the
entire being of the rasika. The experience might possess the suddenness of a flash of lightning, leaving
the viewer unprepared for the moment and unaware of the swiftness with which it comes, deeply moved
by it. This is the moment when, as a later writer put it, “magical flowers would blossom” in his
awareness: rasa would be tasted. The experience is genuine and definable, but, it is stated, there are so
many variables in the situation that it cannot be predicted or even worked toward. The same viewer may
have a rasa experience of one level at one time from a performance, and not have it at another; the
intensity of one viewer’s experience may be different from another’s. Many factors intervene, but this at
least seems to be the essence of the rasa experience.

Aesthetic experience (rasasvadana) has been defined by different writers, each in his own terms and
according to his own understanding. Bharata’s chapter on rasa has been commented and elaborated
upon by generations of scholars and theoreticians, the most important among them being
Abhinavagupta, that great Kashmiri scholar of the eleventh century. After Bharata, an authoritative
definition comes from Vishwanatha, author of the celebrated Sahitya Darpana (Mirror of Composi-
tion). Coomaraswamy regards Vishwanatha’s passage defining the nature of aesthetic experience “of
such authority and value as to demand translation iz extenso”:

Flavor [rasa] is tasted [asvadyate] by men having an innate knowledge of absolute values [kaishchit-
pramatribbib] in exaltation of the pure consciousness [sattvodrekat] as self-luminous [svaprakashah] in
the mode at once of ecstasy and intellect [anandacinmayah], void of contact with things knowable
lvedyantarasparshashunyab), twin brother to the tasting of Brahma [brabmasvadasabodarab], whereof
the life is a superworldly lightning flash [lokottaracamatkarapranab], an intrinsic aspect [svakaravat-
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svarupavat] in indivisibility [abhinnatve]. . .. Pure aesthetic experience is theirs in whom the knowledge
of ideal beauty is innate; it is known intuitively in intellectual ecstasy without accompaniment of idea-
tion, at the highest level of conscious being; born of one mother with the vision of God, its life is as it were
a flash of blinding light of transmundane origin, impossible to analyze, and yet in the image of our very
being.

Appropriately, Coomaraswamy reminds us that there are two senses in which the word rasa is com-
monly used: first, “relatively, in the plural with reference to the various, usually eight or nine, emotional
conditions which may constitute the burden of a given work,” and second, “absolutely, in the singular,
with reference to the interior act of tasting flavor unparticularized. In the latter sense, the idea of an
aesthetic beauty to be tasted, and knowable only in the activity of tasting, is to be clearly distinguished
from the relative beauties or loveliness of the separate parts of the work or of the work itself considered
merely as a surface.”

Aesthetic experience, it has been stated, is “just as a flower born of magic” which has “as its essence,
solely the present, it is co-related neither with what came before nor with what comes after.” Between
the spectator and the experience of rasa lie many obstacles, much the same way in which obstacles lie
between a meditator and his realization of that supreme bliss that comes from perfect knowledge. These
need to be removed, not the easiest of tasks. In fact, long discussions center around this question of the
nature of obstacles, and the possibilities of their removal in different kinds and categories of viewers. But
once removed, the dust wiped clean from the mirror of the heart, what is experienced is that sense of
exalted delight “different from the forms of bliss of practical life, and just because it is devoid of obsta-
cles, it is called Tasting, Delibation, Lysis, Perception, Rest, in the nature of the knowing subject.” Aes-
thetic experience is thus a transformation “not merely of feeling, but equally of understanding,” “a con-
densed understanding in the mode of ecstasy.” As Gnoli, paraphrasing Abhinavagupta, puts it:

The so-called supreme bliss, the lysis, the wonder is. . . nothing but a tasting, that is, a cognitation in all its
compact density, of our own liberty. This liberty is realissima [that is to say, not metaphoricalj and insep-
arable from the very nature of consciousness. We must not, however, forget that in the tasting of a juice or
sweet flavor, etc., there s, between this bliss and us, the separating screen, so to say, of the exterior reality.
In poetry, in drama, and so on, this screen is actually missing, but it remains in a latent state. Also in these
forms of limited bliss, however, those people whose hearts are carefully devoted to canceling the part
which performs the functions of a screen succeed in reaching the supreme bliss.

As would be noticed, there is a marked emphasis in this entire enunciation on the spectator. The
words used to denote him are carefully chosen, because the clear assumption behind this entire theory of
art is that it is not given to everyone to attain that state, that lightning flash of understanding and delight
which is the rasa experience. We have to remind ourselves once again that the theory is worked out in the
context of drama, and that only the spectator who is a rasika will have this experience. For it is he who
knows what rasa is, and whose mind is prepared to receive the experience. It is clear through several
assertions in the Natyashastra, and by later writers, that the experience of rasa depends a great deal on
the energy (uzsaha) that the spectator brings with him to the experience of a work of art. As is stated, it is
his own energy “that is the cause of tasting, just as when children play with clay elephants.” The durable
emotional state that is subtly brought into being by or through a work of art is one thing: its transmuta-
tion into a rasa is dependent upon the energy, the inner ability, the singleness of heart of the rasika. The
faculty of imagination and wonder is greatly emphasized.

It is asserted by several authorities that the rasa experience belongs not to the poet or to the actor but
exclusively to the viewer. The whole question of where rasa lies has been the subject of much debate.
Abhinavagupta examines various ideas on the subject and states quite emphatically:
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Rasa does not lie in the actor. But where then? You have all forgotten and I remind you again [of what [

have already said]. Indeed I have said that rasa is not limited by any difference of space, times, and know-

ing subjects. Your doubt is then devoid of sense. But what is the actor? The actor, I say, is the means of the

tasting, and hence he is called by the name “vessel.” The taste of wine, indeed, does not stay in the vessel,

which is only a means necessary to the tasting of it. The actor then is necessary and useful only in the

beginning.
To the natural question whether the actor or the artist also experiences rasa, several writers including
Vishwanatha maintain that he “may obtain aesthetic experience from the spectacle of his own perform-
ance.” The actor is understood quite naturally not to be unmoved by “the passions he depicts.” Likewise
the musician, the dancer, the maker of an image would be involved in the emotion that he brings to his
performance or work, but the experiencing of emotion before or during the act of making or perform-
ing, it is stated, is of an order different from the rasa experience, which has that illuminating, suffusing
character, is that lightning flash of delight, and can be experienced by the maker or the performer only
when and if he puts himself in the position of a viewer of himself and his work.

There is more cerebration about the rasa experience. Is it in the nature of a revelation, an unveiling, of
entering a state of manifestness? Or, does it imply the coming into being of a state that did not exist
before and is therefore something new and fresh? According to Vishwanatha, when it is said that rasa is
something brought out into manifestness, what is meant is that it is made manifest “in a different char-
acter to which it is changed.” Examples from the area of food and tasting—appropriate to the whole
question of asvadana—illustrate this. It is stated thus that milk and curd are of the same substance, curd
being milk presented under a change of character; it is not something previously completed and pre-
viously so extant; it is certainly not something only revealed. A change is involved between what one sees
and what one experiences, the perception, the act of gustation, identifying the nature of the change. Itis
along these lines that much of the discussion proceeds, but for our purposes it is not necessary to go at
any length into these discussions, except to remind ourselves of an oft-cited aphorism that “bhava, the
durable emotional state, is the flower, and rasa is the fruit thereof.” The second is evidently not possible
to think of without the first, but this does not mean that the first will, in all cases, result in the second.
Flower and fruit are clearly related, being parts of the same plant, but they are different in character and,
of course, each flower does not necessarily yield or lead to fruit.

A predictable measure of attention in these discussions is claimed by the question: how does aesthetic
experience differ from experience of the kinds of emotions which are part of our real, everyday life? The
issue is brought to a head through a relatively simple example. If, as is maintained, the rasa experience is
one of delight, how is it, it might well be asked, that “things that are painful in reality become, in art, the
sources of pleasure?” The states of sorrow, fear, or disgust obviously do not yield pleasure in real life, and
yet one speaks of them as leading to an aesthetic experience. As Vishwanatha puts it: “No one possessed
of understanding engages—knowingly, and without some ulterior view-—in paining himself; and yet we
see that everyone enters with engrossing interest into the ‘Pathetic’ [sentiment]. . ..” He answers himself
by stating that the rasa experience is not experience at an everyday, mundane level. The nature of rasa
experience is transcendental, hyperphysical, literally lokottara, beyond ordinary experience. If this were
not so, who would read the Ramayana, that great epic, the leading sentiment of which is Karuna, the
pathetic? Asitis, we hold it as being one of the most heart-delighting compositions of Indian literature.
The distancing from the mundane experience of emotions made possible by a fine work or performance
is what makes the difference.
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The notion here is different from catharsis. The heart is not lightened through a performance; the
rasa that it yields is a kind of “delight of the reason,” as Coomaraswamy puts it, “an ecstasy in itself
inscrutable.” Another illuminating instance is that of the Mahabharata, that other great epic, in which
the unutterably sad adventures of a just and truthful king, Harishchandra, are told at great length,
involving the grief of deprivation and tear-shedding. To this it is said that the audience sheds tears not
because of the pain that it actually experiences, but because through witnessing the performance of
Harishchandra’s tale, the heart is melted. This melting of the heart is a matter of moment, and it is from
this that further discussion proceeds about why everyone cannot “receive” from a work of art. It is here
that the role of imagination, of “cultivated intellectual sensibility,” is emphasized. This imagination, this
capacity for “conceiving whatever passion is intended to be depicted,” is what characterizes a rasika.

Another point made is that rasa is, essentially, considered unique, indivisible. Its division into eight or
nine varieties possesses only limited value and is adopted for the sake of convenience. Were it not so, its
universality would come into doubt. The various divisions that we characterize as sentiments are like
“rays of different colors, that we perceive when light is passed through a prism.” Another image often
employed by writers is of the various rasas being like different-colored precious stones all strung on the
same necklace. Rasa is one, we are told; it is only approached or colored differently.

Aesthetic experience is seen, in the final analysis, as

an inscrutable and uncaused spiritual activity, that is virtually ever present and potentially realizable, but
not possible to be realized unless and until all effective and mental barriers have been resolved, all knots
of the heart undone. ...

Closely related to rasa is the idea of dhvani, the reverberation of meaning arising by suggestion.
Dhvani is referred to as the very soul of poetry. Ordinarily one thinks of a word or other symbol as
possessing only two powers, those of denotation (abhidha) and connotation (lakshana). But Indian
thinkers of the brilliant School of Manifestation assume for a word or a symbol “a third power, that of
suggestion, the matter suggested, which we should call the real content of the work, being dhvani.” Here
reference is made to the literal, allegorical, and anagogic significance of words and symbols: “Dhvani, as
overtone of meaning, is thus the immediate vehicle of a single rasa and means to aesthetic experience.”
The heart of the cultivated viewer, the rasika, is like “dry wood charged by latent fire”: it only needs to be
kindled, and the kindling often takes place through a work of art that produces suggestions, “reverbera-
tions of meaning.”

Coomaraswamy concludes his lucid if relatively brief discussion of the formal Indian theory of art by
pointing out that both rasa and dhvani are essentially metaphysical and vedantic in method and conclu-
sion. The fully evolved Indian theory of beauty, which may have come into being only by the tenth or
eleventh century, with all the commentaries on the Natyashastra and interpretations added by later writ-
ers, evidently drew a great deal upon the philosophical thought of India in which the realization of God
was gone into with such extraordinary subtlety and at such length. It is not without reason that writers
constantly compare the delight that constitutes the rasa experience and is its essence, and the pure bliss
experienced by the meditator when he perceives the ultimate reality. In Coomaraswamy’s words:

... the conception of the work of art as determined outwardly to use and inwardly to a delight of the
reason; the view of its operation as not intelligibly causal, but by way of a destruction of the mental and
affective barriers behind which the natural manifestation of the spirit is concealed; the necessity that the
soul should be already prepared for this emancipation by an inborn or acquired sensibility; the require-
ment of self-identification with the ultimate theme, on the part of both artist and spectator, as prerequi-
site to visualization in the first instance and reproduction in the second; finally, the conception of ideal
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beauty as unconditioned by natural affection, indivisible, supersensual and indistinguishable from the

gnosis of God—all these characteristics of the theory demonstrate its logical connection with the pre-

dominant trends of Indian thought, and its natural place in the whole body of Indian philosophy.
Clearly in India, as elsewhere, modes of seeing were intimately tied to modes of thought.

Whether the Indian theory is sui generis in origins or formulation is a matter of some interest.
Coomaraswamy did not see it as being far removed from other points of view in the east (and in the west,
up to a point of time), and emphasized only that it differed essentially “from the modern nonintellectual
interpretations of art as sensation.” In his view “merely because of the specific idiomatic and mythical
form in which it finds expression, it need not be thought of as otherwise than universal.” He held tha it
does not differ, at least in its essentials, from “what is implicit in the Far Eastern view of art, or on the
other hand from the scholastic Christian point of view, or what is asserted in the aphorisms of Blake.”
Other writers do see it as being so strongly rooted in Indian ideas that it is difficult to conceive of it as
belonging, even in its essentials, to another culture. In any event its flavor is so Indian, and its presence in
the Indian modes of seeing and thinking so pervasive, that one would do well to think of it as one of the
keys to the code that is Indian culture.

Some relatively lesser matters concerning the theory of rasa may be mentioned in passing. In the
Indian tradition, concepts are often associated with presiding deities and are assigned colors. The rasas,
too, have designated colors. Thus: Shringara = shyama (bluish-black); Hasya = white; Karuna = dove-
colored; Raudra =red; Vira = yellow; Bhayanaka = black; Bibhatsa = blue; Adbhuta = gold; Shan-
ta = the color of jasmine and the moon. Their respective deities are Vishnu, Shiva, Yama, Rudra, Indra,
Kala, Mahakala, a gandharva, and Narayana (see Appendix C).

Some writers go into the question of which rasas are in harmony with each other, and which are
opposed or contrary. Jagannatha in his Rasagangadhara gives us a list. In his view, Shringara goes with
Vira and Adbhuta; likewise Vira goes with Shringara, Raudra, and Adbhuta. But Shringara and
Bibhatsa, Shringara and Karuna, and Shringara and Shanta “stand in opposition.” Vira and Bhayanaka,
and Shanta and Raudra are also opposed to each other. The suggestion is that when in a work one rasa is
maturing, the experience of rasa is broken, so to speak, if its contrary intervenes.

Many authors speak of the faults (doshas) that may creep into the process of creating certain moods
(bhavas) and thus affect their corresponding rasas. Taking the example of erotic sentiment based on the
durable emotional state of love (rati), it is maintained that bhava would be improper and/or incomplete
if love were made to reside in a secondary heros; if it is directed toward the wife of a sage or teacher; if
many heroes are taken as its object; if it does not exist in both the man and the woman; if it exists in a
rival hero; or else in low persons, or lower animals. Faults are pointed out, following the practice of
emphasizing those virtues and faults in poetical compositions which took up so much of the energy and
attention of writers on the subject. There are elaborate discussions on whether love for God, the king, or
one’s own son can lead to the experience of rasas under the category of Shringara, with the emphatic
conclusion that this kind of love does not fall properly under the erotic sentiment. Cases of incomplete or
imperfect aesthetic experience are cited, and several highly interesting terms are coined and discussed to
indicate that imperfect bhavas or rasas do exist. Again and again it is emphasized that harshness,
uselessness, superfluity, affect the soul of art adversely. Essentially, “what does not help or what is not
needed for understanding the principal idea” is understood as a fault and needs to be avoided.

THE ABOVE outline of the rasa theory as part of the formal theory of art in Indian thought takes as its
context not the arts of sculpture or painting, but the performing or literary arts. There is reason behind
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this, for the first enunciation, in a considered form of the “doctrine,” is in a text that concerns natya, the
arts of the stage; the emphasis of most of the later writers who discuss rasa remained on poetry. Ideas on

rasa were scarcely ever applied in detail to sculpture and painting, and certainly no treatise was devoted
to the connection. Even examples from sculpture or painting do not seem to have been cited by any of
the principal writers and thinkers on the arts in general.

This should not be understood to mean that the ideas on rasa do not apply to sculpture and painting.
Clearly they do so by implication, and when Coomaraswamy discusses rasa he speaks appropriately and
firmly of the applicability of this theory to the visual arts as much as to performing or literary arts. That
ideas on rasa are never far from the thoughts of persons involved in making or seeing images becomes
clear whenever any reactions to art are cited in literary works. Praise is accorded to a painting being seen
by a character in a poem or play in terms of whether or not it yields an experience of delight, and details
such as the vibhavas and anubhbavas are noted. It remains clear that the enjoyment of a work of sculp-
ture or painting is thought of or described in terms familiar from the complex of ideas that center on rasa.
At the same time, it must be recalled that a major work on painting and sculpture, one of the principal
shilpa texts, the Vishnudharmottaram, generally dated between the fifth and the seventh centuries A.D.
(later than Bharata but considerably earlier than many others whom we have noted, Abhinavagupta or
Vishwanatha, for example) speaks of rasa at some length in Part III, Chapter 43. No examples to illus-
trate the various rasas are cited from major works of sculpture or painting—this is not even to be
expected, for the principal focus of the work is on “making” in technical terms—but the mere fact thatin
this highly regarded text, space is taken to expand upon rasa is significant. The chapter dealing with rasa
here opens with the words: “The sentiments represented in painting are said to be nine. ...” What fol-
lows is a brief description of the rasas, and a discussion of what themes fall under them generally, and
even a passage presenting which rasas are appropriate for different settings. Thus, it is stated that “pic-
tures to embellish homes should belong to shringara, hasya and shanta rasas alone,” and so on. What is
suggested directly or by implication, alike to the maker of images and to the person who aims at under-
standing the ideas underlying the making of works of art, is that rasa is as much relevant to these arts as
it is to literature and performances. How rasa arises is not discussed, but it must have been taken for
granted that this is known to the learned.

Yet there are inherent difficulties in demonstrating (not applying) how the rasa theory works in the
context of sculpture and painting. The intention behind the making of images which can be categorized
as “icons” would not be the same as that which lies behind other kinds. Thus, an image to be installed as
an object of worship in a sanctum would clearly be approached by the sculptor differently from an
image carved or placed on the outer wall of a shrine. The icon, in this rather limited sense, would be the
visual equivalent of a mantra or a dhyana, and would not necessarily be seen as leading to the same kind
of experience as does a poetic composition intended to delight. It is easy to concede that this may not
always be so, even in the case of icons: thus an image of the Buddha, withdrawn and expressive of the
idea of perfect balance, equipoise, could be easily seen as belonging to or falling under quiescence; like-
wise an image of a yogini, or the Devi in one of her many fierce forms, can be easily seen as having been
conceived in such a way that it comes close to engendering feelings of fear in the viewer. But in general,
icons remain one matter, and the wide range of Indian art another.

The real difficulty in seeing the connection between works of sculpture and painting and the ideas of
rasa is of a different order. As we see them now, for the most part out of context, on display in museums
or private collections, we cannot fully appreciate the impact that these works must have made on viewers
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of earlier generations, or the ideas that lay behind their making, or their being placed in specific situa-
tions. It is one thing to see a sculptured panel in its rightful place on the wall of, say, a standing temple;
but quite another to see it, however splendid and elegantly presented, in isolation in a gallery. Originally,
each panel must have been visualized in relationship to the monument to which it belonged, as well as
conceived as a part of a total scheme and integrally related to other panels of the same monument. It
would be unrealistic to expect that such a piece of sculpture, remote from its cultural or programmatic
context, would yield the kind of experience it must have yielded when seen in its proper setting in a
binding relationship to other sculptural elements of its series. Unfortunately, very few studies document
the sculptural programs of major monuments such as standing temples or stupas. Yet, few works of
sculpture, barring icons made for the specific purpose of worship at home or installation in a shrine, can
have been made singly.

