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Illustrations from the Two Dated
Ramacaritamanasa Manuscripts from Banaras : A Note

Anjan Chakraverty

A comprehensive history of the evolution of Banaras painting styles, both of
wall painting and small-scale painting on paper, especially from the eighteenth to the
early-twentieth century, has yet to be written. In the absence of a consolidated record
of documented specimens scattered in various private collections and museums all
over the world, it is always an uphill task to interpret some of the intriguing phases of
development and to give shape to a chronicle. Interestingly, illustrated folios from
two dated Ramacaritamanasa discussed in this article would help one to locate a certain
facet of the less-exalted patronage that conditioned the execution of painter-scribes
and the emergence of a characteristic popular style, in tune with the aesthetics of the
majority of contemporary city-based bibliophiles. These manuscripts, once belonging
to the family of priests living in this pilgrimage city for centuries, with lively painted
passages, indeed, represent a particular genre that might help us to understand the
wide-spread transfusion of Rajasthani idiom into the local Banarasi tradition of
iconic-narrative painting, that had so frequently been incorporated into the art of the
book.

In 18th and 19th century Banaras, ever-changing urban growth and societal
changes under the impact of trans-regional commerce enhanced the re-location of
cultural identities. As was natural, migrant patrons and the mobility of artisans
including painter-scribes quickened the diffusion of skill and technique, destined to
culminate in a syncretic style of considerable charm. A centre of scholastic pursuit
since the ancient period, the city attracted philanthrophists from Rajasthan belonging
to the ruling dynasties of Amber-Jaipur and Bundi-Kota who established residential
Sanskrit academies for their princes to get initiated into the traditional sciences and
master sacred texts of Hinduism. Operating simultaneously, numerous monastic seats
of scholar-monks were flocked by students of pan-Indian origin, eager to master
metaphysics and modalities of esoteric ritual practices. The oral tradition went side
along with the mode of imparting knowledge through transcribed texts. Rajasthani
scribes of Channyati Brahman caste, Matheran scribe-illustrators, Kayastha scribes
and itinerant Kashmiri katib cum musavvars residing in the city were commissioned on
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regular basis with the task of preparing commodity manuscripts, both illustrated as
also unillustrated, for the consumption among scholars and their disciples. Apart
from Sanskrit treatises, Avadhi and Brajabhasha volumes, both of hymnal and
secular variety, were also much in demand among the townsfolk. Written in
Devanagari script an entire lot of such manuscripts were illuminated by the painters,
displaying at times remarkable imaginative strength to give form to the textual
content. Thus, book-production became a major industry in Banaras, and, from the
second quarter of the nineteenth century, a number of accomplished scribes and
painters were employed by the local publishers of the litho-printed volumes, an
affordable substitute for illustrated as well as non-illustrated manuscripts.

Since the time of its composition, the Ramacaritamanasa, Tulsidas's magnum
opus in Avadhi, besides being a key text of the Rama-bhakti stream of Vaisnavism
continued to have had its widespread influence in north India. The poet embarked
upon the project in Ayodhya in 1574. The two profusely illustrated big-format
presentation volumes of this popular religious classic in vernacular idiom were
prepared in Banaras by a group of itinerant Jaipur painters in the opening decade of
the nineteenth Century. One out of these, bearing a dated colophon of 1808 CE, was
commissioned by Maharaja Udit Narayan Singh (1795- 1835) of the local ruling
dynasty whereas the other, datable to c. 1810, was prepared for Raja Patani Mal, an
aristocrat who acquired remarkable aesthetic sensibility and was known for his
munificence. In Banaras, the Rama-ila enactments based on the legend were
thoroughly anchored to Tulsi's text that, over the centuries, became a common man's
volume of spiritual wisdom.

One common thing about both the manuscripts that form the subject of this
paper is that they were ready for sale inexpensive volumes available at the bazaar for
an anonymous clientele. This can be further testified by the, nature of the colophon as
also by the coarseness of the Devanagari calligraphy. The colophon page (Fig.4) of
Sundarakanda, the Fifth Canto of Ramacaritamanasa, from the manuscript A bearing
the date Samvat 1878 (1821 CE), contains the following text

it =it T TS TN ghid Jadierd ||
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(Here concludes the sacred narration of Sundarakanda of Ramayana by Tulsidas. May
this be conducive to auspiciousness and prosperity. My appeal to the learned gentry, do
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connect while reading the disjointed alphabets. I am unable to unite the alphabets. Whoever
is enlightened shall link up (the disjointed alphabets). Started transcribing (the text) on
Tuesday, 8th day of the darker half of Magha (mid Jan. -mid Feb.), Samvat 1878 year).

