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A Dhyana-Citra on Ivory from Banaras

Dr. Anjan Chakraverty

The history of Indian miniature painting on ivory (hathidanta) covers
roughly the whole of the nineteenth and the opening quarter of the twentieth
century C.E. In spite of the fact that the ancient Indians knew the art of ivory
carving and even painted over the carved ivories, portraits from life or after the
parent versions in oil or watercolour, icons, views of historic monuments were
fashioned on small ivory panels much under the direct influence of British
miniaturists visiting native courts.' Even prior to the visit of British miniaturists
Indian painters certainly had a chance to see examples of portraits on ivory, and
were commissioned to make replicas or touch up a few such pieces. Arrival of a
number of accomplished British miniaturists quickened the Indianization of this
exclusive genre. Martha Isaacs (1778-82), the first to arrive, was followed by Ozias
Humphrey (july 1785-March 1787), John Smart (September 1785-April 1795) and
George Chinnery (December 1802-July 1825). Several lesser known artists such
as Samuel Andrews (1791-1807) and Charles Shirreff (January 1797-January
1809) and a few professional women miniaturists who were lured to India
continued to paint portraits, diminutive in size, with delicate colour stippling. This
exotic idiom, however, could never become a major manifestation in the land where
it was transplanted and nurtured with great care. There were certain obvious
controlling factors like the size, superb command over the technique and the
intimate connoisseurely response on the part of the patron which conjoinedly made
miniatures on ivory a collector's item to be treasured with great care. These delicate
objects of art acquired an aesthetic of its own, an intimacy rooted in elegantly
worked up details and a certain eloquence not possible in big-sized watercolours
or oils, and not always even in miniatures done on vasli (pasteboard made of
handmade papers) with opaque watercolour. From C. 1840 the art of photography
swept through the country. A demand for intimate and portable likenesses was
met and the photograph offered less expensive, more accurate and earthly real
images. Miniatures on ivory gradually ceased to continue as personal jewels and
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became part of a toy picture gallery. By late nineteenth century C.E. Indian ivory
painters catered essentially to the tourists visiting Delhi, Agra and Sikri, producing
fanciful bijouterie in the form of highly finished portrait series of Grand Moguls
and sets of architectural views.”

One major groups of Indian painted ivories consisted of portraits. To
another cluster may be placed architectural views. Iconic representations belong
to yet another type. Thematic paintings are rare yet they justify a subdivision of
the latter. Photographs printed by the "Carbon transfer method" on ivory plaques
were enhanced with colour stippling and a limited number of surviving specimens
form an interesting category.’ Playing cards or ganjifa, circular as also rectangular,
were also made out of ivory and some of the sets show splendid painted details,
not always done in the transparent but in vibrant opaque tempera, which were
lacquered or varnished®. The major centres for the creation of these little objects
of art were Murshidabad, Patna, Banaras, Lucknow, Agra, Delhi, Lahore, Amritsar,
Jaipur, Udaipur, Mysore, Trichinopoly and Tanjavur.

Painting on ivory demanded draughtsmanly perfection over the drawing
and subtle observation of the nuances of chiaroscuro. At the same time it was
expected that an ivory painter must have a discriminating knowledge regarding
the nature of the transparent tinting hues (daki rariga) as also of the opaque body
colours (gad ranga). Panels of approximately one tenth or two tenths of an inch
in thickness cut laterally from a "green ivory" tusk were considered to be ideal
for painting.” To obtain a bigger format often two panels were joined together with
the help of grooves. In order to achieve a smooth surface appropriate for painting
the panels were rubbed on an even slab of stone and then an overall polish was
given with cuttle-bone (samudra-phena) to remove scratches and deeper marks
of saw-teeth.® Drawing was done with likti or ab-rariga’ directly on the ivory
surface or with the help of outline traced from carba® or tracing. The British
miniaturists and their Indian disciples both understood the possibilities of the
luminous quality of the surface of the support hence the white priming (astara)
was found superfluous. With a jeweller's exquisiteness in detailing they applied
thin colours with "enamelled care"”. Pigments were tempered with gum arabic and
a weak solution of soap berry (ritha, sapindaceae). Once the thin coats of paint
applied to different parts of the drawing dried up each part was enlivened with
pardaza (minute stippling).” Abdari or "glossing" certain parts like the oiled hair,
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shiny silken drapery or transparent wimple was done by applying a weak solution
of gum arabic after the pardaza. Such effects, however, stood out from the rest of
the painted surface but colour flaked out from such parts after a certain period.
The use of powdered gold (halkari sona)'’® was aimed at enhancing the gold
jewellery, brocades with metallic yarn, nimbus, etc. Unlike the raised effect added
to the delineation of pearl jewellery in miniatures on vasli it was depicted
comparatively flat yet full in its effect of relief, a fine-tipped brush (dana deneki
galama) being used exclusively for the purpose.