A similar difficulty applies to painting. While here, too, some works must have been produced as
icons, or in isolation, it is reasonably certain that most paintings we see today as single folios were origi-
nally conceived as elements in a series. This condition is easily demonstrable, for when paintings occur
in an illustrated manuscript or belong to a set of painted folios such as the Gita Govinda, the Ramayana,
the Bhagavata Purana, or the Rasamanjari, their connection is obvious. Even seen in isolation (most
sets have been scattered and even illustrated manuscripts taken apart and distributed or sold), we can
visualize the connection among folios that once belonged together, whether of a narrative or thematic
nature. Even ancestral portraits were frequently made in series: an extraordinary group was produced in
the eighteenth century, and a remarkable range of portraits of princes and commoners was painted for
Sansar Chand of Kangra in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Thus, the fragmented
experience they now offer to present-day viewers can only approximate what they must have yielded to
viewers of the age to which they first belonged.

Despite all this, the exercise of seeing works of Indian art in the awareness of rasa, if not in its exact
context, has some merit. At times there may be some advantage in seeing works in isolation, for then we
focus upon them more sharply. This apart, it should be possible to gain at least some idea of the effect of
images and sculptures in their original contexts and at an earlier time, even when we see them today only
in small groups or in specially assembled exhibitions such as the present one. The purpose of viewing in
the awareness of 7asa is to acquaint ourselves with the character of Indian art.

What is presented is not a random selection of significant works of art. No history of Indian art can be
reconstructed through these works, no chronology or understanding of the complex world of Indian
styles can come within reach, nor is it attempted. All that these works may do is to help the viewer
comprehend this part in operation, to assist in learning what it is all about. But the intention of this
assembly is not didactic; rather, the attempt is to offer suggestions, especially to Western viewers who are
less likely to be familiar with the ways in which these objects and paintings functioned in Indian art in
their original contexts. ’

It is possible, but not necessary, to take each work of art and forcefully point out how its various
elements work together in the direction leading toward a rasa experience. One is aware that there would
be obstacles to taking in what these works of art contain, hindrances of the kinds the texts speak of, such
as cluttered minds and imprecise notions, as well as others belonging to the artificial situation in which
the objects can only be seen today. Because associations differ and reverberations of meanings cannot be
caught in a different cultural context with the same richness, some viewers, both in India and elsewhere,
would be inclined to see specific works as possibly relating to a different rasa than the one with which
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they are here associated. Such disparities or preferences are not unexpected, since, as the texts say, we all
bring our associations, “impressions from an earlier existence,” and our own energies to works of art.

We hope this exhibition will alert viewers to look in Indian works for things which earlier may have
seemed to be of peripheral interest, even extraneous to the works, and thus to become sensitive to details
that did not initially impinge upon their awareness. The subsidiary or supporting elements, all those
wonderfully elegant and varied stances and gestures, the clouds and lightning in the sky, the rendering of
foliage, the inclinations of the head, the direction of glances, all require a quick eye and an eager mind.
Even these details have meaning, for they imperceptibly feed the mood, the durable emotional state, that
the painter or the sculptor must frequently have had in mind.

It would be a vain labor to try to apply the rasa theory in all its complex details to each work of art.
Nor would it be possible to point out, in each sculpture and painting, which elements constitute the
determinants, consequents, or the complementary emotional states to the letter of the theory. What is of
concern is the spirit, and it is hoped that it will come within the viewer’s reach. It is especially relevant to
point out here that the distribution and application of colors in these paintings need not be examined
with reference to the concept of each rasa having its given color. That part of the rasa theory seems to
have followed only a general iconographical concept (like the notion that each rasa has a presiding deity)
and is not to be seen, perhaps was never intended to be seen, as applying to colors in painting or on
polychrome sculptures. The kind of symbolism of color, or the language of color associations, as in the
Kathakali dance-drama of Kerala, does not seem to have developed in this context. The paintings are
undoubtedly iconographically correct—thus, Krishna and Vishnu are blue or bluish-black; the gar-
ments that Krishna wears or the objects that he carries accord with formulas—but neither iconography
nor iconology help in understanding the way that colors work in Indian painting, for the most part.

The works in this exhibition are objects of integrity, born of a certain vision, and it is fair to assume
that they moved generations of viewers in India. We may not be moved by them in the same manner or in
the same degree, but as long as they produce in some measure that melting of the heart of which texts
speak, we can be satisfied that we have approached their spirit. Yet it is well to remember that we can
take from these works only according to our own energies, our utsaha. As Coomaraswamy said: “He
who would bring back the wealth of the Indies, must take the wealth of the Indies with him.”



SHRINGARA THE EROTIC SENTIMENT

OF ALL THE rasas, Shringara receives the most detailed and enthusiastic treatrment by early rhetoricians
and later writers on poetics. It is referred to as the king of the sentiments (rasaraja), as the lord of all
sentiments (rasapati); writers vie in praising it. Bharata himself says that “whatever is sacred, pure,
placid, and worth seeing” can be compared to Shringara; Rudrata sees no other rasa “capable of produc-
ing that bliss of pleasure which the Shringara rasa does”; for Anandavardhana, Shringara is “the sweetest
and the most exhilarating” of all the rasas. The word itself has been variously interpreted, and a range of
etymologies suggested for it, the most popular being that given by Bhoja who says that Shringara is that
through which a shringa or peak is reached, thinking evidently of a peak or climax of delight.

The evidence of rhetorical literature aside, Shringara has high visibility in the arts. There are dis-
tinguished dramatic works in which Shringara forms the subject; in poetic literature, certainly from the
seventh century onward, a wonderful body of work exists with Shringara as its dominant theme. The
kind of love treated may be divine or human, but the passion seldom falters. In the visual arts, once
again, Shringara seems to dominate, certainly in post-Gupta and medieval sculpture, and later, in the
high periods of Indian miniature painting. Great monuments, such as those at Konarak and Khajuraho,
come to mind with mention of eroticism in the arts of India, but it is not only erotic art that one thinks of
in the context of Shringara: it is the sentiment in all its subtlety of aspects, its infinitely variegated forms,
that figures so prominently in the arts. The mood, the flavor, of love can be depicted and communicated
as movingly in a sensitively rendered single figure as in the most passionate renderings of sexual encoun-
ters. The effect turns upon how the artist interprets and evokes the mood.

The enduring emotional state (sthayibhava) from which Shringara arises is love (rati). Bharata
envisages the birth or emergence of love, arising from the determinant (vibhava) as essentially a person
or persons imbued with the thought of love. The determinants could be things like “the pleasures of the
season, the enjoyment of garlands, unguents, ornaments, [the company] of beloved persons, objects [of
senses], splendid mansions, going to a garden and enjoying [oneself] there, seeing [the beloved], hearing
[his or her words], playing and dallying.” This list is illustrative, not exhaustive, and in the works that are
here suggested as falling in this category, one can see the range of excitants adapted from the context of a
theatrical production and considerably expanded by the sculptor or painter.

The determinants are followed by consequents (anubhavas). Referring to their rendering on the
stage, Bharata includes such things as “clever movements of eyes, eyebrows, glances, soft and delicate
movement of limbs, and sweet words and similar other things.” The visual artist, being denied move-
ments of dance, drama, or literature, develops a different vocabulary: he alters somewhat the emphasis
on parts of the body, disposes limbs in a stylized but suggestive fashion, uses sharply etched gestures,
devises different formulas for eyes and eyebrows, and so on.

The rhetoricians say that Shringara is preeminent as a rasa because it is the only one with which all the
complementary emotional states, barring fear, indolence, cruelty, and disgust, can be connected, and
with which all the enduring emotional states (sthayibhavas) except that of disgust can be brought into
harmony.
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For illustrating the flavor or rasa of Shringara, a verse is often cited in the context of poetic literature:
Perceiving that the house was empty, having arisen very gently from her couch, and having for a long time
gazed upon the face of her husband counterfeiting sleep, having confidently kissed him; then, seeing his
cheek quiver, the girl, with face downcast through modesty, was long kissed by her laughing lover.

Many things come together in the illustration. The husband and the shy girl are the two determinants, as
is the empty house which serves as an excitant; kissing is the consequent; the bashfulness and mirth are
accessories or complementary emotional states; and the condition of love resulting from all these
“assumes the nature of what we call the erotic sentiment.”

Shringara, as many texts on erotics establish, is of two kinds: love in union and love in separation
(sambhoga and vipralambha), respectively. Elaborate texts such as Bhanudatta’s Rasamanjari go into
exquisite, wonderful detail while exploring the intricate nuances of the two kinds of love, using classifi-
cations and subclassifications in their highly structured analysis of this most passionate of all sentiments.
The sculptor and the painter also seem to be only too well aware of the literature on the subject and of
the complexities into which the theme can lead. There is great delight, then, in viewing the body of work
on Shringara in the arts, if done in an unhurried manner and with the aim to understand and enjoy the
subtlest aspects of human love. The finest examples exist in Rajput painting, of which Ananda
Coomaraswamy wrote: “What Chinese art achieved for landscape is here accomplished for human love.
Here, if never and nowhere else in the world, the Western Gates are opened wide.”
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DIVINE LOVERS SEATED UNDER A TREE
Sandstone

sth—6th century; from Nachna Kuthara, Madhya Pradesh
60 X 120 Cm.

Tulsi Sangrahalaya, Ramban, No. 79

From Nachna, one of the more important centers of
art during the Gupta and post-Gupta periods in Mid-
dle India, comes this small, unpretentious piece. A
relaxed youthful couple sits intimately on an uneven,
cuboid surface which indicates a mauntainous set-
ting. Their gestures are tender, not avid; the air that
pervades the work is one of quiet intimacy. The tree
at the left, its ripe mangoes hanging in clusters, pro-
vides additional amatory indications and emphasizes
the atmosphere. To the left of the tree that separates
it from the couple is another female figure closely
resembling the first, but probably unrelated to the
narrative involving the couple, if it is a narrative in
fact.

There is no clear indication of the divine lovers’
identity. Nachna is rich in Ramayana scenes. These
figures might be of Rama and Sita, but their overt
affection tends to discount that suggestion, for the

hero of the Ramayana stayed within carefully defined

limits in his exile. The lovers may be Shiva and Par-
vati seated atop their favorite mountain; one cannot

THE EROTIC SENTIMENT

be certain. The curled locks of hair and the snakelike
armlet worn by the male figure provide possible clues,
but identification remains open to doubt. Only the
mood is certain in this unjustly neglected little work.
With its discreet facial expressions, soft, almost
imperceptible gestures, and peaceful smiles, the work
possesses its own kind of eloquence even if it is not
smooth and sophisticated, as so many Gupta works
tend to be.

Literature

Krishna Deva, “Gupta Ramayana Panels from
Nachna,” Chhavi II, Benares, 1981; Joanna Williams,
The Art of Gupta India: Empire and Province,
Princeton, 1983.
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LOVERS ON A BED

From Laur-Chanda series

Gouache on paper

Sultanate, 2nd quarter of the 16th century

21X 15Cm
Prince of Wales Museum, Bombay, No. 57.1/18

Among the more celebrated narrative poems
composed in an Indian dialect by Muslim poets is
the Chandayana of Mulla Daud, also known as the
Laur-Chanda, after the names of the hero Laurik and
the heroine Chanda. The work was completed in A.D.
1378—79; an early copy mentions the name of Mulla
Daud’s patron as Juana Shah, the Dewan of the Delhi
Sultan Ferozeshah Tuglaq. The poet belonged to
the village of Dalmau, close to Kanpur, and was a
disciple of a Sufi saint. He seems to have picked up
a ballad popular in this region of Uttar Pradesh, and
also in Bihar and some areas of Madhya Pradesh, and
gave it literary form in a work that came later to be
held in high esteem for its poetic and narrative
qualities.

The story of the intense love of Laur for Chanda
speaks of the many trials that their love endured:

their separation, the jealousy of a co-wife, loss of a
kingdom, adventures, and ultimately, reunion. This
poetic work attained a measure of popularity as a
subject for painting from the fifteenth century
onward, for several illustrated manuscripts of it have
come to light, including that in the Prince of Wales
Museum, Bombay. Among the most accomplished
works of this period, this leaf shows the lovers sharing
a couch and quietly conversing. One of two maids
waves a yak-tail fly-whisk (chauri), and the other
holds a platter. In this series, the division of painting
in two registers is quite common (brickwork below,
interior of a chamber above). The intent is highly
decorative, with elaborate patterning on all the
costumes, the cushion and bedspread, the awning,
and the architectural features. The work focuses on
the pair as they recline on the couch in close intimacy;
their physical proximity and the ease with which their
bodies touch and intertwine clearly establishes a
tender relationship. The maids, their bodies taut and
luscious like that of the heroine, contribute distinctly
to the overall erotic suggestion in the work.

The Prince of Wales Museum has sixty-eight leaves
of this series in its collection, four from an addendum
to the work, the Mainasat. Other leaves are scattered
over private and public collections. The work falls in
what is popularly referred to as the kulahdar group,
with reference to the projecting skull-cap worn by
men in this and other works. A Persian influence is
visible, as much in the decorative motifs as in the
rendering of some figures, but an Indian aura
dominates. Scholars disagree as to the precise date,
but nearly all agree that it comes from the sixteenth
century. Mandu and Jaunpur have been suggested as
the two areas with which the work could have been
connected, but its “classical quality hard to equal in
Pre-Mughal type paintings” is emphasized by more
than one connoisseur of Indian painting.

Literature

Karl J. Khandalavala and Moti Chandra, New
Documents of Indian Painting—A Reappraisal,
Bombay, 1969, pp. 94-99, figs. 156-175; Edwin Binney,
“Sultanate Painting from the Collection of Edwin
Binney, 3rd,” Chhavi II, Benares, 1981, pp. 25-31; ].P.
Losty, The Art of the Book in India, London, 1982,
Pp- §3, 69=70.
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THE FIRST GLANCE

From a Mrigavat series

Gouache on paper

Sultanate, 2nd quarter of the 16th century
18.9x17.8 cm.

Bharat Kala Bhavan, Varanasi, No. 7844

In the spirited and involved tale of the prince who
falls desparately in love with the doe-eyed Mrigavati,
a certain measure of attention goes rather naturally to
the moment of falling in love, the first glimpse of the
beloved. As the princess bathes in the little stepped
pool of water, unclothed and attended by two maids,
the hero chances upon the scene from a distance and
is instantly smitten. We see him seated enclosed in a
circle at the left, which is the painter’s naive but direct
way of rendering a secluded corner. But the prince’s
gesture, the right hand to the face, forefingers and
thumb joined, is of wonder at the indescribable
beauty that he beholds in the moment when the prin-
cess is revealed to him. On her part, the princess is
unaware of the hero’s presence, and her smile is a
part of her inner charm, a token of the peace of her
nature, and of the pleasure that she is deriving from
this cooling moment.

The conventions in rendering the female and male
forms must have been well established by the time this
extensive illustrated copy of the Mrigavat manuscript
came to be painted; they are followed painstakingly
throughout the series. The large lotus-petal eyes that
seem to touch the edge of the ears, the arched eye-
brows, sharp nose, squat, squarish but fleshy head,
the full bosom and extemely narrow waist, form part
of the artist’s vocabulary. The women are unclad, but
their ear ornaments—an ivory peg for the princess,
large circular rings for her companions—are seen not
only in this series but in other pre-Mughal works of
the Chaurapanchashika group. The short kulabdar
turban and jama worn by the hero are familiar from
other works. One notices these strong connections
once again in the stepped brickwork pool, the basket-
weave pattern in the water, the two fish which suggest
the nature of the element and its freshness.

The leaf is divided into registers, the upper half a
view of a chamber with low bed, indicating a part of
the princess’s palace. Its summary rendering and strict
frontality are typical of the style in which the man-
uscript is painted. What comes across in the leaves of
this series is the forceful manner in which the painter
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draws attention to the emotion belonging to each
situation.

Mrigavat, the “strange tale of love, fantasy, magic
and the supernatural” to which this illustrated man-

* uscript in the Bharat Kala Bhavan is devoted, figures

among the more prominent works of the Avadhi
dialect and was composed in A.D. 1503—4 by Sheikh
Qutban, most probably at Jaunpur. The copy of the
surviving work contains no colophon but the text
mentions Hussain Shah Shargqi (1450-1479), who had
died before the completion date. The illustrated
Varanasi copy is profusely illustrated; in its original
state, it had as many as 253 leaves. It is written in the
Kaithi script, the work most probably of a Kayastha
scribe/painter.

Literature

S.H. Askari, “Qutban’s Mrigavat—A Unique Ms.
in Persian Script,” Journal of the Bibar Research
Society, XLI:4,19ss; Karl J. Khandalavala, “The
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THE PLAYFUL MAIDEN

Marble

nth century; from Rajasthan

01 cm

National Museum, New Delhi, No. 71-L/s

Standing against a tree and almost merging with it,
this young lady belongs to the class of maidens who
in Sanskrit literature are spoken of as symbolic lures,
“not necessarily the spirits of trees but partaking of
the sap of life that flows in them.” At once innocent
and aware, they are withdrawn and yet reach out.
The maiden whom we see here stands, a little self-
consciously, in a posture that displays her physical
charms to singular advantage, a picture of discreet
eroticism. One arm is raised above the head; the other
curves along her side to firmly hold the stem of the
beautifully rendered tree. The weight of the body
rests on one leg while the other is bent at the knee
and brought across the other. The twist of the torso
affords a clear view of her full bosom, and the gently
tilting head displays a smile. The elaborate and ele-
gantly fashioned jewelry around neck, arms, waist,
and ankles, are all carved with the delicacy of an
ivory worker’s touch and greatly enhance the beauty
of the figure. The mood is clearly playful and the two
spheres which she moves along her back and thighs,
even as she appears to stand still, lend an air of rhyth-
mic movement to the figure. So do the two small fig-
ures of musicians on either side. Perhaps in this simple
play of the maiden there is a poetic suggestion. To at
least one scholar it suggested the lines of Kalidasa, in
which the ball is made the vehicle of a lover’s desire as
it is addressed:

Hit by the hand, soft as a lotus, of my mistress

You drop, and drop, and rise again.

Little ball, I know your heart,

It is as if you fail each time to kiss her lips.

The work belongs to the Solanki period which is
marked by extremely delicate, if somewhat mannered
workmanship. The artist reveals complete control
over the material, which he treats with lace-like
intricacy.

Literature

C. Sivaramamurti, Sanskrit Literature and Art:
Mirrors of Indian Culture, New Delhi, 1970; In the
Image of Man, London, 1982, p. 37, fig. 69 and color
pl. s7.
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A RULER WITH HIS ZENANA

Gouache on paper

Rajasthan, 1st quarter of the 19th century; from a Jodhpur
workshop

Collection of Maharaja Gajai Singhji, Umaid Bhawan
Palace, Jodhpur, No. 3éo

The painting represents something of the triumph

of excess. A Jodhpur ruler appears in the exclusive
company of his wives and mistresses, indulging in his
many sports and pastimes and generally acting like a
rasika, In this lush garden, with its marble pavilion
complete with goldwork awnings and dainty
balustrades, the ruler is seen several timres, always in
the company of the women of his large harem. He is
clearly set apart, not only as the sole male, but also

because a large gold-rimmed nimbus appears behind
his head. Outside, a group of courtiers, ministers,
retainers, and dancers all mingle, possibly waiting for
their chief to emerge from the garden.

