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JAIN PAINTINGS AND MATERIAL CULTURE OF MEDIEVAL WESTERN INDIA

Through a curated collection of key Jain paintings, this volume offers a glimpse into the way people lived in western India during the medieval times: What they wore, how they ornamented themselves, what they amused themselves with, what furniture they sat on, which modes of transport they used. It includes Jain paintings from various collections in India and abroad to underscore the value of pictorial evidence in piecing together the past.
The book takes the reader on a breath-taking visual journey through the varied costumes, exquisite textiles, handcrafted ornaments, curiously shaped vessels and containers, musical instruments, arms and armour, conveyances, and many such articles of everyday use. These articles of everyday use are corroborated with the descriptions left by foreign travellers passing through western India at that time. It explores contemporary lexicons and vernacular literature from this period, for possible names in vogue for the articles of Material Culture. The work is richly illustrated with line drawings by the author to highlight the objects being referred to. What comes across clearly through this book is that art is the mirror of the times, and as such, paintings reflect the society in which they are created.
A magnificent read, this book will be essential for scholars and researchers of Indian painting, art history, Indian art, arts and aesthetics, Jainism, visual arts, South Asian history, Indian history, heritage studies and cultural history. It will also be a must-have for history and visual arts enthusiasts all over the world.

Lipika Maitra studied History at the Panjab University, Chandigarh, India, receiving top honours at both the graduate and post-graduate levels. She went on to receive her Ph.D. in 1995 from the same University. After completing her Ph.D., she taught Cultural History to undergraduate classes at DAV College, Chandigarh, for a while. Her interest in History of Indian Art began during her Ph.D., while researching Jain paintings, and peaked while she was working at the Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, Canada. Upon returning to India, she worked as an Academic Consultant in the regional headquarters of the Centre for Cultural Resources and Training (under the aegis of the Ministry of Culture, Govt. of India) in Hyderabad for more than seven years. At CCRT, as Course Director, her work involved designing and conducting various cultural training courses for in-service government school teachers. She also taught visual arts to each batch of teacher trainees attending the training courses. At present, she is a full-time writer and frequently gives lectures on various aspects of Indian art to interested audiences.
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FOREWORD

In a finely made four-part film on the great 15th century saint-poet, Kabir, that I saw once, there were passages where the film-maker went about interviewing people— common people in the countryside for the most part—asking them if they had heard of Kabir, or what they thought of his poetry, if they knew it at all. At one place, some village in Rajasthan, a kindly looking peasant, said, in response to the questions, that of course he knew Kabir, although it was not always easy to understand, in full measure—he lay emphasis on the full measure—the meaning of all that he had uttered. And then added, thoughtfully, that this is not surprising: “after all he was a kavi”—a word that means both poet and seer—and recited a couple of lines on his own, tossing them off rather casually:

 Keley ke paat paat mein paat, kavi ki baat baat mein baat

[Inside a banana leaf, there are other leaves, all curled up;

Inside a poet’s words, there are others, many others, that lie hidden.]

It has been years since I saw that film or heard those words, but I have never forgotten them, for there is such truth in them, such insight.

As I see it, what is true of poetry is, in equal measure, true of painting. For, in truth, as has often been said, they are siblings—poetry and painting—sahodara, born of the same womb. There are layers everywhere, all there to be discovered, made sense of and savoured. When I am looking at a painting—a folio from a great Ramayana series—in which the princely exiles, Rama and Sita and Lakshmana, are seen crossing a river, I can see the boat of course, rendered by the painter as just a thin sliver gliding across a vast expanse of water. But, somewhere, within myself, I also can see the painter reminding us, as the legend has it, that when, at the end of the journey, Rama asked the boatman what he owes him for service rendered, the poor boatman, a humble devotee of the Lord, turned around, folded his hands and spoke these words: “I, Lord, have only ferried you across this little river; but it is You who, at the end of it all, are going to take us across the ocean of sorrow that this life, this birth, is”. The vast, unending expanse of water in this painting, I am certain, is that ocean.

All layering may not be of this order, but it is there, just under the surface, thrumming with vibration, palpable. The almost natural thing that happens when we see Jain paintings, the first thing we do perhaps, is to ask questions: Questions about the subject, about style, about period, about who might have commissioned it, or where it was made. But we know, or at least need to remind ourselves, that there are other aspects to the work, other dimensions, that need to be looked at. For a work does not exist in a vacuum of time or space, or social context. Each work is a product of its times, and of a society. The objects that one sees in them—from costumes to utensils, from furniture to food, from carriages to collyrium—are, in a sense, real, however stylised or abstract their rendering might be. The dreams that Queen Trishala is believed to have dreamt might be part of a great myth or imagination, but their forms—the dhvaja, the purna-ghata, the elephant with his caparison, for instance—must have been based on what the painter saw, even if he refined, aestheticized them, in his own manner; the shapes of the bows and arrows that the Shahi forces in the Kalaka katha might be exaggerated or stylised as rendered, but surely they, or something very close to them, must have been around the painter. It is not simply a question of the materiality of these objects: Through them, we enter the world of levels, influences, connections and meanings.