Much famed for its dantakara vithi or "ivory - workers' bazara" as
mentioned in Silvanaga Jataka - the story of the good elephant and the ungrateful
forester!’, Banaras continued as a centre of ivory carving till early twentieth
century. "Painting on ivory", opined Mildred Archer, "was not practised on a wide
scale in Benaras; painting on mica was far more popular"."” Belonging to the family
of hereditary painters of Murshidabad, Dallu Lal (C. 1790 - C. 1860) migrated from
Patna-Danapur to Banaras in C. 1815 and was followed by Kamalpati Lal (C. 1760
- C. 1838) who owned "a flourishing shop which produced paintings of the Patna
type on both paper and mica, depicting occupations, costumes, festivals and
transport".”® His eldest son Chuni Lal (C. 1820 - 1908 CE) had proficiency in ivory
painting, particularly in the field of iconic pictures done "in gold and colours in
the style of manuscript illumination"."* They were priced "Rs. 20 to Rs. 50 a piece"
and a set of twelve such pictures were sent to "the Calcutta International Exhibition
1883), valued at Rs. 515"."> Since none of those images have been published we
fail to have any concrete idea about the style of those iconic paintings of Patna
School. However, some nineteenth-century CE, iconic paintings of devi theme on
paper from Chapra'®, a European centre for agriculture north of the Ganges from
Patna where a branch of Murshidabad or Patna painter families migrated towards
late eighteenth century'’, do show the prevailing trend of this popular category.
Banaras Maharajas, Udit Narain Singh (r. 1795 - 1835 CE)" and Isvari Narain
Singh (r. 1835 - 89 CE) generously patronized the Patna artists, essentially for
their European-influenced naturalistic standards. Another group of local painters
belonging to Ustad Gval Sikkhi gharana (lineage) with their insight into late-
Mughal and localized Rajasthani idiom showed remarkable deftness in the area
of ivory painting." Sikkhi's grandson Ustad Mulchand (locally called Ustad Mula
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or Musavvar Mularam, active C. 1890 - 1900 CE) mastered the technique as may
be noticed in his smoothly modelled portrait of Col. Matvar Singh®.

Datable to C. 1880 CE, this dhyana-citra of Sodasi or Tripurasundarii or
Srividya (fig. 1) from Jiiana-Pravaha Collection was commissioned to Mulchand's
familoy guild by an aristocart for his private shrine in Banaras. Being a prime centre
of Hindu pilgrimage, Banaras attracted devotees from faraway places and majority
of them carried back home miniature metal idols as also painted icons for
propitiation®'. There was also a constant local demand for dhyana-citra keeping
the local artists busy with production. "With his unmatched fund of traditional
knowledge of dhyanas (iconographical formulae) of Hindu deities", as recorded
by Prof. Ananda Krishna, "Ustad Moola had scarcely a competitor in this field.*
Mulchand expressed in a variety of styles and up to the years (c. 1880-85) when
he worked as a litho artists®® his execution showed remarkable linear clarity,
focused on charming tiny details. In late 1870s he painted a Mahavidya (great
revelations or manifestations of Devi) series on oval ivory plaques for Ramnath
ji Vyasa of Pitambara temple in Banaras. The iconography of this grand Devi series
continued in Mulchand's family guild as the ultimate prototype. The Jiiana-Pravaha
specimen®, painted almost a decade later, was based on the former Mahavidya
series yet one would notice the inclusion of quite a few interesting pictorial
elements added to the pristine iconic repertoire.