If the male and female types evolved by the Jodhpur
painter are a little too stylized, a shade too sweet, and
if his compositions tend to be repetitive and slightly
stiff, here he seems to bring off a work of dazzling
visual effect with great flair in the use of brilliantly
patterned color, and capable of yielding great delight
to the eye. The composition of the small groups, the
beautiful golds and blues of all the women’s dresses,
the great swirl and flare of the ruler’s costume, above
all the stunning variety of foliage, a-hum with soft
murmurs and seemingly laden with fragrance, impart
to this leaf a wonderful luxuriance.
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A PRINCE WAITS FOR HIS BRIDE
Gouache on paper

Mughal, 1st quarter of the 18th century
National Museum, New Delhi, No. 79.195

In a variation on the theme of the beloved waiting
for her lover, a Mughal painter here shows us a prince
waiting eagerly for his bride. It is a summer night; the
cool rays of the full moon bathe this elegant marble
terrace on which an ample bed has been laid out
under a canopy. A female attendant looks after the
comforts of the prince, but all eyes are trained toward
the left where the young and shy bride is slowly being
brought to the inner chamber. There is hesitation in
her step, but her companions are reassuring. One of
them puts an arm around her shoulder and takes her
hand; another faces the young bride, her gestures
indicating her amazement at her beauty and probably
at her excessive timidity. There are signs of great
comfort and luxury in the chamber: its cushions and
carpet and patterned bed coverings. Everything
indicates great anticipation.

The workmanship is delicate, the general effect of
richness in the work comes from so much attention to
small details exquisitely worked out.
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A RULER IN HIS HAREM

Ivory

18th century; South India

I5 X 10 cm

Collection of Mr. D. Natesan, Bangalore

When Shringara is expressed through personal
adornment, every detail seems to have been carefully
designed and chosen to heighten a mood. This little
ivory carved comb has at its center an intimate scene
showing a ruler, perhaps a Nayak king, in his harem.
He reclines in a large and luxuriant canopied bed,
weight on the right elbow as he stretches his legs to

the lap of a queen or mistress who sits at his feet. But
she does not look at him.

An aura of passion fills the air; the atmosphere of
luxury and intimate leisure is nearly perfect. The
small scale prevented the carver from lingering upon
the beauty of the ladies in this vignette, but he does
articulate their feminine forms, their elaborate
coiffures, and their jewelry with great care. The
figure of the king is a paradigm of attentive, loving
manhood.

There are traces of coloring on the comb. The
sunken relief is edged by geometrical patterns framing
the amatory scene.
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LOVERS ON A COUCH

Terracotta

ISt century B.C.~Ist century A.D.; from Kaushambi (Uttar
Pradesh)

1zcm

National Museum, New Delhi, No. 0.67

When in the height of passion the clothes had
fallen from her hips, the glowing gems upon her
girdle seemed to clothe her in an inner silk;
whereby in vain her lover cast his eager glance, in
vain the fair showed embarrassment, in vain he
sought to draw away the veil and she in vain pre-
vented him.

The gentleness with which passion is combined in
this Sanskrit verse also informs this delightful little
work which, for all its small scale, seems to tell a
whole story. This may not necessarily be “lovers on

their wedding night”—a suggestion made when this
piece was exhibited previously—but the mood is cer-
tainly one of quiet eroticism, of withdrawal and
eagerness at the same time. The setting is given a cer-
tain prominence, and the tall throne with its elaborate
footrest may indicate a princely context. The lovers
are also sumptuously attired, with marked emphasis
on the woman’s jewelled girdle which is being fondly
handled by the eager lover.

It is possible that the piece belongs to a narrative
frieze in which the lovers, perhaps a royal couple,
would be placed and easily identified, as would be the
case if the theme were a well-known story around
which a popular Sanskrit play might have been writ-
ten. But here we can see the work simply as an iso-
lated piece that catches beautifully and elegantly the
mood of passion stirring within the lovers’ forms.
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A SIKHNOBLE

Gouache on paper

Pahari, 1st quarter of the 19th century
Chandigarh Museum, Chandigarh, No. 296

These lovers are not idealized, as in so much Indian
poetry; they are a Sikh chief and his mistress, closely
seated, Indian-fashion, on low, elegantly carved
chairs inside an enclosure made by a cloth screen.
The suggestion is that the two are in camp, where the
Sikh chief is diverting himself in the course of an eve-
ning, sharing a cup of wine with the lady and gazing
into her eyes. He boldly holds her hand as two male
attendants at left and the lady’s maid at right look on.
The informality of the Sikh chief’ dress is echoed in
those of the attendants, who also wear knee-length
drawers and loosely draped wraps on the upper
part of the body. It is evidently hot, and much is
permitted.

The painting is the work of a Pahari painter work-
ing for a Sikh patron on the plains of the Punjab.

THE EROTIC SENTIMENT

Much connects it with the refined tradition of the
hills, but it falls short of those works in many ways.
The line is clear and the coloring quite discrete, but
the figures have become a little squat and lack the
grace seen in the best of Pahari work just prior to
this date.

W.G. Archer has suggested that the chief portrayed
here might be Desa Singh Majithia, the Sikh governor
of the hills, but the identification, based on another
uninscribed painting of a wedding reception with a
Sikh chief prominently seated on a chair, leaves con-
siderable room for doubt.

Literature
W.G. Archer, Paintings of the Sikhs, London, 1966,
pl. 11, pp. 19-21; B.N. Goswamy, “Sikh Painting:
An Analysis of Some Aspects of Patronage,”
Oriental Art, XV:1, 1969.
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DEVI

Bronze

nth-1zth century; from Tamil Nadu

86 x 28 cm

National Museum, New Delhi, No. 47.109/2

Without doubt, Devi is the “Mother of the Universe”
in the Indian view, but she is also Shivakamasundari,
the beloved of Shiva, most perfect in her beauty. For
this reason, she is rendered in image after image with
a grace and opulence of form becoming to an ideal of
feminine form. The smoothly realized figure, with its
slender waist, perfectly formed breasts and buttocks,
fleshy and ripe thighs and legs, and its recognizable
signs of beauty, such as the faint parallel folds on the
stomach and the deep navel, is also endowed with
great dignity. There is no overt sexuality in the figure,
but the rhythm that flows through it is suggestive of
the rhythm of all life, pulsating with possibilities. The
sculptor—he comes from the same region in which a
devotee would sing passionately a hundred verses in
praise of the beauty of the breasts of the adored
goddess—knows how to carefully balance the
physical with the otherworldly, matter with spirit.

Details of the figure are crisply rendered, starting
with the high coiffure and continuing through the
chiseled figures of the face, details of the elaborate
jewelry, down to the lower garment which clings
to her body in elegant folds. The stance is one
of languorous ease, with the weight of the body
distributed unevenly over the legs, and the left arm
parallel to and carefully distanced from the body,
restful but possessed of a nervous energy.

The image stems from a Chola workshop; the
work tends to be a little later in date than many of the
better-known Chola masterpieces, but it manages
to avoid the somewhat mannered rigidity which
overtakes work in the Chola country a century
or two later.



THE EROTIC SENTIMENT

s:n
aeﬂ AT A )
ﬁmnmﬁuﬂgﬁ%m ﬂ:mng-qﬂw

jid
LOVERS IN A SWING

From a Ragamala series

On top register, Sanskrit verses inscribed
Gouache on paper

Deccan, last quarter of the 16th century
24.5X18.7 cm

National Museum, New Delhi; BKN—2066

The musical mode (raga) here is vasanta, belonging
to the spring season and evoking a mood of passion
or verdant celebration. Marked festivity is in the air as
a loving couple sits on a gently moving swing (also
suggesting a convention of raga hindola) and listens
to music made on a vina by an attractive young singer

standing at the left. Two other female attendants
sprinkle colored water on the two lovers from syringes
in their hands, while other syringes lie in a bucket
below, ready to be emptied. The occasion is Holi,
that saturnalian festival celebrating the advent of
spring. Everything is in blossom: the shrubs in the
background, creepers twining around the trees,
branches bending and reaching toward each other
like lover and beloved, and all the while water runs
quietly, completing a picture of luxury and ease.

This superbly executed painting comes from a very
early and widely known but dispersed Ragarmala
series from the Deccan, and holds the promise of
other great things to come from the same region.
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THE GUESSING GAME: THE HERO COVERS A
HEROINE’S EYES

From an Amarushataka series

On top register; Sanskrit verses inscribed

Gouache on paper

Malwa, 1680

Prince of Wales Museum, Bombay, No. 52.1/17

The hero’s dilemma and his stratagem for meeting the
situation are known from other texts and sources: as
he enters, he finds both his lovers on a raised seat,
expecting attention from him. Quickly he thinks of a
way out: with alacrity he advances and covers the
eyes of one of them in a tender, playful gesture and,

while she feels a thrill of joy course through her body,
he bends down to quietly steal a kiss from the lips of
the other one, evidently the greater favorite.

Amarus’ celebrated anthology, the Amarushataka,
is rich in such verses, and the Malwa painter avails
himself of these delightful, impulsive situations in this
rich and colorful series. The action is set apart in a
corner of the royal chamber; the stylized elements of
architecture provide a highly ornamental ambience,
as does the floral frieze below. The flat, rich colors of
the ground help build a distinct mood as this amusing
little drama of affectionate deceit is enacted.
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TARA

Basalt

uth century; from Nalanda (Bihar)

105 X §0 cm

National Museum, New Delhi, No. 49.153

This sculptor has worked within carefully laid-down
dimensions that mark so much of the sculpture from
the Pala country in the east, yet he is able to break
free of these constraints in realizing this sensuous
form. His material, the dark basalt so commonly
employed during this period in this region, does not
lend itself well to rendering warmth in the human
frame, but the craftsman knows how to get around
that problem. The area around the navel, for
instance, and the lustrous finish excite tactile sensa-
tions; a feeling of closeness to the figure emerges.

While rendering this attenuated but full-bodied
form, he establishes certain rhythms which are real-
ized in elements of the design. A swaying rhythm
informs the figure; through details such as the heavy
end of the jewelled sash that swings to one side, the
sculptor builds the suggestion of gentle movement in
the form, almost as if at this very moment the elegant
lady had shifted her weight from one leg to another.

Because of severe damage to the sculpture, it is not
possible to guess what specific aspect of the goddess
this figure must have represented, or the manner in
which the hands must have been held. But the form
seems to make a complete statement even in its pres-
ent state.



46

SHRINGARA

a.mmaawm@ﬁr{aima mimarﬁvzaa@% ‘
lelece i

4

THE DAYS AND NIGHTS OF THE RAINY SEASON
From a Bihari Sat Sai series

On top register; verse in Hindi

Gouache on paper

Rajasthan, 1719; by Jagannath of Mewar

22,5 X 22.5 cm

Chandigarh Museum, Chandigarh, No. 1903

A part of the prodigious output of the Mewar ateliers
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries is the
Bibari Sat Sai series, to which this painting belongs.
Composed in 1662, this celebrated work of Bihari, as
the name implies, consisted of seven hundred cou-
plets, and evidently the Mewari painters depicted all
seven hundred of them. This now dispersed, squarish-
format series with the couplet in each case inscribed
on the yellow strip on top is among the best known of
Mewari sets. The quality of the work varies some-
what, for more than one painter was involved in this
extensive series, and a relaxation of mental effort is
apparent at times, but some of its leaves are visually
very poetic.
The present folio takes off from the couplet (doha)

which says:

Such is the darkness brought in by the clouds in

its season of rains that one can distinguish night

from day only by looking at the chakwa birds
[who, according to legend, can meet only by day,
and separate at night].

The poet conceived no narrator, but the painter
obviously puts the words in the mouth of Radha,
Krishna’s beloved, as she sits next to him in a pavilion
standing on a squarish pillar overlooking a stream.
The clouds and lightning, the very dark tonality of
the painting, the chakwa birds seen on opposite
banks of the stream, all reflect the meaning of the
doba. But there is more to the scene than a descrip-
tion of the season of rains and the dark clouds it
brings. Is there an invitation in these words, a sug-
gestion that one does not have to wait for “the appro-
priate hour” of the night for making love?

The colophon of this Sat Sai series gives the date of
its completion as equivalent to 1719, and the name of
its painter as Jagannath.

Literature

S.K. Andhare, “Three New Documents of the
Reign of Rana Sangram Singh of Mewar,” Lalit Kala,
No. 19, p. 60, 1979; Ibid., unpublished doctoral
dissertation on Mewar painting (University of
Bombay); R.K. Vashishtha, Mewar Ki Chitrankan
Parampara, Jaipur, 1984, p. 92.
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THE OFFENDED MISTRESS with dexterity. The colors, at the same time, are rich
From a Rasikapriya series and set up their own resonances.
Gouache on paper The painting seems to have belonged to a whole set

Pahari, last quarter of the 17th century; from a Basohli
workshop

21.6 X 31.4 cm

Bharat Kala Bhavan, Varanasi, No. 408

or series, but while it bears a broad resemblance to
some other works from Basohli and Nurpur, not
many other examples of this precise series are known.
There is a measure of damage and repair in the leaf,
but the major part of the work is intact and

The cause of the mistress’s anger is not made clear, unaffected by the passage of time.

but one can guess it. The nayaka has spent the night

elsewhere; when he returns, everything about him

suggests this. The nayika, who has waited for him

anxiously, minces no words; she complains and

accuses and berates, until, chastised and full of

remorse, he falls at her feet, and yet she is not

assuaged. The real drama is in the stance of the

nayika, as she twists her body, bends her head,

refuses even to look directly at the lover, and disposes

her legs in a manner that gives the painter the

opportunity of playing with the rhythmic, swirling

shapes made by the scallops of her patterned skirt.

Likewise, the loose turban of the nayaka and the

swinging lappets of the jama that he wears, the lock

of hair hanging loose at the side of the face, the pearl

necklace that has got out of place, are all handled
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THE RAINY MONTH OF BHADRAPADA

From a Baramasa series

Gouache on paper

3rd quarter of the 18th century; from a Bundi-Kota
workshop

Prince of Wales Museum, Bombay, No. 15.331

Poets often speak in eloquent verses of the beauty of
each month of the year in the context of the shy and
timid heroine, who pleads with her lover not to travel
and leave her in that month. Thus, while possible sep-
aration is hinted, in the visual renderings of such
poetry the lovers are almost always seen together, the
suggestion being that while together they should savor
the beauties of each season.

The best-known of the baramasa poetry is by Kes-
havadasa and is included in his Kavipriya. The sights
and sounds of each month are celebrated in these
verses. Describing the month of Bhadrapada (August-
September) in superb sound patterns, Keshava con-
jures up images of the rainy season, emphasizing,
alternatively, aspirate sounds like gha, jha, dja; only
when these verses are recited aloud does one feel their
full beauty. The image of the month is naturally
charged with dark clouds, golden lightning, and the
sounds of falling rain and wind blowing through
whole forests, as well as the restless sounds of ele-
phants and tigers in the jungle, the cries of peacocks
and koels, the noise of crickets. But what makes the
poems and the paintings valid as an experience is the
manner in which things are brought together and
arranged.

The lovers stand here on a canopied balcony lost in
each other’s gaze, as if mutely exchanging thoughts of
the gathering, surrounding beauty of nature at this
time of the year. Outside in the forest and sky, every
single detail of which the poet speaks is brought in by
the painter. Of particular interest is the rich, com-
pacted vignette of the forest in the middle distance,
where falling trees, disorderly elephants, and swaying
creepers present a much more scattered and anar-
chical image than the neat and orderly trees which the
Bundi-Kota painters frequently arrange in their palace
gardens.

Literature
Published in V.P. Dwivedi, Barahmasa, Delhi,
1980, pl. V.
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A LOVER SCALES A WALL

Gouache on paper

Pahari, 1st quarter of the 19th century; from the family
workshop of Seu-Nainsukh

24.3X34.6cm

Jagdish and Kamla Mittal Museum of Indian Art,
Hyderabad, No. 76.286

Stealthy and intrepid goings-on in the night, in a
secular setting, is not often seen in Rajput painting.
Therefore, when this handsomely attired, princely
figure leaves his own chamber, crosses the dark street,
and scales a wall to meet his beloved, he takes us, if
not her, by surprise. The lady is awake and evidently
waiting; but she still points rather helplessly to the
inner rooms where, she seems to say, the members

of her household are not quite fast asleep.

The exchange between the lovers occupies the
center of attention in this elegantly painted page, but
the view of life at night, both within and outside the
palatial chamber, has its own charm and interest. The
female apartments seem to be rather crowded, for
one bed is shared by an old lady, perhaps the mother-
in-law, with a youthful and nearly nude young

woman; on another bed next to it at right angles, a
child entirely unclothed sleeps between two women;
and on the upper story, a couple lies on a bed in close
embrace. The women are lightly clad and their
clothes slip from their bodies, the painter delighting
in the opportunity to render the nude female form.
The middle distance is under moonlight and starlight,
while the business of life seems to go on, with shops
open and men moving about in the street by
torchlight. The complex stylized architectural
settings, placed at uneven angles and inadequately
explored for their depth, provide the frame for this
attractive little human drama of illicit, or at least
surreptitious, love. The figures are drawn with the
fluid ease associated with the work of this family of
artists, and the colors glow with a soft brilliance.

49
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THE YOUNG MAIDEN WAITING

Stone

12th century; from Ghanapur, Andhra Pradesh

89 x 41cm

State Museum of Archaeology, Hyderabad, No. 1911

This carved figure adorning the fragment of a pillar
reminds one of an utka nayika, the heroine who
eagerly awaits the lover at the appointed meeting
place. The turned head and the mixed emotions of
anticipation, eagerness, hesitation, doubt, all very
subtly registered on the face, contribute to this
effect. She has bedecked herself for the tryst with
extraordinarily sumptuous jewelry, which is a delight
initself. It is clear that she once stood in triple flexion
(tribhanga), for there is a bend to the torso, a stance
she would easily strike against a tree or a pillar; but
one cannot make out how the broken hands might
have been disposed. The sculptor, who lavished so
much precise attention on her torso and her jewelry,
suddenly glosses over some features of the face as if
on purpose; his simplified treatment imparts to them
great liquid grace. Other figures of this kind from
the same site in Andhra Pradesh, Ghanapur, have
survived, but this figure, broken and incomplete in
its present state, has a curiously tender presence.

Literature

Radhakrishna Sharma, Temples of Telingana,
Hyderabad, 1972; B. Rajendra Prasad, Art of South
India in Andhra Pradesh, New Delhi, 1980.
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AN ASCETIC SMITTEN

Gouache on paper

Mughal, 1st quarter of the 18th century; from an Oudh
workshop

State Museum, Lucknow, No. 59.104

In verbal terms, a beauty “which even recluses turn to
look at” is somewhat of a cliche, but visual renderings
are not all that frequent. What the painter represents
here is not a sequence from any of those countless
tales that tell of the resolve of the sternest of yogis
being broken by the tantalizing appearance of a
woman of exceeding beauty. Perhaps the painter

is here intent only upon showing an ordinary
occurrence, but through it he wishes to focus on the
alluring form of the lady. The hour is that of early
morning and the woman devotee, dressed after a bath
in the flimsiest of dbotis that reveals more than it

THE EROTIC SENTIMENT

hides, comes to a shrine, perhaps in performance of a
vow. But as she steps in, a holy man, apparently a
yogi or a sannyasi with a pile of matted hair coiled
atop his head, sees her and becomes transfixed. The
lady herself is necessarily unaware of his gaze as she
moves toward the center of the shrine, where an icon
is placed on a parapet. The yogi, who sits behind a
little opening in the back wall, seems to have eyes
only for her ravishing form. This arousal of passion

is also hinted at by bunches of luscious mangoes on
the tree rising above the dome of the shrine; the yogi’s
disbelief at such perfection in the female form is
suggested as he scratches his head while turning
alertly to look at her. But the painter is content with
just this provocative, suggestive scene—two figures
each framed in an opening and separated by an
elegant marble pillar.

