ANNALS OF THE NAPRSTEK MUSEUM 3, PRAGUE 1964
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The qualities of Indian art of painting, overshadowed by the
magnificence of Indian sculpture, were revealed to our ages in
a slow process of gradual discoveries. After the days of Fergus-
son and Griffith for a long span of time the Ajanta murals (1st —
7th cent. A. D.) were supposed to be the only indisputable evi-
dence of the Indian ability ‘for painting.! As to the Mughal
painting, which was very well known, very well represented in
European collections and intensively studied, it was not re-
cognized as such an evidence. As stated recently by J. V. S. Wil-
kinson, it was deplorably misapprehended as a kind of provincial
variety of Persian painting, or as a hybrid blend of East and
West.? It was only between two - wars that Indian mediaeval
painting was disclosed, be it wall paintings from the South,
Buddhist illustrations from the North-East or Jain illuminations
from the West.> The painting of miniatures which flourished from
the 16th to the end of the 19th century at the local courts in
Rajasthan and Panjab hills was appreciated by Coomaraswamy
already in the year 1916.* Nevertheless, it is being amply studied,
properly classified and generally applauded only atfer the World
War I1.° In these two decades contemporary Indian painting, now
a most healthy and flourishing art, entered also into the realm
of interest all over the world.

Now, if we trace roughly the research of Indian painting,
we dare say that the ancient painting reached our attention
before 1900, the mediaeval painting in the second quarter of this
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century, and the painting of approximatively 1600 to 1800 after
the World War II. The research today usually stops in the early
nineteenth century and does not cover the period when the Indian
feudal culture melted under the impact of the British Empire. It
seems that this period will be the last envolved into the slow
process of gradual discovering of the Indian painting.

Of course, there are still many gaps in the history of Indian
painting to be covered and many paintings to be discovered and
explained, but this lacuna of over 100 years is most conspicuous.
Did there exist any Indian art of painting at all in this period?
Of course it did, and more than that. It was abundant and
flourishing, though manifested in works which qualitatively differ
from the earlier painting. Mostly, we find it under the label of
popular art or folk art, treatel as an ethnographical phenome-
non. Sometimes, it is mentioned as an example of “bad taste”
corruption of Indian art, caused by intervention of the European
imperialism into the affairs of Eastern countries. Recently, it was
covered under a cleverly invented heading of a ‘“‘survival” of the
Indian art of painting.® All of these headings are more or less
correct, but we shall not miss the opportunity to add our remarks
to them.

First: It is true that Indian painting of the 19th and early
20th century is a survival, since some traits of older painting
survive in it. But this is true of any other art as well. Not a long
time ago, mediaeval Indian painting was regarded as a poor sur-
vival of the tradition of ancient painting, but today we are able
to see already something more in it. Most probably it will be im-
posible to treat forever this late Indian painting only as a “‘sur-
vival”.

Second: It is true that a marked decline of many arts ap-
peared in many Eastern countries during the nineteenth century
as a response to the above-mentioned intervention of the European
powers and to the deep social and economic changes. At the same
time a marked decline appeared in Europe too, in many arts and
crafts, as a response to the industrialisation and to the social
and economic changes. Not many years ago, we were inclined to
classify all the works of these arts and crafts as examples of
“bad taste” and corruption of art. Today, we are willing already
to change our attitude and to recognize their special aesthetic
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values. Tomorrow, we shall probably change our attitude towards
the “bad-taste” nineteenth century’s Eastern works too, and we
shall duly try to recognize their specific aesthetic values.

Third: It is true that the late Indian painting can be classified
as a popular art. It is also very coarse, primitive, rusticalised,
unsophisticated and unelaborate. It was produced by craftsmen
for the demand of common people. But among the products of
historical arts of India we meet not seldom works which are not
very elaborate, even primitive and coarse, produced by profes-
sional craftsmen for common people. Yet, to our experience, it
played often a relevant rdle in the development of art, and there-
fore we do not refer to it exclusively as to a popular art. We know
that its lack of the quality of elaborateness is not at all important,
and that it is mostly due to a transitory lack of the rich official
patronage. The same is true about this late Indian painting.

When speaking about the late Indian painting we have not in
our mind the real folk painting, produced by the people of a
closed community for the purposes of this small community, as
for example by the Middle Indian tribesmen or by Bengali village
women.” Only partly related to them is the art of the professional
painters, the craftsmen-artists, who worked in many parts of the
country and who distributed their works mainly through the mar-
kets of big towns. This “late Indian painting”, partly still existing,
appeared in Delhi and Lahore as well as in Patna, Puri and Cal-
cutta, in Mirzapur as well as in Tanjore. It produced illustrations
for manuscripts, pictures on paper sheets, on canvas, on glass, on
the round playing cards, even on small sheets of transparent mica,
but also on large cotton wall hangings, on wooden covers and
ceramic trays, to say nothing of the prints. It was made for the
temples, for the visitors of the bazaars and even for the Euro-
peans.® Its topics ranged from Indian deities, legends and festival
ceremonies, to the representations of Indian castes and costumes,
and to the panoramatic views of Indian towns and holy places. In
one group of this painting, some traits from the Mughal minia-
tures survived, in another group we can distinguish the reminis-
cences of the Rajput styles, of wall painting tradition, and not
rarely of European traditions.