What Lipika Maitra has done in this fine and detailed study is something that has virtually not been done till now: Drawn attention to these levels and influences, connections and their meanings. It all amounts to what one sees beyond simple appearances, and it is valuable. The great Urdu poet, Ghalib, said something like this once:

 sad jalwa ru-ba-ru hai jo mizhgaan uthaaiye laazim hai bas keh deed key saamaan laaiye

There are sights without number out there;

all that you need to do is to lift your eyelashes a little;

have the wherewithal with which to see.

B.N. Goswamy




PREFACE

The focus of this study is on the Material Culture of western India in the period between 1100 and 1650 CE. Miniature paintings made on palm leaf, paper, cloth and wooden book covers form the principal source material for this study. These miniature paintings pertain to the time when Jainism was fairly widespread in areas like Gujarat, Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh and Delhi as well as Karnataka. However, this study is confined to only those Jain Paintings that have a distinct “western-Indian” affiliation, geographically as well as stylistically.

The geographical connotation of the term “Western India” is taken to include the geographical region mainly comprising what is today known as the province of Gujarat and some parts of Rajasthan. It is emphasised here that the Kingdom of Gujarat of those days was much larger than the province of Gujarat today and at times many neighbouring areas of modern-day Rajasthan were also a part of the kingdom of Gujarat. The kingdom changed hands several times and with each new ruler, some areas were annexed or some lost. Because of the changing boundaries of the kingdom, during the period of our study, it makes better sense to take a larger view and name the area of study as western India—while within western India, Gujarat remains the special focus of our study. Thus, most of the paintings chosen for this study have been chosen because of their western Indian provenance so as to set a territorial boundary for the study.

Another reason for this nomenclature is that western India in the period between 1100 and 1650 CE was a prolific producer of illustrated Jain manuscripts, which connects this area with Jain miniature painting from fairly early on. Stylistically, the group of Jain miniature paintings that forms the focus of this study has been labelled at various points of time as “Jain”, “Shvetambara Jain”, “Apabhramsa” and “Gujarati school” as well as “Western Indian” by great scholars like A.K. Coomaraswamy, Norman Brown, Moti Chandra, Saryu Doshi and Karl J. Khandalavala. Out of these labels, I would be using the term “Western Indian” to refer to this broad style, limiting my study only to paintings of Jain themes, to differentiate from other paintings of Hindu or secular themes done in the western Indian style.

Through these paintings, it is western Indian society and its Material Culture that is studied at length. Material Culture refers to physical objects that are made and used by a society. These objects were present at a pivotal moment in the past and serve as tangible links to that history. A study of Material Culture helps us to understand society better. It addresses many questions like how did people live, what did they use, what did they eat in, what did they wear, what did they produce or consume and how did they travel. This work is an attempt to enter that field and get acquainted with the Material Culture of those times. For historians, objects have many stories to tell: There is the story of an object’s invention; procurement of its raw material is another; its usage, its value in terms of trade; discontinuity of its use or its continuation, all make fascinating stories. Collecting and uncovering these stories is what makes the study of Material Culture so meaningful.

In the present work, Jain miniature paintings, having affiliation to western India, have been thoroughly scoured for locating objects of Material Culture. The value of pictorial evidence in the reconstructing and fuller understanding of a period has not yet been fully realised. Pictorial evidence is an extremely important contemporary statement made by the artist, reflecting the world around him. One has to assume that even if a painter was not a realist in the strictest sense of the word, most of what he was rendering of the world around him was from his close observation of his life and times. This is best illustrated by the fact that the painter while illustrating mythological texts of ancient India clad the main characters of the texts in garments worn by people that he saw around himself. This is clearly seen in the area of Pahari painting, where Nanda, the father of Krishna, is shown wearing Mughal “type” costume, which was the contemporary mode of dressing at the time of the painting. The question thus naturally arises, whether the paintings were a result of the painter’s observation or of his attempt at reconstructing the past, which he also clearly seems to have done as can be seen from the fact that baby Krishna is shown sporting a peacock feather in his hair, in correspondence with his image in texts of early times. This was obviously not the mode of dress for children at the time that the painting was made. Both observation and reconstruction seem to have played their part, with the emphasis of the painter being more on observation than on reconstruction as will be highlighted in the following pages. In this sense, this kind of evidence is just as valuable, if not more, than the literary and archaeological evidence. Many a time, visual evidence can be seen as providing corroborative evidence to contemporary literary sources. In some cases, it becomes the sole evidence for various aspects of society which otherwise would not have been known to us.