ST
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SURASUNDARI: THE CELESTIAL MAIDEN
Ferruginous sandstone

13th century; from Konarak, Orissa

171X 75 X 71 cCm

Archaeological Museum, Konarak, No. 474

On the massive temple at Konarak, high on the
projections of the walls, stands a whole bevy of
surasundaris, “beautiful women of the gods,” playing
divine music on their instruments or moving their feet
in slow, graceful dance. Of colossal size, and thus visi-
ble from a considerable distance to anyone approach-
ing the temple, they appear as if visions descended
from on high, not frozen far above the ground but
engaged in ceaseless unheard song. Joyous of attitude,
imbued with some deep, inner calm, these are the
languid maidens, self-absorbed messengers of divine
presence, as Kramrisch calls them, gentle temptresses
who attract the devotee to the god.

The sculptured scale of these celestial maidens
makes their limbs “look as though they had been
turned on a potter’s wheel.” These figures from the
great Sun Temple at Konarak (some have fallen or
been removed to the safety of museums) embody the
eternal feminine. For all their heaviness of form, their
full breasts, fleshy thighs, and rounded hips, they still
possess a certain lightness of feeling.

Damage is considerable but subtracts little from
this figure’s impact. One still sees the great delicacy
of rendering in the lightly striped lower garment, its
transparency such that one must strain to see it. In
an exceptionally fine touch, the slightly turned-back
loop in the garment around the area of the navel is
made to project, inviting tactile contact. The lute-like
stringed instrument in her left hand, pressing against
her breasts and matching their roundness, is now
broken. But it is as if one still hears the music that
emanates from it.

Literature
Ancient Sculptures of India, 1984, No. 71.
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A LADY BEING OFFERED WINE BY A
CONFIDANTE

Gouache on paper

Deccan, 2nd quarter of the 17th century; from a
Golconda workshop

12.9X 7.5 cm

Prince of Wales Museum, Bombay, No. 5240

There is no obvious significance to this subject, which
could be an ordinary, everyday occurrence. But the
lavish care with which the painter treats his stately,
elegant figures places them in the context of love.

The principal figure, the statuesque lady who sits
with her legs stretched out and resting in the lap of
her companion, is evidently seen by the painter as a
beloved, completely immersed in thoughts of love.
The moment is not significant in itself: the
companion holds a wine cup filled from the flask in

THE EROTIC SENTIMENT

her left hand, and the other woman reaches for it. A
mood of loving anticipation is established by the
sumptuous jewelry and the superbly patterned sari
with its striped body and floral border, one end
curling across her outstretched thighs and legs as if
interpreting the state of her mind. After these details
have been absorbed, one begins to notice the facial
expression on the women. The princess seems
uncertain; will he or won’t he arrive at the proper
moment?

The painter from Golconda from whose work-
shop this sumptuous leaf comes tends to depict tall
and full-figured women; he also moves very close
to them, as if attempting to unravel the secrets
they contain.

Literature
Mark Zebrowski, Deccani Painting, London, 1982.
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“WITH PASSION IN HER HEART”: THE
ABHISARIKA

From a Nayika-bbeda series

On top border, abhisarika nayika in Takri characters

Gouache on paper

Pahari, 1st quarter of the 18th century; from a Mankot
workshop

18.9X17Ccm

Jagdish and Kamla Mittal Museum of Indian Art,
Hyderabad, No. 76.213

Not many works from this series are known to have
survived, but the subject of this one is stated in a
Takri inscription on the top border. From literature
we know this #ayika as the one who sets out in the
night, unmindful of dangers of all kinds, for she must
keep the tryst with the lover. Poets sing of her single-
minded purpose, her devotion to her lover, of her
courage; painter after painter has rendered her in his
own fashion.

When this abhisarika steps out of her home, the
sky is overcast, with lightning among the clouds. She

proceeds undeterred though a ceaseless and insistent
rain, nor does the forest, full of serpents and animals,
succeed in holding her back. In the more usual
representations, the painter brings in the forest and
its goblins in elaborate detail, but this painter from
Mankot focuses on the steady rain that falls like
pearl-drops in strings of uneven size. Some attention
is paid to the clouds and lightning, but most is on the
marvelous curtain of rain that forms a dramatic
backdrop to the woman’s movements. A serpent
clings to her ankle, but as the poet says, she does

not even notice it. The nayika is like a vision, lit
dramatically against the dark background and
moving with lithe grace and steadfast purpose. Such
naytkas appear in a large number of paintings from
Mankot, in the Bhagavata Purana series, for instance,
and in a Ragamala of which some leaves have
survived. But each time one sees this form, one is
surprised by its freshness.
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WOMAN AND SCORPION

Red sandstone

sth century; Uttar Pradesh

75 cm

Indian Museum, Calcutta, No. 25021

A Sanskrit verse, probably by Bhavabhuti, runs:

The folds of her waist are the exudation of

allurement from the three interstices of the

creator’s fingers, as he balances her within his

fist, adding weight to loins below and breast

above.
It is images like this, at once graphic and sensuous,
of which the sculptor avails himself every so often
in the high periods of Indian art. The suddenness
of a movement that allows an unexpected glimpse,
innocent play in the course of which a state of mind
is revealed, are things that the poet and the sculptor
alike seize upon, as here, where a scorpion, faintly
visible in the narrow band indicating rocks at the
base, startles a young maiden of alluring form, with
those “smooth thighs” of which the poet speaks. Since
the upper part of the figure is broken, one cannot
be certain about its former appearance, but it is a fair
guess that above the narrow waist with its elegant
folds, the breasts must have held the loins in balance
by their weight.

There is wonderful thythm in the form, and the
transparency of the drapery, a cliché in some female
figures in this period, is here sensitively exploited
to point to that “root of bliss,” in the poet’s discreet
phrase. A sense of jerky motion is communicated by
the long, pendant necklace that falls across the bare
torso and swings to one side, while the stylized folds
along the edge of the lower garment, so sumptuous
and so delicate, set off the plain bareness of the lower
part of the body, the clinging, revealing surface.

Literature

Ancient Sculptures of India, 1984, No. s4; Pramod
Chandra, The Sculpture of India 3000 B.C.—
1300 A.D., Washington, D. C., 1985, No. 26.
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THE GALE OF LOVE

Gouache on paper

Pahari, last quarter of the 18th century
15X 10 cm

Bharat Kala Bhavan, Varanasi, No. 5547

What appears initially to be a simple depiction of a
youthful maiden hastening indoors takes on rich and
poetic nuance when seen in the general context in
which Pahari paintings frequently interpret seemingly
common situations. However, her bent form and
thoughtful expression provide the clue to the action,
for almost certainly this is a visualization of a verse of
the seventeenth century poet, Bihari, from his cele-
brated Sat sai:

This is no cloud of monsoon that I see above in

this skyj; these are clouds of smoke that rise from

the fires of separation which have consumed the

rest of the world and now advance toward me.

Clearly, the young woman is one who is separated
from the lover. The monsoon rains have come and

with them the season of lovers’ longing. But, sepa-
rated as she is from hers, she cannot bear the sight of
these clouds. In a different setting and at another
time, when the lover had been with her, she would
have sung or celebrated the arrival of the rain clouds.

There is wonderful clarity in the painting, and the
cool whites of the terrace juxtaposed with the range
of grays and blacks in the sky, the fluttering of the veil
which the woman is barely able to hold in the strong
wind of memory that is blowing, the somewhat pen-
sive expression, and the down-turned glance, each
have their own story. Passion seems to inform the
entire painting, as it does the woman’s slender, ele-
gant form.

Literature

Published in Chhav: II, Benares, 1981, pl. 33;
Bbarat Kala Bhavan Ka Suchipatra, Varanasi, 1945,
No. 61.
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IN ANTICIPATION OF HIS COMING

Gouache on paper

Pahari, 1st quarter of the 19th century; from the family
workshop of Seu-Nainsukh

24.3X 19 cm

Jagdish and Kamla Mittal Museum of Indian Art,
Hyderabad, No. 76.296

A minor but delightful section is devoted, in the
paintings of love and works on rhetoric, to
descriptions of the beauty of the beloved “from her
toenails to her head (nakha-shikha varnana).” In
similes and metaphors that become a little trite with
time, the body of the beautiful heroine is described in
detail. The poet speaks of the richness of her hair
dark as the night, her bowlike eyebrows, the lotuses
that are her eyes, the nose with the sharpness and
elegant curve of a parrot’s beak, the lips ripe and red
like the bimba fruit; thus it goes, literally, from top to
toe. The Pahari painter frequently has woven these
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descriptions into renderings of nayikas adorning
themselves, completing their toilette, checking every
detail at the last minute, barely a moment away from
the lover’s arrival.

The young lady here applying a collyrium stick to
her lovely, elongated eyes turns away, as if suddenly
shy of her own reflection in the mirror held by a
maid. She has evidently had news of her lover’s
arrival. The sakhi at left makes a jocular remark at
this abashment; another, seated close to the marble
balustrade in front, gestures in amazement at the
lady’s beauty. The maids, holding a mirror or a
collyrium container and a tray of gifts covered with
an embroidered cloth, stand at right. The beauty’s
state of mind is hinted at by the flare, twists, and
turns of her elegantly arranged skirt, and by the
fragrant flowers at the edge of the carpet. The
background is a little dry and schematic, but the
principal part of the painting is rich in its mood
of anticipation and shyness.
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SHRINGARA

REMINDERS: A NAYIKA GAZES AT COURTING
PIGEONS

Gouache on paper

Rajasthan, 2nd quarter of the 18th century; from a Bundi-
Kota workshop

Bharat Kala Bhavan, Varanasi, No. 4147

Just out of the dainty little lotus pond, a young lady
dressed only in a brief lower garment tenderly gazes
upward at a group of pigeons that perch or flutter
about a high grilled perch. The birds coo and circle in
a kind of mating ritual; the males sit puffed up, and
one female looks down, almost sympathetically, at
the woman. Hearing and seeing them, her heart turns
to thoughts of her lover. It is a luxuriant, indolent
setting, nearly perfect except for the absence of the
lover upon whom everyone’s thought seems to center.

With this customary fineness and attention to
detail, the painter of this delicate work makes us
aware of significant details. The fragrance of love
seems to pervade the air as the bare-breasted heroine
of this painting takes it all languorously in.

Literature
Published in Chhavi II, Benares, 1981, color pl. 25.
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LADY WITH THE MIRROR

Sandstone

uth century; from Khajuraho, Madhya Pradesh
82 x 39 cm

Indian Museum, Calcutta, No. 25229/1364

“Strange are some things,” the poet says, speaking of
his beloved. He notices that her speech sounds as
sweet as a lute, but no string can be seen; her bosom
is like round vessels that have no necks: her eyes are
lilies, but they do not grow in water; her thighs are
plantain stems without leaves, her hands creepers
without branches.

Such images, of which Sanskrit poetry is so full,
must have pervaded the minds of sculptors who
crafted these extraordinary works adorning the
temples of medieval India. From Khajuraho, where
temples sprout with erotic sculpture in unbelievable
profusion, comes this poetic young lady who regards
her image in a mirror. The frank sensuality of this
figure, seen only by herself and not in intimate male
company, derives from a certain celebration of life in
all its opulence. The stances are studied, eyes convey
a kind of invitation, the self-absorption is perhaps just
a ploy. These damsels seem denizens of a different,
unearthly world. The full, lush body, the exquisite
jewelry that serves to heighten by contrast the
suppleness of flesh, the graceful manner of standing,
the insouciance with which subsidiary figures are
ignored, are all a part of the manner that the
Chandella sculptors worked out to such perfection in
the tenth and eleventh centuries. The connection with
the tree that forms a canopy above the head is not
accidental, for the suggestion is that she is of the
nature of the tree, full of sap and fertile possibilities.
That love is somewhere in the background of such
images, should there ever be any doubt, is clear from
telling but discreet details—the nail-marks seen close
to the breast, left there by the lover in a bout of
passion. This figure formed a bracket that must once
have adorned a temple interior or outside wall;
hundreds of similar figures are still in place.

Laiterature .
Mario Bussagli and C. Sivaramamurti, sooo Years
of the Art of India, New York, 1978, No. 247.
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PRINCESS APPLYING A MARK ON HER FOREHEAD
Gouache on paper

Mughal, 3rd quarter of the 17th century

36 X 27 cm

Patna Museum, Patna, No. 586

An elegant young lady standing alone in a garden
raises her right hand toward her forehead, index fin-
ger slightly extended. The gesture is understood,
however, only when one notices that her left hand,
similarly raised, is also held at the same level: there is
a tiny mirror on the thumb-ring on that hand. She is
applying to her brow a little circular dot (bindi), aus-
picious and decorative as well, and the mirror helps
her check the effect. The entire figure is finely
executed, much attention having gone to the superbly
designed and embroidered clothing, including the pat-
terned pajama, the diaphanous skirt through which
the pajama shows, the brief bodice (choli), the long
scarf (dupatta) draped on the upper part of the body

and partially covering the head. The effect is
enhanced further by the delicately rendered jewelry,
all those bracelets and anklets, pearl strings and pen-
dant earrings. But the painter has enhanced this deli-
cacy through this dainty and unexpected touch of
the tiny mirror on the thumb-ring. This small detail
takes the place of a flower or a cup of wine held in
the hand, which one sees in so many other Mughal
paintings of solitary princesses and courtesans. The
painter completes the picture by introducing two
flowering plants and a few small bushes in the fore-
ground. Visually, everything leads repeatedly to the
woman, who is seen as an embodiment of loveliness,
not frank and sensual as in much Rajput work, but
somewhat withdrawn and discreet.

The painting is mounted on an album leaf from a
much later time. A narrow floral border that sur-
rounds the painting is clearly an uncertain attempt at
further embellishment, but it detracts rather than
adds to the total effect.
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THE ILLUMINATED CHAMBER OF LOVE
Gouache on paper

Pahari, 1st quarter of the 19th century

Indian Museum, Calcutta, No. 659/649

Itis not the Indian festival of lights (Dipavali), that
one sees here: the inner courtyard is alight with the
anticipation of love. Only three candle-stands, all
placed on the floor, suggest that what we are seeing
on the mirrored walls in the alcoves are but reflec-
tions of these lights (such mirror-chambers were com-
mon in many an Indian palace). They are all aglow
because they mirror a state of mind, that of longing
and the expectation of union with the lover. The
young lady who sits on this elegantly draped bed has
evidently prepared elaborately for her lover’s momen-
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tary arrival, as is suggested by the garlands, the jewel-
studded box with betel leaves, and the bowl of per-
fumed water on the floor. Above all, she has
bedecked herself in her finest raiment and jewelry.
The texts on Indian rhetorical poetry describe her as
a vasakajja-nayika—“she who waits for the lover
with the couch of love prepared.”

The painting may well belong to a Rasikapriya
series, based on the well-known work of Kes-
havadasa, the sixteenth century poet.

Literature

M.S. Randhawa, Kangra Paintings on Love, New
Delhi, 1962, fig. 39; W.G. Archer, Indian Paintings
from the Punjab Hills, vol. I, London, 1973,
PPp. 305-307.
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THE LADY AT HER TOILETTE

Gouache on paper

Rajasthan, 1st quarter of the 19th century; from the family
workshop of Bagta-Chokha of Deogarh

National Museum, New Delhi, No. 63.1783

Surrounded by her companions, a young lady sits on
arock by a little lotus pond in a secluded grove far
from habitation. Clad only in a diaphanous wrap, she
extends one leg and flexes the other bringing it up to
cover part of her nudity. Her long, luxuriant hair falls
in a cascade at her back. Two companions attend her:
one seated and almost entirely nude, holds the lady’s
extended foot in her hands as if to cleanse and
massage her body, while behind, a standing woman
pours water from a vessel. Two other companions
attend mostly to themselves, one plucking flowers
and the other sitting in a relaxed posture scrubbing
the sole of her left foot.

Unseen by this leisurely and unselfconscious group,
a male head appears above the copse. It is Krishna,
judging from the dark complexion and the peacock
feather stuck into his loosely tied turban.

Clearly the intention is not to represent a known
episode from the story of Krishna. Krishna may in
fact have been introduced here as an afterthought. All
that the painter wanted to show was this group of
lovely, fleshy women at their toilette, out in the open,
unmindful of any possibility of their privacy being
invaded. The occasion is used to depict the female
figure from different angles, in different attitudes and
postures, as a subject of delight in itself.
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31

AFTER THE BATH

Red sandstone

2nd-3rd century; from Sanghol, Punjab
101 X 18 X 14 cm

Department of Cultural Affairs, Government of Punjab,
Chandigarh, No. 103

Among the most sensational archaeological finds of
recent years in India has been the discovery of the
ruins of a stupa at Sanghol, between Ludhiana in the
Punjab and the modern city of Chandigarh. That the
little village of Sanghol stands on an ancient site has
been known for a long time, but recent excavations
have yielded artifacts that have far surpassed previous
expectations. Aside from the stupa with its schematic
foundation, an incredible range of sculptures has been
found, mostly consisting of railing pillars and cross-
bars carved in the Kushana style so clearly associated
with Mathura. The figures are remarkably well
preserved, for they seem to have been laid on their
sides and buried carefully in pits on the site,
apparently at an early point, perhaps for fear of
destruction or vandalism. The pillar figures are
almost certainly the product of a Mathura workshop
and may well have been transported to this site after
having been carved. Even if they do not always attain
the remarkable quality of Mathura work—the
Kushana period at its best—they undoubtedly reflect
its grandeur and are informed by the same rhythms,
if not the same passions.

This figure of a yakshi wringing her hair after a
bath belongs to a well-known class. One can visualize
an array of female figures with similar opulent chains,
sprouting in lush profusion on pillar after pillar of the
stupa railing at Sanghol. Here the sculptor returns to
a theme well-loved by the Indian poet and artist: a
hamsa bird, mistaking in its eagerness the drops of
water falling from the damsel’s wet hair for a rain of
pearls, reaches out for them.
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YAKSHI ON A RAILING PILLAR

Red sandstone

2nd century; from Jaisinghpura, Mathura (Uttar Pradesh)
89 X 18 X 18 cm

Government Museum, Mathura, No. coo/12

Despite the long years during which they have been
the center of so much attention, a certain enigma still
attaches to these yaksbi figures, imbued with such
sexual grace and power, which adorn railing pillars
that once stood around Buddhist or Jaina stupas.
Yakshis assume a remarkable variety of postures and
actions—talking to birds, looking at themselves in
mirrors, adjusting necklaces or garlands, attending to
their hair. Symbols of abundance, they are associated
with the proliferating powers of nature—fertility,
prosperity. When seen standing in ineffable grace
under trees and bending a branch, they are referred to
as shalabbanjikas or vrikshakas, meaning that their
bodies become “expressive of curved and burgeoning
arborescence.” Something in these figures eludes us
still, but this does not prevent our taking in the great
beauty of their bodies—erotic, inviting, emphatic.

More difficult to comprehend are the vignettes
found with regularity above and below such standing
figures. Beneath their feet frequently appear little
gnomelike figures, goblins crouching uneasily. Per-
haps they are precursors of later animal or bird
mounts (vahanas) that become the attributes of the
gods and goddesses of the Indian pantheon, but this
understanding of the gnomes is not truly convincing.
Above the yaksbi is an unusual scene: a man who
seems to be asleep leans his head against a balcony
railing, but he might also be attempting to control his
feelings, unable to bear the sight of the dazzling
beauty on the pillar. Scenes above the figures and gen-
erally behind railing designs are often as inexplicable
as those below. But even seeing the main figure more
or less in isolation from motifs above and below it
rewards the attention, for they have an extraordinary
beauty, whether from Bharhut, Sanchi or, as here,
from Mathura.