Mahavidyas "Subdue, defeat, or terrify the enemies of the adept or devotee
who invokes them".” This particular small little ivory has the depiction of Sodasi
according to a certain hymnal invocation as a girl of sixteen, her complexion
brilliant red like the solar orb at the dawn. Astride the prone body of Siva lying
on a hexagonal platform throne with Indra, Visnu, Brahma and Rudra as four legs,
the goddess holds goad (arikus$a) in her upper right hand, noose (pasa) in her upper
left hand, arrows (Sara) in her lower right hand and bow (capa) in her lower left
hand. Her three-eyed face, was shown in the frontal view (do casma), set against
a radiating golden nimbus. She wears a kirifa-mukuta, pearl-studded necklace and
a vanamala (flower garland), hidden partially under the transparent folds*® of a
brocaded sari. Due to abdari the black curly strands of the hair falling on the right
shoulder flaked out. Siva's face in three-quarter view (paune-do casma) was
finished with Iikti, warm grey stippling adding roundness to the facial features
and to the matted locks secured in a top-knot. The cylindrical bloster painted with
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15.1: Ustad Mulchand's family guild, Sodasi, c.1880 15.2: Ustad Mulchand, Ramadarbara, dated 1860 CE,
CE, Jnana-Pravaha Collection, Acc. No. 2002.1 Shashanka Narain Singh Collection, Varanasi



imported ultramarine was enhanced with golden meanders, evoking the metal-yarn
embriodery (zardozi) whereas the pale-yellow floor spread covering the entire
stretch of the terrace displays a certain variety of floral mesh pattern (jarigala)
composed of entwining vines in spiralling involusions studded with flower-head
finials rendered in shades of vermilion, ultramarine and muted carmine.”” The
terrace backdrop with row of tree-tops beyond the pierced railing, a late-Mughal
compositional clich&, was a recurrent pictorial device in many of Mulchand's
works (fig. 2 & 3). To add relief to the camphor-white complexion of Siva the
white coverlet of the platform throne was softened with an all-over patterning with
diamonds in subtle grey. A streaky skyscape in black, indigo and evening blue
with a central opening acts like a counterpoise for the plethora of multi-hued
details, added with care and conviction, to the figural imagery and to the backdrop
elements.

Mulchand's family guild continued to specialize in dhyana-citra genre till
early twentieth century even though the sensorial aesthetics and visual aura of
mass-produced chromolithographs of sacred subjects from Bengal and
Maharashtra were gaining ground in Banaras. Some of the dhyana-citras executed
jointly by Mula's two sons, Batukprasad and Ramprasad, exemplify continuity and
innovation of the pictorial diction. They do offer a fascinating admixture of the
dhyana-citra essentials of their hereditary atelier and the overwhelming magical
realism of the popular prints. Attributed to their joint workmanship, Sodasr (fig.
4) is one such unique example anchored to the iconographic template of the Jhiana-
Pravaha version on ivory. Here the figural elements, delineated with all the
regional image-making specifications unaltered, were enhanced sporadically with
rejuvenating accents of luminosity and depth. The terrace backdrop and the
embroidered furnishing were rendered with a concern for pattern, denying rational
space projection. Up above the row of tree-tops on the right side of the rising
emerald green hillock do we notice a temple complex inside a garden laid on
Mughal norms. Inclusion of this architectural motif was indeed a specific portrayal
of the Devi temple of Ratanbagh®, at Ramnagar, constructed by the Maharajas of
Banaras towards the late nineteenth century. Ratanbagh Devi shrine was dedicated
to goddess Tripurasundari or Sodasi. One would wonder if this special dhyana-
citra of Sodasi with sacred architecture was prepared for any member of the
Ramnagar royal household who took great fancy in the Mulchand's hereditary
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15.3: Ustad Mulchand, Poet Tulsidasa performing arati 15.4: Batukprasad-Ramprasad Atelier, Sodasi, c. 1895
to the enthroned Hanumana attended by Siddhis, CE, Shashanka Narain Singh Collection, Varanasi
dated 1881, Private Collection



tradition of iconic painting, preferring Batukprasad-Ramprasad to the large
number of Patna-Danapur painters already in employ at the court atelier. The
rivalry between the painters of the two schools became the legend of the era and
in spite of every effort made the successors of Gval Sikkhi, however, failed to
make their entry into the Ramnagar elite circle. As multi-media artists they

continued to win the heart of the populace, responding to an entire range of
challenges, thematic as well as technical.
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