Jain paintings, however, have been most inadequately studied from this point of view. It is thus a significant area of enquiry to go into. Initially, it would seem that the study of Jain paintings do not hold the same promise as the Ajanta paintings; probably because Jain paintings are seen as hieratic, bound within strict conventions and changing very slightly over a period of several centuries. But on closer examination, this does not appear to be the case. The subject matter of Jain paintings itself gives a far varied scope to the painter than is generally seen at a cursory glance. The single most important manuscript is the Kalpasutra, which deals with the lives of the Tirthankaras. A thoroughly hagiographical text, it is repetitive in character and narrates cycles of stories of similar content but gives a great subject matter to the painter for rendering the social setting of the story that unfolds. Apart from this, there is the other major hagiographical text, the Kalakacharya Katha, which is a much livelier tale containing descriptions of palace scenes, monks’ quarters, the arrival of foreigners, battles, magic and the like, thus giving far greater scope to the painter as he embarked upon a visual rendering of these descriptive passages. Since several manuscripts of the Kalpasutra and the Kalakacharya Katha are known, it has been of great interest to see how the same scene changed in the hands of different painters, from the point of view of the descriptive content. There are other illustrated Jain texts like the Uttaradhyayana Sutra, Yashodhara Charitra, Shalibhadra Mahamuni Charitra and Sangrahani Sutra, which likewise have been explored for yielding further information on the Material Culture of that period.

Most of the illustrated Jain manuscripts, as well as cloth patas and wooden book covers, consulted for this study are spread out principally in the Shvetambara jnana bhandaras and also in various museum collections like those of the L.D. Institute of Indology, Ahmedabad; the National Museum, New Delhi; Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Vastu Sangrahalaya, Mumbai; the Oriental Institute, Baroda; Bharat Kala Bhavan, Varanasi and Indian Museum, Kolkata as well as in the collections of Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los Angeles; San Diego Museum of Art, San Diego and Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, in the United States. In addition to these, there are the collections of the Jain bhandaras at Jaisalmer, Vijayanemi Suri Jnana Bhandara, Ahmedabad, Naya Mandir at Delhi and Baroda and some private collections as well.

Since this period is marked by the coming of Islam into India and one of the major Sultanates being established in Gujarat, it has been of great interest to see whether there was any impact of Islam on the Material Culture of as conservative a community as the Jains. This impact seems to be reflected especially in architecture, furniture, vessels and costumes etc. of the period. It was also intended to refer to comparable material from Ajanta paintings, from Sultanate paintings and from early Mughal paintings as well.

For the purpose of this study, a number of literary texts, both Sanskrit and Gujarati belonging to roughly the same time period as the miniatures, have been consulted to look for the objects of Material Culture, mentioned therein. Some of the texts used in this work, for collating objects of Material Culture, are a little earlier in point of time than the period under study. Some texts are from areas other than Gujarat, as, for example, Northern Bihar and Konkan. This material only serves to give substance to the study and provides many points of agreement and departure.

Foreign travellers, who visited western India during the period of our study, have left eyewitness accounts of what they observed. These accounts also augment what the literary texts of this area say and then these are compared to what actually can be seen in the various Jain paintings consulted to piece together the Material Culture of western India. The book is profusely illustrated with line drawings faithfully drawn from the various Jain miniatures, consulted for the study, to draw attention to the object being discussed. Jain paintings from various collections in India and abroad are included in the book to highlight the value of pictorial evidence. Each chapter dealing with some aspect of Material Culture ends with a well-drawn-out conclusion which re-emphasises the value of pictorial evidence as an invaluable source of history.

There goes a popular phrase, “better late than never”, which describes the publication of this book quite aptly. Publishing this work has been on my mind for the last 25 years or so. The material collected painstakingly over the years sometimes hibernated and at other times nudged me to share this labour of love with the world. Now that the book is getting published, I can say that “Time” served as an anvil to hammer it into its present shape. Owing to this delay, I was able to include some unknown and rare miniatures from collections in India as well as abroad.

I am aware that a work of this nature may have many shortcomings, but I sincerely hope that the already existing knowledge of the western Indian society is enhanced to some extent by my efforts. Through this establishing and confirmation of the various objects of Material Culture in use, in Medieval Western India, I have attempted to provide a systematic and chronological survey of the social context in which Jain painting flourished. This documentation of the various articles that were in use could also provide the basis for a future study. What emerges as a result makes to my mind a significant contribution to our study of the Material Culture of that area.

HyderabadDecember 12, 2022 Lipika Maitra
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