Most figures appear nude, with the occasional sug-
gestion of a diaphanous garment. Breasts are almost
always uncovered, the waist with its deep navel is in
plain sight, any girdle or lower garment is very sug-
gestively parted or even lifted by the lady to reveal her
femininity. The many-stranded girdles (nekhalas) are
worn deliberately low, as if about to slip. The facial
expressions of the yakshis are almost always soft and
gentle, as if they are eager to share their allure but do
not intend to press it. A quiet, amused withdrawal,
the smile reaching the eyes from the corners of the
mouth, characterizes this expression. The coiffures
and carefully selected jewelry attain great and subtle
variety, always enhancing the lure of the women’s
forms.

This yakshi stands in a posture typical of such fig-
ures. The body is bent in triple flexion (tribhanga),
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head gently tilted, hip slightly thrust out, the legs
bearing the weight somewhat unevenly. The arms are
both broken, but it is likely that with her right arm
she was adjusting an earring while she held the end of
a scarf with the other.

J-P. Vogel, speaking of the yakshis, once quoted a
passage from the Mahabbarata in which a puzzled
man addresses questions to a damsel whom he sees
like a lovely vision in the forest:

“Who art thou,” he asks, “that, bending down
the branch of the kadamba tree, shines lonely in
the hermitage, sparkling like, at night, a flame of
fire shaken by the breeze ... ? Art thou a goddess
or a yakshi or a danavi or a celestial nymph or a
fair dainty damsel, or a beauteous maiden of the
king, or a night-wandering one in these woods?”

Well might this question be addressed to this lady
and many other of her kind, even today.

Literature

J.P. Vogel, “Mathura School of Sculpture,”
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1906—07; Ibid., Catalogue of the Archaeological
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ATTENDANT FEMALE FIGURE WITH A SWORD
Red sandstone

2nd century; Mathura, Uttar Pradesh

100 X I9 X 18 cm

National Museum, New Delhi, No. J-275

The formidable double-edged sword that this
attractive young lady carries aloft at first belies her
true nature. But she is not to be seen simply as a
guardian figure. Part of the total program of
sculptural decoration on the railing of a stupa, she fits
much more naturally into the range of semidivine
figures, or yakshis. They adorn railing posts and
seem to be part of a grand conception that possibly
envisages the stupa as some suprahuman domain
with royal associations. The shalabhanjikas, figures
that at once signify the spirit of fertility and female
beauty at its enticing best, strike provocative
attitudes; this gently smiling young lady lightly
crosses her legs in a posture of ease, raising her right
arm above her head to touch a bough, with the full
awareness that this allows her bodily charms to be
seen to great advantage.
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YAKSHI UNDER A TREE

Red sandstone

2nd—3rd century; from Sanghol, Punjab

102X 18 X 18 cm

Department of Cultural Affairs, Government of Punjab,
No. 52-B

Like so many others of her kind from Mathura and
Sanghol, this yakshi stands in intimate relationship
with a tree. She touches and bends a branch with one
hand, as a shalabbanjika in the Indian literary and
visual tradition always does. There is frank sensuality
in the figure but also a reticence. The treatment of the
undraped female form, seen here at languorous ease,
follows well-established conventions. A sense of
delight pervades the figure and informs the sculptor’s
treatment of it. There is also great delicacy in the
details, especially in the treatment of the tree with its
finely rendered leaves breathing the same kind of life
as does the pulsating sensuous figure of the yakshi.

This carved pillar is double-sided: at the back is the
figure of another yakshi, her right arm beneath and
gently touching her breast. In addition to much
damage, the figure also suffers from the fact that
pronounced yellow streaks in the stone cover large
surfaces.
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SOHNI, THE BEAUTIFUL ONE, SWIMS ACROSS
THE RIVER

Gouache on paper

Pahari, 3rd quarter of the 18th century; from the family
workshop of Seu-Nainsukh

37x29cm

Bharat Kala Bhavan, Varanasi, No. 9960

The love legend of Sohni and her lover Mahiwal,

the buffalo-herder (really a wealthy merchant who
preferred to tend buffaloes to be able to remain within
reach of this beauty whom he could not legitimately
marry), is one of the best known of the Punjab.
Whenever the river Chenab (now in Pakistan) is
mentioned, it evokes memories of the two lovers, for
nightly Sohni would swim across this noble stream
with the aid of an empty earthen pitcher (which acted
as a buoy) to meet her clandestine lover. But their
love was not to last, for jealousy intervened. As
Coomaraswamy noted, “the crisis of the story turns
on the discovery of these nightly visits by her family;
her brothers substitute for the baked earthen pot one
of unbaked clay; and when this melts away in the
water, Sohni sinks and drowns.”

The Pahari painter does not depict intimations of
this tragedy. True, in the wide margin of this leaf, in
tiny little boxes, he paints on the one side the figure of
an old man seated smoking, signifying the vigilant
relatives, and on the other, the lover seated with his
buffaloes; but the painting is devoted truly to Sohni of
gossamer beauty, as she swims across the river.

The painters of the hills, especially those of the
Seu-Nainsukh family whose work this almost
certainly is, are celebrated for the idealized female
type they created: tender and innocent, unsullied by
the world, marked by ineffable grace. Although the
painters availed themselves of the stock images and
similes employed by the poets of the past, their vision
possesses a freshness denied to the tired formulae of
poetry. We see that dewlike freshness here. The hint
of a smile on Sohni’s face, the sharp aquiline features,
the clinging strands of hair, her elegant naked form
seen to great advantage as she swims, impart an
unearthly beauty to the painting. The effect is
enhanced further by the eerie expanse of water in the
night, the silence barely disturbed by the cautious
movement of the arms and legs of the stealthy lover.
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36

LOVE’S LONGING

Gouache on paper

Rajasthan, 2nd quarter of the 18th century; from the
family workshop of Bagta-Chokha of Deogarh

Patna Museum, Patna, No. 2067

A young nayika stands alone on a marble terrace
with a carpeted floor, her head slightly turned to the
right and shown in true profile, her hands extended
above her head with interlocked fingers. The setting
is simple; no stock situation from a rhetorical text is
indicated. She is meant to be seen as a young, pas-
sionate beauty, her whole body suffused with the
longing of love.

The painter must have carefully thought out the
emphasis in the picture, manipulation of its different
elements, to bring out the intense, charged quality of
passion that we see in the woman’s frame. The high,
firm breasts raised still higher by the uplifted arms,
the narrow waist seen to great advantage in the two-
thirds profile pose, hips that jut from the torso on the
other side, the firm disposition of the legs, the feet
slightly parted, the fleshy, resilient arms with fingers
intertwined in the stance called karkata, are all
worked out with great care. Following the Deogarh
convention, the maiden’s face, set between the frame
of the arms and turned to the side, is relatively large
in proportion, its gaze toward the ground.

The rhythm of the body is emphasized by the dis-
position of the jewelry and garments. Pearl strands
loop and curl around the neck, between the breasts;
as they fall across the bare stomach, they sway with
the light movement of the arms above the head; a
girdle with small bells is slung across the body, low
against the hips; the brief bodice, edged at the bottom
by a golden band, almost fails to contain the fullness
of the nayika’s breasts. It is through these suggestions
and manipulations of the few elements of figure and
apparel that the painter succeeds in evoking a com-
plete picture of what seems to be going on in the mind
and the body of this elegant young beauty.

The manner of rendering the head, especially the
fine stippling that gives it a modeled, rounded effect,
points to the hand of the painter Chokha, known for
the eroticism with which he was able to invest his
female figures.

Literature
See No. 4.
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THE HUNCHBACK KUBJA AND KRISHNA

From a Bhagavata Purana series

On front, top border, in Sanskrit, descriptive label

Gouache on paper

Rajasthan, 3rd quarter of the 16th century; from an Isarda
workshop

20X 27 cm

Collection of Mr. Gopi Krishna Kanoria, Patna,
No. GK 287

An unlikely love is related in the episode of the
hunchbacked woman, Kubja’s encounter with
Krishna in the city of Mathura. As things move
inexorably toward the final confrontation between
Krishna and Kamsa, the evil king who has set a trap
for Krishna in his capital city, there are moments of
banter and trivial occurrences as Krishna, his brother
Balarama, and their cowherd friends roam the streets
of the city. In the course of their stroll, they meet a
hunchbacked woman “whose eyes were beautiful but
whose back was curved as lightning.” A perfumer by
profession, Kubja is proceeding towards the king’s
palace, carrying the choicest perfumes and unguents.
Krishna pays attention to Kubja and speaks to her
gently, a sensation that she has not had for a long
time. Taken by his manner and his radiant beauty,
she offers him and his companions all she carries.
Suddenly and impulsively, greatly pleased with her,

the text says, Krishna reaches out and touches her;
taking her chin in his hand, he gives her a quick jerk
which makes her hunch disappear. Unbelieving, she
regards her erect body and, her heart filled with
gratitude and longing for Krishna, she asks him to
stay with her. Krishna has other matters to attend,
but he promises to return to her chamber, which he
does later, and Kubja surrenders herself entirely.

The painter of this sumptuous series from Isarda
freely translates the scene of Krishna’s encounter with
Kubja. Suddenly we see the sky light up with stars,
even as an uncertain light looms on the high horizon;
a tasseled canopy decorates the entire length of the
page; Balarama turns back to share a moment with
the gopas who stand, much like the two brothers, in
taut but lively manner softened by their flowing,
curling scarves and looped loincloths. By comparison,
Krishna and Balarama are gorgeously dressed, as is
Kubja, drawing all attention to themselves, placed on
a passionate red ground which fills the space against
which the three characters stand sharply etched.
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A TEMPTRESS: APSARA FIGURE FROM A
BRACKET

Sandstone

1th century; from Khajuraho, Madhya Pradesh

85 X 25 cm

Archaeological Museum, Khajuraho, No. 2307

It is quite remarkable how many of these divine
damsels from medieval India, these “women of the
gods,” succeed in communicating in the fullest
measure a sense of femininity, despite all the damage
they have suffered over the centuries. So firm is the
grip of the sculptor on his medium by the time that
this kind of figure came to be carved, so powerful is
the image evoked by each element in it that even a
small fragment seems to have a life of its own.

This attractive young lady, related to the
shalabhanjikas of old and still standing under the
canopy of a tree, has lost both arms and is disfigured
in numerous minor ways, yet seems so complete that
one recalls with effort that this is only a fragment.
Long-limbed and globular at the same time, the figure
invites and encourages close inspection, but also
maintains a remarkable poise. The drapery’s intricate
check and floral bands, the rich jewelry clinging to
her form and hanging in luxuriant splendor, the
body’s flexion, the elongated eyes reaching almost to
the ears, all fit perfectly into the ideals of the period.
Touches of great delicacy distinguish one figure from
another. The sculptor expresses this individuality
here, for instance, in the ends of the thin lower
garment gathered in front, narrowed into a sharp
ridge and treated so as to look like a strand attached
to a hook on the bejewelled girdle.
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“WHOM EVEN THE SNAKES COULD NOT
FRIGHTEN ON THE WAY”: THE ABHISARIKA

From a Rasamanjari series

On verso, Sanskrit verses; on front, madhya abhisarika;
in Takri characters on top border

Gouache on paper

Pahari, 3rd quarter of the 17th century; from a Basohli
workshop

24x33cm

Dogra Art Gallery, Jammu, No. 383

Speaking of the Indian literature on Shringara,
Ananda Coomaraswamy remarked many years ago
not only on its extent, but also on its profundity.
“One is amazed,” he wrote in his Rajput Painting
(1916), “at the combination of such intimate knowl-
edge of the passions of body and soul with the will to
codify and classify.” The beginnings of classification
of types of lovers, for instance, go back at least to the
early centuries of the present era, judging from the
Natyashastra of Bharata, that great classic on theater,
dance, and music. But more and more came to be
written on the subject; great elaboration followed
over time, classifications led to subclassifications:
lover and beloved (nayaka and nayika) were treated
as belonging to an incredible variety of categories,
according to their age, experience, station in life,
nature, or situation in love. Thus, a beloved or hero-
ine could be very young and uninitiated, moderately
knowledgeable, or mature and thus experienced

in love; she could be “one’s own,” “belonging to
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another,” or “as yet undecided”; she could be of supe-
rior, middling, or of low disposition, and so on. After
a point, it all begins to sound too detailed, perhaps
even artificial, but as Coomaraswamy pointed out,
itis only artificial in this sense:

... that it 1s the work of very skillful craftsmen

using special conventions; on the contrary it is so

closely molded on experience that it is only in

proportion to the extent of our own experience

that we can appreciate its realism. ... What is

most impressive is that so much knowledge.. ..

should be combined with so much tenderness;

that such unwearying research should be con-

stantly illumined by the magic of a first kiss.

One of the best known works on this subject is the
Sanskrit Rasamanjari (A Cluster of Delights) of the
fifteenth century poet Bhanudatta, who was born in
northern Bihar—a work written, as the poet himself
says, for providing aesthetic delight “to the minds of
the multitude of scholars, as if it were honey to the
bees.” Consisting of only 138 verses, the Rasamanjari
employs a tense, terse style, but its imagery is vivid,
once one has succeeded in decoding the meaning of
each verse. In order to make subtle variations of
mood and sentiment clear, the poet sometimes pro-
vides more than one example of a type. The nayikas
are introduced first in a simple classification, but then
things build up, and very soon one is in the rich,
poetic world of characteristic signs (lakshanas)
through which #ayikas can be recognized. One stan-
dard classification that became part of the general
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awareness of everyone in India, not only of readers of
rhetorical works, was the eight types of nayikas
according to their situations in love. Their names in
this classification are:
svadbinapatika  She whose lord is subject to her
will, in her control.

utka She who waits and yearns for
her lover.

vasakasajja She who waits for her lover
with the bed prepared.

kalabantarita  She who reproached her lover
and then is smitten by remorse.

kbandita She who is angry with her
lover and remonstrates.

proshitapatika  She whose lover has gone on a
journey, and who waits for
him,

vipralabdha She who waits in vain for her
lover to come to their
appointed place.

abbhisarika She who goes out to meet her

lover, and keeps her tryst.

Further subtypes are identified according to age,
experience, and nature. But it is truly remarkable how
much these eight main types figure in poetry and
song, even when it has nothing specific to do with the
rhetoric of Shringara literature. Each poet tries to
introduce his own refinement into a well-established
situation and category; each endeavors to reach
toward aesthetic delight in his own way. The men are
also classified and described, but with nothing
approaching the subtlety and the delight with which
the heroine-beloved is examined. However, in vir-
tually every situation, the woman is shown interacting
with her lover, the nayaka, who is thus examined by
implication.

When describing lover and beloved, it was logical
for the poets to try to cast them as archetypes integral
to the culture, and thus make them at once recogniz-
able. A natural choice in the context of the time was
for the lover to be taken as Krishna whose love, with
all its innocence, passion, playfulness, and even
inconstancy, was something everyone understood and
responded to. By implication, the beloved was Radha
in most, though not in all, situations. In Hindi poetry,
such as that of Keshavadasa, who wrote his famous
Rasikapriya toward the end of the sixteenth century
(modeling himself on the Rasamanjari, but going
beyond it), the lover and beloved are designated by
name as Krishna and Radha virtually throughout the
work. This is not the case with Bhanudatta’s
Rasamanjari, in which Krishna is mentioned by name
several times, but not in each verse. When visualizing
the verses, however, the painters of some of the series
found it simpler to present the lover consistently and
uniformly as Krishna, thereby not only keeping a con-
tinuity, but also introducing overtones and associa-
tions with the Krishna myth that each viewer could
draw upon.

Verse 76, inscribed at the back of the present paint-
ing, describes a beloved of the middling kind, neither
a novice nor very mature and experienced. The words

are placed in the mouth of the lover, seen as Krishna,
who says:
O my slender beauty, you, whom even the snakes
could not frighten on the way, now tremble at
the mere touch of my arm. The thunder of the
clouds could not shake you, and yet the sound
of my words of love makes you turn. What am
I'to do?

The superb series from which this leaf comes, the
first Rasamanjari series from Basohli, has been
described and discussed at length by W.G. Archer,
who comments on its “air of barbarous luxury, its
passionate intensity,” the many distortions that
heighten its “visual poetry.” One of the most bril-
liantly colored series in the whole range of Pahari
painting, with its dazzling use of scarlets and crim-
sons and deep yellows, its greenish-blacks and pale
greens and ivories, enhanced in each case by the use
of glowing beetle-wing cases which are pasted on to
simulate emeralds in jewelry and decoration, it also
remains one of those sets in which the painter inter-
prets with remarkable freedom and innovation each
situation visualized by the poet. Here, for instance,
the beautifully delineated but deadly-looking snake
with its forked tongue is placed in such bold isolation
that it comes to stand for passion as much as it sym-
bolizes the hazards that the nayrka encountered while
coming to the tryst. The steady downpour of rain,
the thick, theatrical-looking stylized clouds, the avid
eyes and clear gestures, the human drama going on
inside the loggia, fill the air with quiet but insistent
passion. The ornamental detail remains subservient
to the richness of emotions that are delineated.

The series must once have consisted of more than 130
paintings, each verse with its visual counterpart, but
not all have survived. The largest group, sixty-two
paintings, is in the Dogra Art Gallery at Jammu;
there are several in the Victoria and Albert Museum,
London, and the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, and
a small group in the Sri Pratap Singh Museum, Sri-
nagar. The series is not dated, no colophon having
been discovered yet, but is generally placed between
1660-1670, and in the little state of Basohli, where it is
believed to have been executed.
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“TOSET OUT WITH EAGERNESS”: THE
ABHISARIKA

From the same Rasamanjari series as No. 39

On verso, Sanskrit verses; on front, parakiya abhisarika
andhakara in Takri characters on top border

Gouache on paper

Pahari, 3rd quarter of the 17th century; from a Basohli
workshop

24 X33 cm

Dogra Art Gallery, Jammu, No. 333

The situation is that of setting out to meet the lover,
but another, wilder, element is introduced. The
beloved here belongs to another parakiya; thus she is
more daring and defiant. The night is dark, as the last
word in the inscription in Takri script informs us;
there is even a sakbi, a friend who attempts to dis-
suade her from stepping out in such a storm. But like
one possessed, she is not to be held:

Sakhi! For maidens who are ready to set out with

eagerness to meet their sweetheart, even the

clouds are like the sun, the night as day, darkness

as light, the forest as their own home, and

pathless wilderness as smooth paths.

The clouds suspended like a perpetual threat, the
lightning which darts through them, the steady rain,
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establish the unfriendly night; the cluster of trees at
the left reveals the lover’s head as he waits in the for-
est; the chamber at right is her house that she is leav-
ing. All these features are indicated briefly but with
quiet eloquence; they are treated like stage properties
that can be picked up and shifted about at will. The
trees in the left foreground, shaped and colored to
evoke a general, poetic picture and not to reflect real-
ity, are dwarfed to enable us to see Krishna. Likewise,
the doors to buildings may be shown open or closed,
and steps are introduced or eliminated to suit the pic-
torial purpose of the painter. But what results from all
these manipulations are magnificent, moving pictures
clear in intent and meaning.

Literature
See No. 39.