From this huge production of late Indian painting, we can
pick out three or four groups or schools which attracted more
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attention both of the collectors and of the authors, since they
preserve best some qualities of earlier Indian painting. The pata
of yamapata used by the professional story tellers in Bengal, the
South Indian paintings on glass, the bazaar pictures on canvas
from Puri and the bazaar pictures on paper sheets from Calcutta,
the so called Kalighat pictures.’ The last named are represented
in the collections of the Naprstek Museum by two old sets which
gave us the opportunity to analyse the system of expression of
this late Indian painting, and to estimate its position in the
history of modern Indian art.

It is well known that they were produced by the families
of craftsmen-painters in Calcutta and vicinity, and sold by these
families mostly in the bazaars close to the temple of the goddess
Kali. The pilgrims and visitors of the temple bought them as an
act of piety and as souvenirs, to hung them up in their homes.
Since their price was very low, it was necessary to produce and
sell them in huge numbers, to provide living for the family. As
material the cheap thin sheets of paper were chosen, about
46 X 27,5 cm. Any special preparation of the paper, any priming,
and mostly even any background was avoided, the often repeated
motive was transferred to the paper by the help of tracing, and
covered with colours. Transparent aquarels were used, purple
red, orange and blue in two shades each, light green, acid yellow
and deep black. Large areas were covered in careless washes,
in bold strokes or in graded tones, the final touch of drawing
with a small brush being reserved for some details only (e.g.
eyes, fingers, toes) and for the silver lines which define orna-
ments, attributes and some outlines. By this technique, the whole
picture was thrown on the paper at once, without hesitation and
without delay, so that the first colour had no time to dry before
the second was laid on it, and the brush had no time for stops
and rests. The Kalighat pictures have mostly religious subjects
and represent Hindu deities. But in a sharp contrast to the earlier
miniatures animated by the spirit of Bhakti movement, or to the
folk art reflecting the vitality of a primitive religious life, the
Kalighat paintings have not much of religious content. From the
iconographical point of view they are therefore unimportant and
uninteresting. Just by accident they are pictures of gods, which
very often look very ungodly. One of the exceptions is the often
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repeated picture of Kali. These pictures differ from the others
also stylistically and technically. They go back to the tradition
of Bengali folk art, especially to the group of wooden statuettes
from Kalighat, which are cut in blocklike shapes and vividly co-
loured. Kali of the Kalighat paintins has the same flat short un-
differentiated body, no neck, big black face surrounded by red
lolling tongue framed by a necklace of simplified shapes which
substitute the criginal garland of human skulls. The attributes
held in four hands degenerated parlty too into red blots, only
the freshly cut human head in the lower left hand is rendered
with a contrasting naturalism.'®

The other goddesses are depicted as crowned ladies in long
saris. The Mother of Ganesha is sitting on a throne and she has
ten hands, with two of them caressing the elephant-headed baby
Ganesha. Durga Jagaddhatri has four hands, and rides on a cat-
like lion, who is biting the trunk of an elephant. Sarasvati stands
on a lotos flower and plays a musical instrument.!’ Devi Gaja-
lakSmi has four arms, she sits on a lotos, and two elephants
standing on her sides pour water on her head out a sprinkler.
Parvatli dwells with her consort, sitting either on a throne or on
the bull Nandi.'* Shiva himself is depicted on these pictures with
light blue complexion, clad in a tiger skin, with a juvenile
moustache under the nose and with three snakes in his red hair.

The other important God of the Hindu pantheon, Vishnu, ap
pears in the Kalighat pictures too. He is of dark blue complexion
and has four hands with due attributes. He wears long pants, but
the upper part of his body is covered only with a loose cape. He
rides his divine bird Garuda, but this bird, as it happens very
often in all types of the late Indian painting, has a human body,
evidently quite unable to rise into the air.

More often Vishnu appears in one of his many incarnations.
As dark-bodied Krishna he is depicted embracing his beloved
Radha, caressing her feet, or killing one of the many demons,
transformed into the figure of a beast or monstre.'?

His brother, hero Balarama is often represented in similar
roles. From the other incarnations of Vishnu, the Narasimha in-
carnation was attractive for the popular painters. Narasimha is
depicted as a creature with four hands and with a lion head, just
in the moment when he is tearing out the intestines of the demon
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