The apparent naivete of the anonymous calligrapher and his rejoinder
addressed to the prospective owner of the manuscript is a pointer to the existence of
this particular class of scribes engaged in making numberless copies of the text,
irrespective of the desired perfection, in order to cater to the growing demand for a
certain volume. In the present case the scribe left blank space, mostly at the middle or
towards the lower half of the vertical format of the folios, virtually in all the three
hundred pages, and, on both sides of the leaf in quite a few of the total lot. In
accordance to the prevailing collaborative norm in the artisan circle, the manuscript
was passed on to the painter after completing the transcription of the text. The
anonymous painter of the city, possibly a multi-media artist, delighted in visualizing
an image for almost every crucial sequence of the legend that culminated in a total
number of illustrations going beyond five hundred.

It is interesting to note that in Banaras in 1736, an illustrated volume of Hari
Carita Bhakha, replete with four hundred twenty-three illustrations in folksy
Rajasthani idiom, was prepared by the scribe (cum illustrator?) Locha Singh Gwal
who moved from Allahabad and settled down at Konia Mohalla. The 1821
Ramacaritamanasa’ has a certain undeniable similarity with Hari Carita, essentially in
terms of the illustrator's approach to represent the episodic progression with
impeccable clarity and vividness. In Ramacaritamanasa, one would notice the repeated
use of a palette limited to dull yellow and ochre, vermilion and carmine, subdued
lapis lazuli and terre-verte in addition to a charming lilac-pink, white and black. The
background in every case was left unpainted. Calligraphic outlining in black enhances
the rhythmic movement of the figures, a feature so closely associated with the style of
wall painters active in Banaras till to this date (Figs. 2,3 & 4). The painter hardly tried
for the inclusion of expansive scenic backgrounds to his otherwise figure-dominant
compositions. Figure 1, illustrating Narada's visit to Pampa Lake has emblematic
landscape details of trees, craggy mounds and fish-infested lake Pampa, worked out in
a slipshod manner. The master artist must have been made familiar with the precise
text-details of this particular context of Aranyakanda that was intended to

communicate a persistent moral note by way of an allegory :

Under its cover of dense lotus-leaves the water was as difficult to distinguish as is the
unembodied supreme spirit under the veil of delusive phenomena. The happy fish were all in
placid repose at the bottom of the deep pool, like the days of the righteous that are passed in

peace.
(tr. ES. Growse)
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Cryptic representation of a swan finial added to Narada's rudra-vina is a minute
detail that would help us gauge the visual vocabulary of the painter. Hanumana
confronting Surasa (Fig.2) against an expanse punctuated with sparsely grown tufts of
grass instead of the watery stretch of the ocean, is a depiction deviating from the text.
Equally simplistic yet charged with action is the performance-inspired depiction of
the moment when Hanumana reveals his mighty self in front of Sita (Fig.3). As
mentioned before, the compositional format as also the treatment is reminiscent of
the wall painting style practiced widely by the local artisans belonging originally to
the potter community. With their hands clasped in a monotonous fashion, Sita and
Queen Mothers (Fig.5) gather on an open terrace, covered partially by a frilled
canopy. Again, in this sleeck horizontal composition we would notice the painter
restricting himself to a limited set of details that are all along at their suggestive best
for every key passage of the epic.

The handy manuscript B of Uttarakanda, the sequel or the Seventh Canto of
Ramacaritamanasa, has a dated colophon (Fig.6) of Samvat 1880 (1823 CE) that reads:
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(...Copied on Thursday, 7th day of the darker half of Vaisakha (mid April-May) in the
era named Japra, Sarivat 1880, Saka 1745, by Pandit Pathak ... Jai Jai Jai Sitarama to
whoever reciting or listening to (the text). Rama, Laksmana and Janaki, hail victory to
Hanumana. Rama. Rama).