“SCENTED WITH MUSK AND SANDAL-PASTE™:
THE VASAKASAJJA

From the same Rasamanjari series as No. 39

On verso, Sanskrit; on front, samanya vasakasajja in
Takri characters on top border

Gouache on paper

Pahari, 3rd quarter of the 17th century; from a Basohli
workshop

24 X 33¢m

Dogra Art Gallery, Jammu, No. 385

Bhanudatta describes a courtesan attached to and in
love with the nayaka whose return she awaits at the
side of her decorated, fragrant bed, but her love
contains more than physical desire. Her eyes firmly
directed at the open door, her extended right hand
feeling the moist freshness of one of the flower
garlands that hangs from a peg, her dress falling open
in front and the ends of her scarf fluttering, she
ruminates:

“When my lover cajoles me to remove my upper

garment, I shall ask him for the gift of a new

sar1; when he advances to kiss me, I shall

demand a jewelled clasp for my hair; and when

he reaches out to touch my bosom, I am going to

ask him for a girdle of gold.” Thus resolving, the
naytka scents herself with musk and sandal-
paste as she waits, with longing aroused for the
blessed moment of union with her lover. (69)

The perfume of musk and sandal-paste that the
poet speaks of the painter can suggest only by
showing the woman’s dress falling open, revealing her
anointed bosom. But he suggests a fragrant interior
through other means—the use of strands of newly
strung garlands, a sign of welcome and a stimulant of
desire. The inviting bed with its bolsters, the lamp
burning brightly by its side, the raised, parted
curtains, are wholly appropriate to the moment and
the mood. If decorative detail enters our awareness, it
is, once again, with a clear purpose. The flat red
ground just visible above the top of the chamber, the
yellow of the wall with its painted, decorative niches,
are the two prominently even areas of color:
everything else is pierced and fretted and painted or
embroidered with obsessive attention to detail.

Literature
See No. 39.
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“LIKE HOLDING QUICKSILVER”

From the same Rasamanjari series as No. 39

On verso, Sanskrit verses; on front, mu[gjdha neorba
(navodha) in Takri characters on top border

Gouache on paper

Pahari, 3rd quarter of the 17th century; from a Basohli
workshop

24x33cm

Dogra Art Gallery, Jammu, No. 366

Mugdha, the rhetoricians say, is the nayika who is
resolved to worship her lord “at an auspicious
moment with all the rituals of love”; for this “her eyes
have all the tremulousness of the khanjana bird, her
face the radiance of the moon.” But when she is
inexperienced or newly wedded (navodha), she shows
a certain shyness, a nameless fear of her desire. That
is how the coming together of eager lover and timid
heroine is described by a friend:

Drawn gently to the bed and locked in loving

arms, the new bride out of modesty struggles to

free herself. It seems as if only such a lover can

hold her who can take quick silver on the palm

of his hand, and keep it there, steady.

In the standard commentaries on the Rasamanjari,
the words are interpreted as being uttered by the lover
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as he shares confidences with a friend. Here, however,
two women of the household exchange these words,
one pointing to the eager scene inside the chamber.

To get used to the perilous angle at which the lovers
are shown takes a little effort. But once past that, one
feels the remarkable movement in the painting, frantic
impatience met by hurried retreat. Krishna’s image as
the ardent lover is complete: he is in a state of
undress, shown here only in his brief striped drawers
as he leans passionately forward to hold the nayika in
his arms; he has wrapped a fragrant garland, a little
rakishly, around his neck; on the other hand, the
woman, deliberately shown as small and young,
moves off with alacrity, the gathered folds of her sari
tucked in at the waist and spreading open and a look
of anxiety ruling her face. It is not as if she is not
eager herself, it is just that it is all too sudden, and like
quicksilver, she finds it difficult to stay. The drama is
intense, and the painter draws attention to the action
forcefully, emphasizing it by the passionate red of the
bedspread which sets off the bluish-grey of the wall
and the dark blue of Krishna’s body.

Literature
See No. 39.
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THE PAVILION OF LOVE: RADHA AND KRISHNA

Gouache on paper

Pahari, 3rd quarter of the 18th century; from the family
workshop of Seu-Nainsukh

28.3 X 19.7 cm

National Museum, New Delhi, No. s1.207/23

In this wonderfully delicate and sensitive work, the
painter captures a moment of great tenderness and
imparts to it an air of universality, of being beyond
time. The setting for the coming together of the

divine lovers, both nude but rendered with marked

reticence, is near-idyllic. In this setting, as Krishna
reaches out to touch Radha gently, she seems to lose
control. With eyes slightly downcast, she extends an
arm to the cushions at the back, as if trying to steady
herself in this upsurge of quiet passion. The pair are
locked together like cloud and lightning, the painter
seems to say: he dark, she of fair complexion, he
patient and “deep,” she impetuous and brilliant. No
words are spoken; no text is needed to interpret the
situation. It is as if all that needs to be stated has been
stated, in perfect terms.
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DIVINE COUPLE IN EMBRACE

Sandstone

uth century; from Khajuraho, Madhya Pradesh
65 X 55 €m

Archaeological Museum, Khajuraho, No. 14

This broken but wonderfully intimate work is some-
times identified as Lakshmi and Narayana embracing.
The two figures stay very close to each other; the left
arm of the deity, around his consort’s back, emerges
from beneath her left arm to touch and lightly sup-
port her breast. But he does not look at her directly;
there is no locking of eyes, no overt communication.
Rather, the posture says it all. Face lifted toward him,
body arching and bent she gazes at him in quiet rap-
ture. The mood, the overt eroticism is much in evi-
dence on the walls and inside Khajuraho temples, but
much more restrained. At the same time no nuance of
intimacy is overlooked by the sculptor.

The forms are imbued with the same grace and
suppleness that mark the work of the Chandella mas-
ter of this period. The smooth and beautifully inter-
locking planes are deftly handled, the fleshy surfaces
are emphasized by a profusion of delicate jewelry that
adorns the bodies of the divine lovers. Attention to
little details—the fold in the flesh under the breasts,
the depth of the navel, the slight constriction from the
male’s tight girdle—are touches of great delicacy. But
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in the final analysis, everything is subordinated to
facial expression, their peace and quiet a delicate state
of intellectual and sensual rapture. The artist is in full
control of the rhythms he generates. There are points
when it seems as if he is about to be carried away, as is
often true elsewhere in Khajuraho, but he ultimately
surprises us with a fine sense of balance and restraint.
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THE CAGE OF LOVE

Gouache on paper

Pahari, 3rd quarter of the 18th century

18 X 13.5 cm

Bharat Kala Bhavan, Varanasi, No. 5454

Always intent on inventing new situations, playful or
passionate, a poet like Keshavadasa, author of the
sixteenth century classics Rasikapriya and Kavipriya,
must have been seen by the painters as a perennial
source to draw upon. Even though this painting
showing the familiar loving pair of Krishna and
Radha bears no inscription, a rasika, one steeped
alike in the poetry and painting of this rich period,
would find little difficulty in connecting it with a
verse of Keshava in which he speaks of the cleverness
of Radha. Krishna, eager as always, draws Radha to
him, holding her veil as he sits on the bed, a wrap
barely covering his nakedness. But Radha, teasingly,
invents excuses of all kinds: “Do not be impatient,

love,” she tells him. “Only the parrot has gone off to
sleep; the myna is still awake and the door remains to
be closed.” Krishna understands and smiles: “Radha
is learning all the little tricks of love,” the poet says.

While the painting could be seen as a literal
rendering of the situation envisioned by the painter, it
is also possible to enjoy it at a purely visual level. The
situation can be grasped rather quickly: the eagerness
on the part of Krishna, the delaying tactics of Radha,
the little details that fit into the context of love, such
as the daintily made bed, the undress of Krishna, the
smile that playfully bounces back and forth between
the lovers; more than this, the feeling of togetherness
and the mellifluous grace of the line make this delicate
work come to life.
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THE BATTLE OF LOVE’S SUBTLE ART
From a Gita Govinda series

On verso, Sanskrit verses

Gouache on paper

Pahari, dated 1730; by Manaku of Guler

21X 30.7 cm

Chandigarh Museum, Chandigarh, No. I.71

The Gita Govinda, the great dramatic love lyric of
Jayadeva, who describes himself at its beginning as
“wandering king of bards.. .. . obsessed in his heart by
the rhythms of the Goddess of Speech,” has through
the centuries inspired magnificent expressions in the
arts of India, for few dancers, musicians, painters, or
commentators have been able to resist its rhythms.
This work of erotic mysticism, which sings with
such abandon of “the secret passions of Radha and
Krishna (that) triumph on the bank of the Yamuna,”
offered especially rich opportunity to painters. At
least three major series of paintings of the Gita
Govinda from the Pahari area alone survived. In
many ways, this earliest series from the hills comes
closest to capturing the erotic mood and sacred truth
of the lyric, balancing finely these two seemingly
opposed elements. In leaf after leaf Manaku, the
painter, evokes Jayadeva’s sweet, soft, lyrical songs,
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but he also makes us glimpse what lies beyond the
passion of the poem when we see the series as a
whole. In individual leaves, he picks up the
mellifluous rhythms of the verses and creates visual
parallels to them, matching detail with detail, nuance
with nuance.

Manaku here presents Canto XII of the poem,
when doubt, entreaties, remonstrances, and the pain
of separation are past, settled like dust after a shower
of rain. The lovers are together, she urged by her
friends “by the war drum of [her] changing girdle [to]
meet his rich mood without shame,” and he, ardent
as ever, comes “like spring winds, bearing honey.”
The bouts of passion are described at length in this
Canto; the verse inscribed on the painting’s verso is a
variant of one found in most editions of the text and
speaks of “boundless bliss having interrupted the
battle of love’s subtle art.” But the mood is a
continuation of that in Canto XI:

His body hair bristled to the art of her sensual
lay,
Glgarrn'ng jewels ornamented his graceful form.
She saw her passion reach the soul of Hari’s
mood,
The weight of joy stained his face. . ..
(XI.30)
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This series of paintings, with close to a hundred
surviving leaves, is among the best known from the
range of Pahari work. It is also one of the most
controversial; its colophon has been interpreted and
reinterpreted several times without any scholarly
consenus. The colophon’s date, a chronogram, works
out to A.D. 1730 and is not contested. It is over the
name “Mankau” in it that opinion is divided, the
question being whether it is that of the painter of
the series, or of a lady who communicates it.

Several circumstances point to Manaku being the
name of the painter, including the fact that we know
of one living at this time—Manaku of Guler, son of
Pandit Seu and older brother of the better-known
Nainsukh. The colophon names where the set was
executed, but that is not of great consequence. In
nearly all works dealing with the subject, the series is
described as being from Basohli. For some time it was
considered the prototype of the work which defined
the Basohli style in Pahari painting. On the other
hand, much work of the Seu-Nainsukh family of
Guler can be seen as emerging out of this and related
series.
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PLAYING TO DELIGHT HER HEART
From the same Gita Govinda series as no. 46
On verso, Sanskrit verse

Gouache on paper

Pahari, 1730; by Manaku

21X 30.7 cm

Chandigarh Museum, Chandigarh, No. [-60

Radha, secure in her power over Krishna, wants him
to ornament her, as “he idled after passionate love”:
Yadava hero, your hand is cooler than
sandal-balm on my breast;
Paint a leaf design with deer-musk here on
Love’s ritual vessel!
(XIL.12)

And the Yadava hero, “playing to delight her
heart,” does precisely this. On the very bed of leaves
that has just seen their joyous love-play, the two sit
very close, she in his lap but now dressed, holding in
her right hand the bowl of liquid deer-musk, colorful
and fragrant; and he, holding a thin brush in his left

hand, proceeds to paint her breast with the leaf design

she desires.

Such works of wonderful delicacy and tenderness
abound in this series. In other leaves, he will “pin
back the teasing lock of hair on her smooth lotus-

face,” or will “hang earrings on the magic circles of
her ears to form snares for love,” and “draw kohl
glossier than a swarm of black bees on her eyes.” In
the series the painter varies the settings at will, even
when, in the poem, it remains the same forest
clearing: trees are increased or reduced in size,
flowering bushes are introduced or removed, the
moon appears and disappears. What remains
constant is passion.

Literature
See No. 46.
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WHEN SPRING’S MOOD IS RICH

From the same Gita Govinda series as No. 46
On verso, Sanskrit verses

Gouache on paper

Pahari, 1730; by Manaku of Guler

21X 30 cm

Chandigarh Museum, Chandigarh, No. I-s3

When spring’s mood is rich, and “budding mango
trees tremble from the embrace of rising vines,” the
forest in Vrindavan witnesses “the wondrous mystery
of Krishna’s sexual play.” There he revels in many
women’s embraces:
He hugs one, he kisses another, he caresses
another dark beauty,
He stares at one’s suggestive smiles, he mimics a
wilful girl.
Hari [Krishna] revels here as the crowd of
charming girls
Revels in seducing him to play.
(L44)
Krishna’s inconstancy has troubled later commen-
tators and righteous devotees much as it troubled
Radha. But Jayadeva sees it all as an integral part of
Krishna’s nature (/ila), for it is he who quickens all
things, and he whose “soft black sinuous lotus limbs
begin the festival of love” everywhere.

Being accustomed to seeing the same figures more
than once within the same frame, one is inclined at
first to see here successive episodes in the lovemaking
of Radha and Krishna. The couple seems to appear
three times and then, finally, Radha walks away at the
extreme left. The faces and the bodies of the women
are strikingly similar, answering to the ideal, passion-
ate type created by Manaku, but their dresses vary,
revealing that they are in fact different. With great
subtlety, and with his usual dazzling handling of
color, the painter gives them different combinations
of skirt and orhani (a brief sarilike wrap). Thus it is
Krishna who appears three times, but not Radha.
Meanwhile, the colors and the glistening green-black
beetle-wing cases, used to indicate emeralds in the
ornaments worn by Krishna and the women, create a
riot in this grove.

Literature
See No. 46.
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WAITING FOR KRISHNA IN THE SPRING

From a Gita Govinda series

Gouache on paper

Pahari, 3rd or 4th quarter of the 18th century; from the
family workshop of Seu-Nainsukh

17 X 26.5 Cm

Bharat Kala Bhavan, Benares, No. 10514

As the great devotee-poet says, “The wondrous
mystery of Krishna’s erotic play in the Brindaban
forest is Jayadeva’s song,” the Gita Govinda. But
Krishna is not with his beloveds all the time: if there is
joyous union, there is also the anticipation of union
when, at the coming of spring, “tender-limbed Radha
wandered like a flowering creeper in the forest
wilderness seeking Krishna in his many haunts.”

Here Radha is seated in a grove on the bank of the
Yamuna that flows at the edge of the forest. A
companion (sakhi) stands by her side conversing, but
both the women are far more intent upon seeing the
beauty of spring, “The crying sounds of cuckoos
mating on mango shoots/ Shaken as bees seek honey-
scents of opening buds/ Raise fever in the ears of
lonely travellers. . ..” Perhaps the two also pause to
listen to a sound that just might be the footfalls of
Krishna. The painter of this brilliant series does not
depict the birds mating: they are all present, but
slightly distanced from each other, even as Radha and
Krishna are. The loving manner in which the creeper
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at the bottom of the page twines around the trunk of
a low tree, the lush greenery, the flowers that blossom
in a riot of color, are all brought in with clear pur-
pose. In this series, the painter is able perfectly to
match the imagery and the rich resonance of
Jayadeva’s lyric, written some six hundred years
before his time.

This Gita Govinda series, with nearly 140 surviving
leaves, formerly in the collection of the Maharaja of
Tehri-Garhwal, is among the best-loved series in the
whole range of Pahari painting. Clearly the work of a
member of the Seu-Nainsukh family that originated
in Guler—W.G. Archer ascribes it to Khushala,
Nainsukh’s nephew, assisted by his cousin or Gaudhu,
Nainsukh’s son—it is generally seen as having been
produced in Kangra where Sansar Chand, its most
famous ruler, maintained a large atelier consisting of
some of the most gifted members of the artist-families
of the Pahari area.
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THE MAIDEN AND THE ANTELOPE
Gouache on paper
1st quarter of the 18th century; from a Sawar workshop
27.§ X 21.§ cm
Collection of Mr. Gopi Krishna Kanoria, Patna,
No. GK 196

Some of the elements in this painting recall
representations of the ragini todi: the weeping willow,
the antelope, the solitary maiden out in the open. But
the mood of playful flirtation here is entirely different.
Elegantly attired in the mode of a Mughal princess,
wearing the prominent turban and a peshwaz
(Coomaraswamy used to call it a high-breasted
“Empire gown”) falling open in front, the young
woman holds up one end of her flaring skirt and
turns back to look at an antelope who seems to be
running fondly after her. One sees the scene as a kind
of game being played with a pet, but it may hold a
different meaning. According to Gopi Krishna
Kanoria, the antelope possibly symbolizes a whole
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band of young gallants who, desperately in love with
the nayika, pursue her wherever she goes. Aware of
her own charms and their eagerness, she sports with
their feelings, leading them on but then making light
of them. In any case, the flutter in the air is quite
remarkable; other elements—clouds, lotus pond—
also build an amorous, sportive mood.

The painter delights in the form of the woman,
seeing her as being on the threshold of youth. A
couplet of the seventeenth century poet Bihari
describes a young maiden no longer in childhood, but
not yet adult, “. .. two different colors thus mixing in
her but also separately visible, as in shot silk.”
Perhaps the painter had in mind such a youthful
nayika while painting this work. The look of teasing
innocence on her face, the eager gaze of the antelope
and his prancing step, combine well with the rhythm
of the lines in this simple but elegant work that leaves
enough room for the eye to take in everything in a
gentle, leisurely fashion.



REUNION ON A MOONLIT NIGHT

From a Bhagavata Purana series

On verso, Sanskrit verses

Gouache on paper

3rd or last quarter of the 18th century; from the family
workshop of Seu-Nainsukh

28 x 36 cm

Collection of Mr. Gopi Krishna Kanoria, Patna,
No. VK 9

The reappearance of Krishna, beloved of the gopis,
on this dazzling moonlit night is cause for joyous
celebration. The pain of separation when he
disappeared briefly from their midst, heightening
their longing for him and humbling their pride, is now
all but forgotten on his return. The gopis react
differently to their lord’s reappearance: some cling
“like creepers to a tree”; some reach to touch him, as
if to make sure he is real; others “rub their sandal-
besmeared bosoms” against his body. They break into
loud celebratory song, or regard him with love and
disbelief from a slight distance. The sadness on the
faces of some has not quite left, and because he sees
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its lingering traces, Krishna stretches his arm and
touches them reassuringly.

The trees and the creepers in the forest on this cool,
sandy bank of the Yamuna re-enact and echo the
human drama. Knowingly and with great tenderness,
they embrace and lean against each other. The little
vignette of the village in the distance, glistening in the
moonlight, is but 2 reminder of the homes that these
gopis—individual souls in search of the Absolute—
have left behind in their love for Krishna. The painter
seems perfectly to understand the meaning of this
reunion at all its levels.

This limpid understanding informs the entire series,
justly regarded as rivaling the famous Gita Govinda
(No. 49), and is counted among “the greatest
achievements of painters” in the Pahari area. Books
Ten and Eleven of the text of the Bhagavata Purana
are concerned with Krishna’s earthly career, his birth
and childhood, his growing up with the cowherds
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and milkmaids, and his great and abiding love for the
gopis. The books also treat his destruction of many
demons including the evil Kamsa, and his later life as
a great king at Dwarka. Episodes selected by the poet
afford the painter wonderful dramatic opportunities
interspersed with long passages of quiet tenderness
and beauty, as here. Especially poetic in their feeling
are the paintings that treat of the great raasa of
Krishna with the gopis and the episodes that precede
it, regarded by many scholars as having been done by
an even greater master than the one responsible for
the rest of the series; he is called the “Master of the
Moonlight,” referring to the moonlit nights which
form the near-perfect setting for this mystical love-
play of Krishna’s, this landscape endowed with
flowery lushness and eerie pallor.

