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THEe ORSeTVeD anbh ENVISIONED:
I6TH-19TH CENTUrY INDIan Minlrarure _")
FAINTINGS OF MUCHAL ann

RajPrul Wonen

In the early sixteenth century the Mughals, an Islamic dynasty based in northern India with Central
Asian origins. ushered in an age of the most remarkable artistic innovations and cultural synthesis in
the history of the subcontinent. However, some parts of the north continued to be ruled by the native
Hindu Rajput kings. During this era. miniature painting reached its pinnacle and was shaped to some
extent by each court’s cultural and religious ideology. This exhibition analyzes the extreme ends of

the Rajput and Mughal stylistic and ideological polarities and how each influenced the art of minjature
paintings and specifically shaped depictions of women and defined their identities. Many of the
paintings in the exhibition are from illustrated manuseripts of poetry, religious writings, or Hindu
mythology. These works are often very small but exquisite, tightly packed with rich color, precise
brushwork, and luminous gold accents. The sculptures are from sacred Hindu temples.

Mughal artists used the conventions of realism to represent female identity as mortal and
earthly. Rajput artists drew on Hindu religious iconography to convey a sense of idealism in the portrayal
of the auspicious female as an "other-worldly’ goddess. In contrast with the Mughal works where women
are ‘realized’ as empresses, the Rajput paintings personify women as idealized modes of music suffused
with poetic metaphors. Stylistic distinctions among the two ateliers include the Mughal techniques
of naturalism, shading, perspective and color gradations and the Rajput’s use of bold. lively and primary
color fields heavily outlined with multiple perspeetives and stylized human physiognomy. The exhibition
closes with a look at contemporary work by Pakistani artist Ambreen Butt, who extends the tradition

of miniature painting and its focus on female identity into the zist century.



THE
rFeminine -
IDEAL

Rajput and Mughal courts used painting styles. in a manner akin to the use of a flag or insignia. as a
feature that individualized and distinguished them from adjoining princely courts. The human figure,
and most prominently the female form, became the hallmark of a state and its ideology. These examples
of Mughal and Rajput works capture the feminine “ideal’ for each tradition.

The Hindu River Goddess Ganga and Parvati, two of the most important Hindu goddesses, are
shown as bearers of sexuality, beauty. grace and power and are symbolic of all femininity—both mortal
and divine—in the present and the future. The goddesses’ ‘envisioned’ physiognomy conforms to
the tenth-century Sanskrit treatise of shilpashastras that contain standards for proportions and details
of "auspicious’ deities; hourglass waist with abundant breasts, arms like palm leaves and lotus petal
eyes. Hindu artists were clearly inspired by classical Indian religious and literary works. The artists
present personifications of love and heroism in & world where the line between the human and divine
is often blurred.

Mughal imperial portraits of women served as instruments for recording observed and
accurate details of physiognomy while also documenting the historical alliances of wives to emperors.
These portraits of Mughal empresses exhibit aristocratic grace and diplomacy and above all their
majestic presence as "divinity’ on earth. These "psychological” portraits and their heightened sense of
individuality are further articulated by Mughal conventions of shading. modeling and perspective.
Each empress is framed’ in architecture typical of the Mughal ers which further authenticates their

identity, their place in history and their association with the imperial family.
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Laft:

Joalbia Bai, Mughal Empress

17th century

Polychrome gouache and gold paint on wasli paper
Sheet: 1338 x Bin

Gift of Alban . Widgery to Mead An Museum,
Amberst College.

Bight:

Mumiar Mahal, wife of Shah Jaham

17th senmury

Polyehrome gouache and gold paint onwasli paper
Sheet1z x a0 in. (with borders)

Gift of Alban (. Widgery to Mead Art Museum,
Amberst Callege.

Far right:

Portrait of Woman at B.'l.lr:n-n"r

Mid 1fith century

Palychrome goukche and gold patot omn wasli paper
with gald leaf frame

Sheet 133416 x 7in.

Gift of George P. Bickford






Rajput and Mughal women serve the narrative traditions in painting as objects of divine and "ideal’
love. The Mughal tradition illustrates the Arab story of Laila and Majnun, a tragic love story similar to
Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. The star-erossed lovers, though hopelessly in love are children of rival -
ing Arab tribal chiefs whose love for each other is denied. Majnun tries unsuccessfully to convinee Laila
to submit to their love but filial and cultural obligations bar her union with her beloved. Laila bears the
brunt of her burning desires for Majnun silently with self control and modesty. These attributes are
highly regarded and exalted in Muslim women as indicative of their intellectual and moral fortitude.