While the painter of the 1821 series was pre-ocupied with the narrative pith that
was reflected in his illustrative nuances born of textual fidelity, in the case of
Uttarakanda we detect a more restrained approach and simplistic compositional
device. Out of the three miniatures, one has a synoptic portrayal of Garuda at the
abode of Kaka-bhusundi, both seated on a rocky cluster under the sacred banyan tree,
(Fig.7). The two celestial birds are the protagonists of the last Book of Tulsi's
Ramacaritamanasa and partake in 'a series of laboured disquisitions on the true nature
of faith.' Against a background of hurriedly washed terre-verte, the divine characters
were depicted with an economy of details and an austere colour scheme predominant
in terms of warm chrome green, vermilion and black. However, this overtly composite
portrayal retains a certain quality of iconic painting. The two following illustrations
(Figs. 8 & 9) form a double-page composition depicting the coronation of Rama with
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a calculated inclusion of only seven characters of vital importance. The right half of
the scene shows a close-knit group of enthroned Rama and Sita, attended by
Laksmana and Hanumana. Technically less sophisticated, the execution has a
delightful linear candour. On the left half, the three Queen Mothers clad in all-
enveloping tie-dyed dupatta line up, progressing slowly in a princely gait, to bless the
divine couple.

Hereditary musicians, weavers and multi-media artists of Banaras, with great
amount of assimilative energy and inventiveness, had all along been responsive to
freshly-arrived creative diction and expressive modalities. The illustrations from the
two manuscripts discussed above are the notable examples to locate, the absorption
of the elements of Rajasthani painting at the level of a characteristic popular
expression that may suitably be referred to as a candid form of urban-folk carrying
the distinguished imprint of 'a personal state of mind.
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Fig.l Rama and Laksmana at Pampa Lake visited by Narada, Aranyakanda, Ramacaritamanasa,
dated Sarhvat 1878 (1821 CE), folio 1(r), approx. 29.1 x 22 cms, vermilion, black ink and
opaque watercolour on Safiganeri paper, Private Collection.
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Fig2 Hanumana Confronting Surasa, Sundarakanda, Ramacaritamanasa, dated Samvat 1878
(1821 CE), folio 1(r), approx. 29.1 x 22 cms, vermilion, black ink and opaque watercolour on
Sanganeri paper, Private Collection.
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Fig.3 Hanumana revealing his mighty self to Sita in asoka grove, Sundarakanda,
Ramacaritamanasa, dated Sarvat 1878 (1821 CE), folio 1(r), approx. 29.1 x 22 cms, vermilion,
black ink and opaque watercolour on Sanganeri paper, Private Collection.
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Fig.4 Colophon page of Sundarakanda, Ramacaritamanasa, dated Samvat 1878 (1821 CE), folio
39(v), approx. 29-1 x 22 cms, vermilion, black ink and opaque watercolour on Safiganeri
paper, Private Collection. '

(157) Research Journal XV



Fig5 Sita and the Queen Mothers, Uttarakanda, Ramacaritamanasa, dated Samvat 1878 (1821

CE), folio 31(r), approx. 29-1 x 22 cms, vermilion, black ink and opaque water colour on
Safiganeripaper, Private Collection.
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Fig.6  Colophon page, Uttarakanda of Ramacaritamanasa, folio 106(r), dated Sarvat 1880 (1823
CE), 20.8 x 14.8 cms, calligraphy in vermilion and black ink on unburnished Safiganeri paper,
Jiiana-Pravaha Collection, acc.no.2008.104.
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Fig.7  Garuda and Kaka-bhusundi, Uttarakanda, folio 12(r), dated Sammvat 1880 (1823 CE), 10.7x
8.8 cms, vermilion, black ink and opaque watercolour on unburnished Safiganeri paper,
Jnana-Pravaha Collection, acc.n0.2008.104.
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Fig.8 Rama and Sita enthroned, attended by Laksmana and Hanumana, Uttarakanda, folio 12(v),
dated Samvat 1880 (1823 CE), 10.8 x 10.5 cms, vermilion, black ink and opaque watercolour
on unburnished Sanganeri paper, Jiana-Pravaha Collection, acc.no.2008.104.
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Fig.9  Queen Mothers, Uttarakanda, folio 13(r), dated Samvat 1880 (1823 CE), 10.8 x 10.7 cms,
vermilion, black ink and opaque watercolour on unburnished Safiganeri paper, Jiiana-
Pravaha Collection, acc.n0.2008.104.
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