There was a time when the series was ascribed to
the artist Purkhu from a Kanora family, but it is now
generally agreed that the work is by members of the
greatly gifted Seu-Nainsukh family that originated in
Guler. No colophon has survived; hence, it is not easy
to name a specific artist for the series, even though
Goudhu, Nainsukh’s son, or Khushala, son of
Manaku, are sometimes mentioned.

The series, when finished, must have been very
extensive (“perhaps comprising over one hundred
paintings,” as Archer says), but not all have survived.
A large number of leaves were once in the collection
of Mr. Jagmohandas Modi (leading to its being
sometimes described as the Modi Bhagavata) but
they are now widely dispersed over private and public
collections.
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A YAKSHI

Sandstone

uth century; from Gyaraspur, Madhya Pradesh
46X 18X 18 cm

State Archaeological Museum, Gwalior, No. 87

If there is anything to the highly poetic Indian legend
of ashoka dobada, the ashoka tree that aches to be
touched by the foot of a fair woman so that it can
burst into bloom, it must be a young lady of this
description for whom the tree yearns. This figure of
surpassing grace and elegance, falling in the general
category of yaksbis or vrikshakas and charged with
suggestions of eroticism and fertility, epitomizes the
delight which the sculptor of medieval India took in
the female form. The upper figure is nude, revealing
perfectly formed full breasts set close, conforming
to Indian ideals. The slightly attenuated waist with
its sensitive modeling and its deep navel is barely
clothed, and the head, tilted to one side as the figure
stands in graceful #ribhanga flexion, is topped by an
exquisite and intricate coiffure. Areas of bare flesh are
set off by elaborate, finely worked strands of pearls
and precious stones that cover her neck and hang
down along the breasts, one of them reaching well
below the navel like some golden crocodile sneaking
toward sunbaked mounds. But above all, it is the
expression on the face, with its arched eyebrows,
elongated eyes, and a smile lighting up the areas of
the mouth, that gives her entire being a quiet, gentle,
mildly provocative air. The arms and the legs are
broken, but clearly her left arm must have reached
for the branch of a tree, some part of which can still
be seen. This lady evidently comes from some reli-
glous monument, and if all her allurements do not
seem to suit a religious establishment, Ananda
Coomaraswamy did not think so: for him, the con-
junction of religious ideas with such “emblems of
abundance” reveals “an essential purity of spirit that
has at all times preserved the East from any psycho-
logical disasters that have overtaken the West.”
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“COOL MOON RAYS SCORCH HIM”

From a Gita Govinda series

On top register, verse in Sanskrit

Gouache on paper

Orissa, 3rd quarter of the 18th century

24.4 X 17.5 cm

Jagdish and Kamla Mittal Museum of Indian Art,
Hyderabad, No. 76.499

The Sanskrit verse in the top panel, taken from the
fifth part of Jayadeva’s great love lyric, clearly
identifies the situation. A sakhi, companion and
confidante, pleads with Radha on Krishna’s behalf.
He sends her as his own messenger, beseeching her
to repeat his words to the beloved. “Speak to her,”
he charges her, “of my desolation when separate

Cool moon rays scorch him,
Threatening death,

Love’s arrow falls

And he laments his weakness.

Wild flower-garlanded Krishna
Suffers in your desertion, friend.

This is precisely what the sakbi seems to be doing
in the top register with its red background. The
lower register visualizes the situation to which she is
drawing attention: Krishna seated all alone in a grove
in the forest, scorched by the rays of the full moon in
the sky. In many respects this series is unusual, for it
does not exploit the dramatic possibilities that
Jayadeva’s poem offers, something that the painter in
Rajasthan and in the Pahari area did with brilliant
effect. The painter of this series consistently uses a flat
background of rich colors in each register and thus
creates tableaux of a kind. But static and rigid as all
this initially looks, the surfaces have a different kind
of rhythm. For example, the creeper with the slender
stem in the top register demonstrates what the painter
can do with a simple motif. The effect is to capture
the poetry of the situation through these devices.
There is in addition the sinuous line always at the
command of the painter from Orissa: his ability to
turn and bend forms, well within the conventions of
his style but always containing little twists of surprise.
These pages look over-ornamented but the flat
background moderates this effect.
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KRISHNA TICKLES RADHA AWAKE t— ; 3 A mmm

On front, verses in Hindi on three sides SaanT mﬁg{m 3

Gouache on paper an% a&

Rajasthan, 1st quarter of the 19th century; from a Deogarh ” i
workshop i :

National Museum, New Delhi, No. 63.1782

Although characteristic of the mood of strong
eroticism that many Deogarh works possess, this
painting does not seem to be by either of the two best-
known masters from that center. All the same, there
is much passion and feeling here. Radha is asleep on
a soft, comfortable-looking bed on a marble terrace
under the sky. At the foot and side of her bed are
two maids who have also dozed off and are unaware
of the arrival of Krishna. The scene depicts the
statement in the verses that the fatigue of last night,
exertion obviously from bouts of passionate love-
making, has brought drowsiness in mid-day. But
Krishna is as alert as ever. Stealing up to Radha’s
house, he finds her asleep, but is not deterred from
his ardent course. Not wanting to startle or frighten
her, he takes his flute in his hand and tickles Radha
gently on her bare body.

By depicting the supine, relaxed figure of Radha as
she turns her head to the side and rests it on the crook
of her right arm, the painter allows us a glimpse
of her firm, supple body. The veil has slipped from
her breasts, and the locks of hair that might have
provided another cover are caught under her form.

The painter exploits the situation to the full. The
sweeping manner in which Radha’s loosened gar-
ments are rendered is matched by the unexpected
angle at which Krishna's form is bent.

The three verses that frame the picture on the
margins seem to be an afterthought; all contain much
the same sentiment. It is doubtful that they inspired
the painting; we may be looking at a reversal of the
usual situation—the painting may have prompted
the verses. Perhaps they are in the hand of a former
owner of this folio.
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RADHA MAKES EXCUSES

Gouache on paper

Rajasthan, last quarter of the 18th century; from a
Kishangarh workshop

National Museum, New Delhi, No. 63.797

A viewer steeped in the poetry and painting of this
rich period would find little difficulty in connecting
this painting with a verse of the poet Keshava, in
which he speaks of the cleverness of Radha. Here,
Radha, shy and abashed, tries to blunt the edge

of Krishna’s impatience. As he reaches out to pull
her toward him, she makes elaborate excuses: the
moment is not yet appropriate; the two birds are
not asleep yet; the pet deer and cranes have to be
taken out; the door needs to be barred, and so on.
“Seeing her cleverness,” says the poet Keshavadasa,
“Krishna smiles.”

Much of the delicacy and stylization that one
associates with painting at Kishangarh in the
eighteenth century is here. It is interesting to compare
this visualization with that of the Pahari painter
(No. 45) and see how the same verse gives rise to two
entirely different pictures, truly far from each other in
setting and mood. The setting here is a terrace, not
the inside of a chamber as in the case of the Pahari
work; the placing of the animals and birds is mark-
edly different; there is an emphasis on the effect
of night suggested by the dark and the rendering of
the moon in the sky; and a romantic hint in the form
of a pleasure-boat stationed over the waters in the
distance is introduced. But, with all its refinement,
the painting is lacking in its understanding of the
situation. It certainly does not possess the intimacy or
the sense of urgency that we see in the Pahari work.
Here the entire situation is viewed from a distance as
it were and the gestures take on the character of
elaborately studied rituals, whereas the Pahari picture
of this theme has greater warmth and a sense of
immediacy. The lovers in it remain ideal, but they
are also more real than the stylized, somewhat
self-conscious pair in this Kishangarh work.
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RADHA APPROACHES KRISHNA

Gouache on paper

Rajasthan, 2nd quarter of the 18th centiiry; from a Bundi-
Kota workshop

30.2x38cm

Prince of Wales Museum, Bombay, No. 53.87

There is a special delight that the Indian painter, like
the poet, takes in rendering the little games that go on
between lover and beloved. The idea of the timid and
shy heroine figures prominently in the classification of
heroes and heroines, the contrast between the eager-
ness of the lover and the hesitation of the new bride
being frequently depicted. But the situation here does
not seem to be a straightforward rendering of such a
heroine. Apparently a harmless trick is being played
upon Krishna, who sits on his large, beautiful bed on
amoonlit terrace. He is all eagerness and avidity. But
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the hand he reaches out to grasp is not that of his
beloved, for a friend of the heroine is acting out a
part. The real heroine, draped in a shawl, is being led
toward an inner chamber by a companion who turns
to check if Krishna has seen through the ruse.

Eager, passionate love is the context of the paint-
ing, but with a mixture of playfulness. The elaborate
detail of the setting makes for that luxuriance which
marks so much of the work of the Bundi painter. An
air of cool refinement informs the work, a gentle lyri-
cism that never seems to leave the painters working in
this style when they address themselves to such a
subject.
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KRISHNA WATCHES RADHA DRESSING

Gouache on paper

Rajasthan, 3rd quarter of the 18th century; from a Bundi-
Kota workshop

National Museum, New Delhi, No. 56.35/19

Lovers celebrate a special moment in romantic love,
that of the first meeting of their eyes. There is also
celebration of the occasion when the lover or the
beloved glimpse the other unaware. Here the heroine
has just finished her bath and is being helped by a
maid who brings clothes from inside and stands close
by. The nayika has just draped herself loosely in a
transparent wrap which conceals nothing, and is
stepping into a skirt. At that precise moment the
hero, living in the house next door, chances to lift
the cloth curtain from a window on the upper story
and catches a glimpse of the beauty of his beloved.
There is no intention to peep, but the accident
acquires significance and love takes root in the
young man’s heart.

The setting is relatively simple: the tiled courtyard
of the heroine’s home where she feels safe taking an
outdoor bath; a low wooden stool is at the left; a
small window opens in the wall at the back through
which the stems of a cluster of plantain trees are
visible, the leaves rising far above the wall. But the
real interest of the scene is the human exchange that
takes place entirely unexpectedly: from it, many
things will follow. The Bundi painter draws his
figures with remarkable assurance, imparting to the
women in particular a look of great innocence and
charm. The flat areas of white are brought in with
clear purpose, for they serve to throw the bright,
glowing colors into gleaming relief.
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THE OFFENDED MISTRESS

From a Rasikapriya series

Gouache on paper

3rd quarter of the 18th century; from a Bundi-Kota
workshop

25.1X 15.5 €M

Jagdish and Kamla Mittal Museum of Indian Art,
Hyderabad, No. 76.139

Despite the intense love she bears Krishna, like any
other nayika Radha also sometimes takes offense.

A mistress (manini) can hold many things against
the lover: the attention he pays to “the other one,”
the fact that he arrives late at the appointed spot,

a chance remark, and so on. But in the context of
great, deep-seated love, it remains but a brief episode
which intensifies feelings of love.

In the midst of that lush, dense foliage that the
painter of Bundi and Kota took such delight in
painting, Radha has been waiting for Krishna with
the bed of love prepared; but when he does finally
arrive, she shows her anger, turns her face away and
makes no attempt at conversation. Krishna, always
ardent, plays the role to perfection and begs and
cajoles, perhaps weaves a whole story as an excuse.
The little drama is played with great discretion. The
still figures appear frozen in a tableau. The setting is
perfect for their love play: a dark, secluded spot, the
time of night indicated by the moon in the sky and
the lighted candle on its stand at the right, the per-
fumed air suggested by flowering bushes and ripened
mangoes on the trees, the quiet lapping sounds of
water, a cool marble terrace. Touches of unexpected
beauty all help establish a perfect mood in this
superbly colored work.
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WOMAN AND MONKEY

Stone

nth century; from Khajuraho area, Madhya Pradesh
89 X 27 X 27¢cm

National Museum, New Delhi; No. 75.430

The Chandela sculptor seems to take great delight

in exploring the beauty of the feminine form from
unusual angles. Working on the outer walls of

those great monuments at Khajuraho, he created
extraordinary opportunities to fill them with
incredible forms seen now at eye level, now from
above, tucked away in narrow corners, now mingling
with the gods or playing with them. Presenting each
figure or group was one thing, but showing their
bodies turned in extraordinary torsion and attitudes
quite another. This was not merely a matter of
rendering elaborate sexual encounters: even single
figures such as this one were turned on their axis with
a view to capturing the grace and the elegance of
forms in as many ways as possible. Here, the sculptor
of this delicately wrought work views the very lightly
draped figure from behind, but just at the moment
when she turns a little, head bent, torso taut but
resilient, to look at a monkey clambering up her leg
and playfully undoing the knot of her lower garment,
making it slip along her elegant, well-proportioned
form. The monkey is perhaps a reminder of the
playfulness of the lover, but he certainly allows the
sculptor to linger affectionately over the detail of the
sensuous sinewy figure of the nayika.



HASYA: THE COMIC SENTIMENT

THE ENDURING EMOTIONAL state (sthayibbava) which leads to Hasya is laughter (hasa). Bharata makes a
clear distinction between the two modes into which the rasa falls: “When a person himself laughs, it
relates to the self-centered [comic sentiment], but when he makes others laugh, it [the comic sentiment
therein] is centered in others.” Bharata then goes on to break laughter into six different varieties. Accord-
ing to him, these belong “respectively, to the superior, the middling, and the inferior types of persons.”
Thus:

To persons of the superior type belong the slight smile and the smile; to those of the middling type, the

gentle laughter and the laughter of ridicule; and to those of the inferior type the vulgar laughter and the

excessive laughter.

The determinants (vibhavas) spoken of in the context of Hasya include “showing unseemly dress or
ornament, impudence, greediness, quarreling, defective limbs, use of irrelevant words, mentioning of
different faults, and similar other things.” The representation “on the stage” is through consequents “like
the throbbing of lips, the nose and the cheek, opening the eyes wide or contracting them, perspiration,
change in color of the face and taking hold of the sides.” The complementary emotional states that the
sentiment draws upon are “indolence, dissimulation, drowsiness, sleep, dreaming, insomnia, envy and
the like.” There are further refinements, from the viewpoint of stylized acting, of looks and gestures to
be employed. Thus, it is stated that the slight smile of the people of the superior type should be “charac-
terized by slightly blown cheeks and elegant glances and in it teeth are not to be made visible”; the more
pronounced smile should, however, “be distinguished by blooming eyes, face and cheeks, and in it teeth
should be slightly visible.” So on it goes, till we arrive at vulgar and excessive laughter which includes
“laughter on occasions not suitable to it, or with the shoulder and the head violently shaking,” or
“expanded eyes and loud and excessive sound.”

Bharata is clearly thinking of and describing the world of the stage. In sculpture and painting, laugh-
ter is not as often or as easily portrayed, and the point may sometimes be elusive, since cultural dif-
ferences and stylizations are not always easily understood; in fact, disagreements are likely to arise about
the intention of the artist in given works. But it would seem as if in rendering Hasya, the sculptor and
painter go beyond the evidently comic, and understand the mood to be that of playfulness and mirth. As
depicted in the visual arts, often it is not drollery (as in the case of theater) that is the occasion of Hasya
but a certain wit or joyous abandon. Gamboling or skittish characters, pot-bellied figures, playful and
jubilant companions who show mock anger, tease, mimic and poke fun, all get covered by it in one way
or the other.
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DANCING GANESHA

Sandstone

1oth century; from Siron Khurd, Lalitpur District, Uttar
Pradesh

117 X 68 cm

Government Museum, Jhansi, No. 81.45

Ganesha, the elephant-headed god, ubiquitous on
Indian monuments and in other art, and possessing a
vast array of names—Ekadanta, Lambodara, Vigh-
neshwara, Vinayaka, Vakratunda—is regarded with
great earnestness by perhaps everyone except himself.
There are exalted descriptions of his powers:

we learn how he has swallowed and holds in his

vast belly . .. eggs of all the universes and the

orbs of destruction (Rudras) by the million and

feasted on all the pervaders (Vishnus);
but ordinarily he is regarded as mild and gentle,
appeased by as simple an offering as a plateful of
sweetmeats. Invoked at the beginnings of all enter-
prises, he is the remover par excellence of obstacles
and sits benignly at crucial points over doorways to
auspicious buildings. It is thus, in his serious aspect,
that he is often treated by the Indian sculptor. But the
sculptor also turns with great delight to the thought
of showing Ganesha dancing. The heavy figure of
Ganesha with his enormous head, prosperous belly,
short stubby legs and arms, does not offer promising
possibilities for dance, and yet Ganesha dances with
such relish and so often in Indian sculpture that he
has become in this aspect a singularly familiar figure.

This large and beautifully chiselled figure from

Siron Khurd which has yielded such a horde of antig-
uities, attests an inner joy that seems to pervade
Ganesha’s whole being. His right leg a little raised
and the left bearing the weight of the body, Ganesha
dances not vigorously, as his father Shiva often does,
but leisurely. Here he has as many as fourteen arms,
mostly broken; but significant emblematical objects—
the snake, a rosary, a battle-axe, the end of drapery—
are held in the hands still intact. Ganesha dances, the
hint of a smile in his eyes, something that continues
into the joyous stance and gestures (mudras) that he
strikes. Around him are musicians who play upon
their instruments and keep time; behind his feet is his
vahana, the mouse. He wears one uncommon embel-
lishment, the sacred thread in the form of a serpent,
knotted across his belly. Carved in the round, the
figure is elegantly finished at the back, each detail
laboriously worked out as is the jewelry that adorns
his entire ponderous figure.

Literature

P.C. Mukherjee, Report on the Antiquities of the
District of Lalitput, N.W.P., Roorkee, 1899; S.D.
Trivedi, Sculpture in the Jhansi Museum, Jhansi, 1983,
fig. 41 and p. s59.



61

A PIQUANT SITUATION: SHIVA’S SNAKE DESERTS
HIM AT THE ARRIVAL OF VISHNU ON GARUDA

Gouache on paper

Pahari, 1st quarter of the 19th century

24Chandigarh Museum, Chandigarh, No. 2380

Intent only upon amusing, the Pahari painter who
painted this work is not referring here to a known
episode from any myth or story: he is only pursuing
some general facts that would be true of these
characters in a situation which he dreamed up entirely
on his own. Shiva, the divine mendicant, is seated
with his consort Parvati in his favorite abode, the
Kailasha: as a recluse, he is naked except for his
loincloth, in this instance a snake, he being their

lord and wholly comfortable with them.

Everything indicates a fakir’s situation. Shiva’s seat
is a tiger skin, a calabash lies next to him, his wife
wears a patchwork wrap, a simple fire keeps them
warm, and his vehicle, the Nandi bull, stands behind
them. While the pair is thus seated, Vishnu comes
visiting unexpectedly. But Vishnu’s mount (vabana)
is the great sun-bird, Garuda, a natural enemy of
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snakes. As soon as Vishnu alights from Garuda, the
bird advances instinctively toward the snake around
Shiva’s loins and, seeing this, the snake hurriedly
leaves Shiva’s middle and decides to fend for itself by
rushing into an ant hill. Parvati notices this, and
concerned for her husband’s modesty, she quickly
averts her face even as she tears a strip of cloth from
her sari and offers it to Shiva to cover himself,
however tentatively. Vishnu looks on with benign
amusement.

It might seem, to begin with, that the joke is
told almost too elaborately but this is not so, for the
knowing viewer would be able to take in the situation
at a glance. The intention on the part of the painter, it
might be added, is to invent a humorous episode, not
to be irreverent.