The romantic exploits of Radha, a beautiful married cowherd, and the Hindu god Krishna take
place in pastoral settings. Radha is transfixed by a passionate obsession for Krishna and rejects her
husband and all moral and soeial codes for her "Lord’. The allegory is elear: the adoring Radha represents
the soul while Krishna is God and together they represent the ecstatic union of man’s soul with the
Godhead. This transeendental quality is exhibited in this painting where the absenee of her "beloved'
or the "divine’ is his presence. Unlike Laila, Radha fulfills all of her desires as well as Krishna's in their
frolics. This expression and celebration of the full range of emotions are exalted qualities for Hindu
females and will ultimately facilitate an enlightened "union’ with divinity.

Aruga, the classical Indian musical mode, literally means something that eolors and imbues
the mind with a definite feeling, passion, or emotion. There are six basic 'male’ ragas with five ‘wives’
or raginis each, accounting for the total of 36 fundamental modes in North Indian musie. In regamala
miniature paintings, the subject is a feminine musical mode which suggests longing for the missing
over. The lady holds a vina or a musical instrument by an empty bed or in a pastoral setting with her
female attendant waiting for her raga "husband’. This union of the ragini with a raga will insure a harmo-
nious melody. The idealized houriant trees and flower blossoms underline the ripening beauty of the

heroine and add an air of lyricism and suspense to the overall mood and the impending union’. This
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Laft:

Ly and Adtendant in Foreat with Animals

18th century

Black ink and brush. pobchreme gouache, gald pigment
an wasli paper

Sheet: 13 x g 7/l in.

Mount- 12 x 8 1306 in.

Bequm_d of Gertrude E, U nderhill (0= of gl

Beluss:

Ladics with Ascetic

Mughal period. ca s7go

Gouache and gold paint

Sheet: § 'lr.-'li x5 FEin.

Gift of Mrs. Tolvo Laminan (Margaret Chamberlin,
Claas of wﬂ;n}] in honore af Cliss of L?:u_'ﬁi

Righe:

Herpinme ‘Ehillng for Her Lover

Lﬁth—:lgﬂ:u oEntury

Polyehrome gouaddse and gold paint on wasli paper with
$I¢ck!nri gnld Leaf on frame

Sheet: 1o 15116 x Bu16 in,

Bg'r!u.csl of Cemrude E. Underhill {Chss of |EqBﬁ




ragamala style of painting is marked by a stark simplicity. Its spaces are defined by planes of vivid and
muted red, yellow, green and black. Colors were also used to represent specific musical notes and the
mood of the heroine ragini.

The contrast between the western elassical and the Indian ideal (both Rajput and Mughal) is
perhaps best demonstrated in their notions of the blended “unisex” image and identity particularly in the
portraits of the emperors. Among the Hindu pantheon the androgynous image of Siva is confidently rep-
resented and characteristics of both female and male are highlighted. Gender differences are expressed
by personal ornameiits to visualize the cosmic perfeetion of the deity. The Mughal and Rajput emperors
codified their personal rule through court rituals, etiquette and refinement in dress. The magnificent
wealth within each court was displayed on the emperor’s person. Articles of personal attire included
lavish jewelry with semi-precious gems, elaborate brocaded sashes and turbans and robes of diaphanous
material. These Teminized” imperials often took fazhion leads from the ladies of their zenane or harem.
Appropriating representational female identities, the emperors were all things to all people of their

kingdom and beyond.

Femalre 1penTITY
RECLAIIMED

The exhibition closes with a look at contemporary work by Pakistani artist Ambreen Butt whoze work
extends the tradition of miniature painting and its focus on female identity into the 218t century,
Ambreen brings her female figures and their genre into the realm of contemporary art by situating them
within a personal context and instilling them with cultural observations under the gaze of a female artist.
Her women are neither idealized or realized but present eritical paradigms. Buit's paintings also convey
the stylistic dynamies in the confluence of Hindu and Muslim ideclogies as her female figures are
brought into a contemporary cultural and politieal context where the issues of body polities are also

reconsidered and ‘reclaimed” IJ_)-' the female artist,



Above:

Maharajah Amar Singh

1heG: 1roa

Elack ink snd brash, watercelor and gold pigrment

Sheet: Bz x 4 11/16in: mount: g 174 x 5 126N

Gl of Mrs, Toivo Laminan {Margarer Chamberlin, Class of 1l
in binnor of Class of 18

Boval Portrait of Moghal Emperar

£aL 1540

Gouache, ink and gald on papee

Sheet: 811716 x g 1/zin; moant: 837, x 130y

Gifr of Mrz. Toive Liminan (Margaret Chamberlin. Class of 1g2g)



Captuare andl Tlmingnl'l. Wild Elephant

with cenbury

Black ink and bragh, polychrome gowsche, gold pigment an wasli paper
Sheet 6 x poin:

Gift of George P. Bickford
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