9
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BEARS AND A MONKEY SPORTING
From an Anvar-i-Subaili manuscript
Gouache on paper

Mughal, 1596; by Shankar

Bharat Kala Bhavan, Varanast, No. 9069/18

From the range of delightful fables that constitute

the Anvar-i-Subaili, a favorite work of the Mughal
painter, considering the number of illustrated man-
uscripts of it that he turned out, the painter Shankar
picks up this episode of bears and a monkey sporting.
No necessary point is being made in this leaf and the
episode forms a part of a longer narrative that con-
stitutes this fable; but the painter indulges himself and
produces a study, mostly of bears, in a remarkable
variety of attitudes. Striking almost human stances,
some of them certainly bearing human expressions,
the bears lie down, crouch on their hind legs like trav-
elers around a fire all set to make idle pleasurable con-
versation, peer into the roots of a tree, lean against a
neighbor, nuzzle the stomach with the head turned
back, raise a foreleg to the eye sagely, as if giving
advice, and lurk behind a tree in a game of hide and
seek. In the subtle grouping of some of the bears, the
painter suggests certain families that stick together as
their members converse, sulk, and poke fun at each
other. The center is occupied by the figure of a
monkey that has jumped on to the back of a bear
who walks toward the right.

The painter has obviously derived great fun from
working on this leaf, something that is apparent in the
variety of attitudes and looks with which he invests
the animals: there is doubt and suspicion, wisdom
and slyness in these animals, who do not ordinarily
figure in those splendid, isolated studies of animals
that the Mughal painters worked on.

The setting is a bare patch of land at the end of
water, but there are trees in close reach and little
shrubs and bushes are scattered all around; far in the
distance appears a tiny view of a town, in the manner
that we know so well from Akbari painting. The
drawing, the superb coloring, and the keenness of
observation in this work live up to all that one expects
in Mughal work of this time.

Literature
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A DWARF ATTENDANT

Limestone

2nd century; Nagarjunakonda, Andhra Pradesh
69 X 30.5 X Is cm

National Museum, New Delhi, No. P 2542

The unusually stern expression on the face of this
attendant figure does not, for those who know the
frolicsome world of ganas, detract from the amusing
nature of this dwarfish pot-bellied figure. The
sculptor almost certainly wants us to see past the
attendant’s imposing facade; he is simply striking an
attitude, as if assuming power that he does not really
possess. The elaborate turban with central boss, the
heavy earrings and necklace, the delicate folds of the
loose garment, the elaborate knots and loops of the
waistband that struggles to hold the amplitude of the
stomach in place, the hand on the waist, all suggest a
princely figure born to command. But the woefully
short, plump stature whittles all that away, when the
sculptor pointedly gives the figure a club that is quite
as tall as he, breaking the illusion of his commanding
power.

This figure stands in contrast to the main body of
work from Amaravati and Nagarjunakonda, for it has
none of the fluent rhythms we generally associate
with those sites.

THE COMIC SENTIMENT
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PLAYFUL FIGURES ON A JAMB

Sandstone

uth century; from Khajuraho, Madhya Pradesh
76 X 35 cm

Archaeological Museum, Khajuraho, No. 1058

The delight the Indian sculptor took in small ordinary
things around him finds unexpected expression in
reliefs like this one. There is no special occasion
which this category of sculpture celebrates; hardly
any literary or mythological authority can be cited for
them. What we see is merely an expression of exuber-
ance, a playful approach to life. On this fragment,

the elaborate cursive floral scroll at the side fits neatly
with the decorative intent on the kind of medieval
monument from which it must have come. But three
pairs of young, playful boys, assuming certain roles,
suddenly take the work in another direction. The top
pair seems to emulate pious, devout adults, the mid-
dle pair takes off on dancers and musicians, and the
two diminutive figures at the bottom sit around a
book stand and assume an air of great learning. The
intention is not perhaps to satirize these activities, and
certainly not to make fun of known individuals, but
simply to bring out a sense of fun among boys casting
themselves in roles inappropriate to their years.

The carving is remarkably assured, the sculptor
being entirely at ease with his material and subject.
Little details, like rendering the loose puppy fat on
the boys® cheeks and bellies as they move about and
dance are impressive. The figures are in high relief,
seeming to come out of the shadows of their niches.
This medieval piece explores considerably more than
the surface of the stone.
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CELEBRATIONS OF KRISHNA’S BIRTH

From a Bhagavata Purana series

Gouache on paper

Pahari, 1st quarter of the 18th century; from a Mankot
workshop

20.5X 31cm

Chandigarh Museum, Chandigarh, No. 1275

The announcement of Krishna’s birth in the house of
Nanda is occasion for great region-wide celebration.
The painter of this Bhagavata Purana, partaking of
this in his own manner, devotes a separate leaf to the
music played on the occasion. The standard descrip-
tions of festive occasions in the text of the Purana
include references to music, but the painter here
brings in, with wonderful verve, a range of instru-
ments that he knew from his own environment: the
double-headed dhol, the twin kettle-drums, the clar-
inet-like shebnai, and elaborate long horns of three
different types which are associated with Pahari folk
music. As music is played, two young gopas break
into dance, their fluttering scarves interpreting their
feelings.

By his placement of the figures, the painter breaks
up the composition and fills the page with a spread-
ing, billowing joy. Except for the four musicians who

strain at their wind-instruments, their cheeks swollen
with the effort, the other characters reveal in their
expressions a true inner happiness. The interest in
patterns is once again evident, and there is a marked
flair with which colors are selected and distributed all
over the glowing flat ground, but this concern of the
artist’s is not allowed to dominate the work, which
remains full of well-defined joyous sentiment.
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A SMILING GIRL

Terracotta with pinkish-white shp

ard to 2nd century B.C.; from Bulandibagh, Patna (Bihar)
12 cm

Patna Museum, Patna, No. 4178

The function that small heads of this kind served in
carly India can only be guessed, but their engaging,
cheerful quality is evident. This head might well

have been modeled after performers of the kind that
appear in other Mauryan terracottas, but here, gently
smiling and imbued with a spreading, inner joy, she
has a different impact. The appearance of the head is
familiar, in particular the bicornate headgear involy-
ing wrapping, cloth, and tassels (now damaged), that
once created an aureole. But we quickly pass to the
finely shaped nose, the sensitive lips, and the elon-
gated eyes, all of which give her expression a charm

that makes us smile. The look is not inviting in the
usual sense, but shows an inward delight at some-
thing that we are not allowed to share.

Around the neck originally was a fine ornamental
piece, now greatly damaged. It has been suggested
that it bears a relationship to the jewelry associated
with Taxila. The function of the small holes on the
top of the horns is not clear. Perhaps they were meant
for flowers, or as attachment points for plaques.
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HEAD OF A SMILING BOY

Stucco

3rd-4th century; from Gandhara

10X 9 X IO Cm

National Museum, New Delhi, No. JN 16 F.28.876

The small size of this head keeps one initially from
taking in the wonderful delicacy of its workmanship.
It is only when one looks closely that the joyous
blending of innocence and mischief on the face comes
across. The smile illuminates the entire visage and
rather quickly travels to the viewer, for it is strangely
tender and infectious. One would not be able to guess
what place this little head, so like many other stucco
heads from the Gandhara region with markedly
expressive faces, must have occupied in the sculptural
scheme of the artists of this region. They are strangely
moving, often far more so than the rows of reliefs and
steles carved with far more elevated themes in the
Buddhist context of stupas at which the Gandharan
sculptor worked so hard.

THE COMIC SENTIMENT
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KRISHNA DANCING WITH BUTTER BALLS

Gouache on linen

Last quarter of the 18th century; from a Mysore workshop

Jagdish and Kamla Mittal Museum of Indian Art,
Hyderabad, No. 76.536

As a butter thief, the child Krishna is a source of great
joy and amusement. His mother, Yashoda, quite nat-
urally gets angry and chastises him from time to time,
but the anger is most often feigned. Whether real or
feigned makes little difference to Krishna, for he goes
on merrily, leaping on the backs of his cowherd
friends or climbing ladders to reach pots of butter
hanging from the ceiling, dipping into the large
earthen vessels in which his mother churns milk. All
this is evidently a part of his divine play (/ila). Devo-
tees know him to be the Lord of the Universe, but he
enjoys his role as a child growing up in the little vil-
lage of Gokula, and whenever he is able to steal
enough butter, he breaks into joyous dance.

Here, the look in Krishna’s eyes is one of triumph
and mischief, as if he has finally succeeded in hood-
winking all those who keep him from what he dearly
loves. One imagines his heavy jewelry twinkling as he
moves; like an acrobat he balances butter balls in his
two hands, and the manner in which the artist fills
the spaces with lotuses inside the arch suggests that
these objects are also being juggled by him.

The work is extraordinarily stylized, with exag-
gerations and distortions an integral part of it. The
heavy bulging figure, the strongly modeled areas
where protuberances and joints are shown, the
thick contours, the emphasis on features such as the
eyes and the mouth, both treated with the noble
artificiality of a dancer’s mask, all appear a little
strange at first, but exert a powerful pull. It is the
decoration that attracts, as much as the rhythms
and the easy, fluid flow which give it a robust charm.

An inscription in Devanagari at the top right identi-
fies the figure as “Bala Mukund Ji; Sri Krishna Ji,”
simply an identifying label on the picture.

On the back of this painting is a fully painted
image of Vishnu as Venkateshwara, four-armed,
wearing a prominent #lak on the forehead, and a tall
crown on the head. But whereas this has the air of
icon, somewhat stiff and frozen, the joyous dancing
figure of the child Krishna is full of mellifluous
movement.

Literature
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KRISHNA STEALS BUTTER

From a Bhagavata Purana series

Descriptive label in Takri on top border

Gouache on paper

Pahari, 1st quarter of the 18th century; from a Mankot
workshop

20.5X 31 Cm.

Chandigarh Museum, Chandigarh; No. o1

Among the finest series of paintings inspired by the
Bhagavata Purana—that early text which is of such
central importance to the cult of Vishnu, especially
his eighth incarnation, Krishna, is the one from which
the present leaf is taken. The work of some
anonymous masters active at the little hill state of
Mankot, in the early years of the eighteenth century,
this is a series of “bustling verve and gay anarchic
spirit,” as W.G. Archer puts it, with its “swirling
rhythms, the impulsive eruptions of its strong and
sturdy forms, the insouciance with which shapes are
hurled around, the avoidance of all rich or intricate
details, its dramatic concentration on basic essentials,
and perhaps, above all, its air of swaggering elation.”
It is unlikely that the entire Bhagavata Purana was
visualized by the painters of this dazzling series; what
has survived at any rate is the Tenth Book portion,
which tells the story of Krishna in such intimate,
loving detail.

THE COMIC SENTIMENT

This leaf is devoted to one of the best-loved
episodes from the childhood of Krishna as he grows
up in the household of his foster-parents, Nanda and
Yashoda. He is constantly up to pranks, and loved all
the more for them. There are songs sung still that
speak with joy and devotion of the way he, in his
winsome, irresistible manner, teased everyone in the
village from his mother down to the maidens and
householders of the neighborhood. In these pranks he
frequently teamed up with his little cowherd friends,
and here we see him with his mates in action, stealing
butter. As the inscription on top says, Yashoda his
mother interrupts the churning of the curds for a
moment and goes inside, where the milk she had left
on the fire is about to boil. Seizing the opportunity,
Krishna quickly calls up his friends, leaps on to the
back of one of them and reaches up to the earthen
pot hanging from the ceiling and containing his
much-loved balls of butter. Not only does he take
butter out for himself, but also for all his companions
who include a monkey and two cows who seem to be
enjoying the situation very much. Were he to be
caught in the act by his mother, Krishna would send
up a wail and protest perfect innocence. In his words,
Krishna would first blame his gopa-friends, older
than himself, for how could he have gotten up to the
pot of butter, hanging as it does so high from the
ceiling?
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As in the rest of this whole series, the painter shows
a perfect and intuitive understanding of the essence of
each situation and episode. The sudden if temporary
diversion of Yashoda’s attention as she looks inside for
the boiling milk; the alternating looks of caution and
conspiratorial concentration on the faces of Krishna
and his companions; the carefully set up chain of
events from Krishna through the gopas to the monkey
are all very thoughtfully worked out. There is much
intricate detail and interest in patterns in the dress of
Yashoda, in the architectural details and in the
earthen pot from which little streams of curd spill
out—but it is never allowed to take away from the
boldness or the clarity of the human action seen
throughout the series.

Two other series of the same theme, from Mankot
and in a very closely-related hand, have survived but
they are in vertical format. However, they do not
attain the uniformly high quality of the present,
horizontal series. It is almost as if the vertical format
inhibits the painter in some manner, not allowing him
to expand in the manner that he was most used to.
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KRISHNA STEALS THE MILKMAIDS’ CLOTHES

From the same Bhagavata Purana series as No. 51

Gouache on paper

Pahari, 3rd or 4th quarter of the 18th century; from the
family workshop of Seu-Nainsukh

National Museum, Delhi; No. s8.18/11

The love that the gopis (milkmaids) bore Krishna
“waxed like the moon,” each desiring him in her own
way, as the text of the Bhagavata Purana says. They
would thus devise all kinds of ways to be united with
him; they fasted and did penance; they stole out of
their homes to go into the forest where he stood play-
ing upon his beloved flute; they visited Nanda’s home
under all kinds of pretexts just to steal a glimpse of
the one who stole their hearts.

One season, several gopis decided to observe a spe-
cial fast (vrata) in honor of the goddess Katyayani,
who would grant them their hearts’ desire. The vrata
involved going to the Yamuna to bathe in the early
morning, which they did without hesitation, since
they used to fetch water from the river in any case.
There they would undress, bathe, and sport each day
with the innocence that the young alone possess.
Krishna got to know of this practice, and he decided
to sneak to the river.

When the gopis were frolicking in the water, he
stole their clothes and climbed with the garments into
a tree on the river-bank. Their bathing over, the gopis
returned to the bank to find that their clothes had
vanished. Greatly alarmed, they looked all around
until one noticed Krishna in the kadamba tree with
their clothes, looking down and smiling with mis-
chief. Abashed and angry, the girls quietly re-entered
the water and remonstrated with him, but Krishna
was unmoved. He would return their clothes only if
they came ashore, naked, and begged him with folded
hands. Reactions varied among the gopis; there was
hesitation, anger, shyness, agreement. Neither their
threats nor entreaties had any effect on Krishna. At
last they decided to come out, completely naked, not
even permitted to cover themselves with their hands,
as they first tried. When they came out thus, Krishna
returned their clothes while reading them—clearly an
afterthought—a lesson on respecting the god that
resides in the water by not bathing in it naked.

This prank of Krishna’s, called chira harana, is
much loved and celebrated in song and picture. The
painter of this splendid work clearly relished the
opportunity of rendering a group of attractive nudes,
and is mindful of the need to represent their varying
reactions. Some of the girls have finally reconciled
themselves to the situation and stand frankly naked,
like the one close to the tree trunk; others huddle
behind each other to get whatever protection they
can; still others close their eyes or look away, while
three of them have not been able to muster enough
courage to emerge from the water.
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The painting has the usual brilliance of coloring
and fluency of line associated with this superb series.
But one might also notice a slow development during
contemplative viewing: from abashment on behalf of
the girls one passes on to certain delight.
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! k RADHA’S CONFUSION
el Bttt P o [ - IS From a Rasikapriya series
=3 2 Gouache on paper
Pahari, 1st quarter of the 19th century
Bharat Kala Bhavan, Varanasi, No. 369

VN
Vet

Among the many games of love, Indian poets
describe with much relish the states of confusion of
the lovers. These arise in all kinds of situations in
which the lovers fumble: in moments of suddenly
being discovered by others, when little deceits are
seen through, when disguises no longer help, and so
on. Here the painter treats one kind of vibhramabhava,
just such a situation of confusion. Stealthy lovers,
Radha and Krishna have spent the night together in
Krishna’s chamber. But suddenly the dawn is upon
them and Radha, rising, puts on her clothes quickly
and makes for the door, hoping to be able to get back
to her home before the rest of the village is up. As she
does so, Krishna's eye falls on the upper garment she
had draped around her shoulders. In her haste and
confusion, she has taken Krishna’s yellow garment
(pitavastra) and is about to walk out with it. Since
everyone in the village knows it is Krishna’s—one of
his favorites—he calls her back, stretching his arm to
restrain her. If she were to step out, thus clad, the
poet says, the game would be over, the secret out.

One has to strain a little for the import of a
painting like this; unless one knows the context and
notices the yellow wrap, one might miss the point of
the work altogether. It would then be seen simply as
another elegant work treating the theme of Radha
and Krishna. But taking in nuances like this is
precisely what the painter and the poet prepare us for.
The discerning viewer, sensitized to situations and
sentiments of this kind, easily perceives the work at
various levels.
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THE SPRING FESTIVAL HOLI

On verso, inscribed with the name “Gursahai”
Gouache on paper

Pahari, 3rd quarter of the 18th century

Indian Museum, Calcutta, No. 267/526

The onset of spring, occasion for much revelry and
celebration, does not go unnoticed in the context of
Krishna and his companions, the cowherds and the
gopis, for it provides yet another occasion for the poet
and the painter to establish these relationships at a
different level. While everyone else celebrates the fes-
tival, as it is done even today in India—by throwing
colored powder, soaking one another with colored
water from syringes, and singing—between Krishna
and Radha, the play of Holi takes on another signifi-
cance. Suddenly, amid so much noise and activity,
their eyes become locked, as the poets say, and they
get drenched in each other’s love as much as they do
in the water that is being squirted around.

A great many paintings on the theme of Holi being
celebrated in Vraja (in the land around Mathura it is
still a remarkably spirited festival) were painted, and
this is among the finest. The wonderful air of fes-
tivity, the grouping of figures which leaves space in
the center for Radha and Krishna to be placed in

relief, the range of stances and gestures, the little dra-
matic vignettes involving so much animation, are all
handled with singular ability. But the work goes
beyond these effects, and the eye is led, through the
tender, encouraging eyes of the companions of
Radha, to the two lovers who stand transfixed. That
is where passionate attachment is seen at its most
affecting, and suddenly some of the women musicians
stop short, much more intent on what is happening
there than on playing their instruments.

The work is evidently by a member of the Seu-
Nainsukh family and suggests the hand of Manak or
his son Fattu. The inscription on the back is mislead-
ing, for it mentions the name of Gursahai, Nainsukh’s
grandson, whose dates fall in the early part of the
nineteenth century. Perhaps the inscription was
intended only to state that the work came from “the
home of Gursahai” (as in the case of some other
paintings of this family), or was acquired from it.
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YOUNG BOY DANCING WITH JOY

Terracotta

4th—sth century; from Harwan, Kashmir

49 X 45 cm

Sri Pratap Singh Museum, Srinagar, No. 2350 D

Barely two miles from the famous Shalimar Gardens
in Kashmir stands the small, unpretentious village of
Harwan, ancient Shadarhadvana (Grove of Six
Saints) where one of the more exciting archaeological
discoveries of this century was made. Small, stray
finds of votive tablets and fragments stamped with
stupa reliefs led to the excavation of a mound where,
eventually, a wonderful pavement of a large apsidal
temple was discovered. The entire pavement was in
the shape of a large central disc surrounded by several
coneentric circles. Each circle was composed of a
series of arc-shaped tiles, each stamped with a motif,
the designs ranging from running geese and fighting
rams to ladies holding flower vases, soldiers hunting
deer, and boys carrying floral festoons. That a very
clear scheme of decoration was intended is evident
from the numbers in Kharoshthi script marked on
cach tile to ensure their simple and orderly laying.
Several tiles were stamped with heads of men and
women that suggested central Asian features to R.C.
Kak, who discussed the find in some detail many

years ago. He also suggested that perhaps the images
were in the likeness of the donor and his wife who
might, out of humility, have had them laid on the
ground so that the commonest of people could tread
upon them before reaching the temple.

However, this does not quite explain the total
decorative scheme of the tile floor, for the range of
motifs is considerable and the tiles are not necessarily
thematically connected. This tile represents a joyous
moment in the life of a young man as he breaks into a
spirited dance, leaping into the air, his body seized
with an inn