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4a. Indian Paintings and Mythology 

Chitrasutras: The traditional Indian concept of painting (A.D. 450-650) 

The óCitrasutrasô refers to all the texts related to ñcitrasò. The earliest known óCitrasutrasô 

are:  

a) Citralaksana, attributed to Nagnajit (The father of Indian painting). 

b) Vishnudharmottara Purana. 

It is deduced that both these texts belonged to the early Gupta Period, i.e. about A.D. 

450-650. 

c) The third Text which is of major significance is the óSilparatnaô. It is a text written by 

Sri Kumara in the later part of the 16th century.  

All ócitrasutrasô explain painting in their own ways. They also present the myths of its 

origin (Nardi, 2006). 

 

The Myths: 

The Chitrasutra in the óVishnudharmottaraô is the one standard and the most valuable text 

in India which deals with the classifications of pictures, painting materials, merits and 

defects. It is the oldest text on paintings which has been retained today. The origin of 

painting is attributed to the sage óNarayanaô who created óUrvashiô, the beautiful celestial 

nymph, by drawing a beautiful figure on his thigh. This explains the origin of drawing. 

óNarayanaô taught this to óVishwakarmaô, who successfully interpreted the entire theme 

of the universe by imitating in painting (Nardi, 2006).  

Painting is introduced in citralaksana of óNagnajitô and óVishnudharmottara Puranaô with 

the narration of a myth that reinforces the deeds of traditional authorities such a Vishnu, 

óVishwakarmaô and óNagnajitô. According to the Indian philosophical thought, arts and 

crafts have a divine origin. The divine origin of painting is explained in the texts through 

the narration of 2 main myths which recognize óVishnuô, óVishwakarmaô and óNagnajitô 

as the main authorities in this field. The myth narrated in óchitralaksanaô is of prime 

importance. It proclaims Brahma as the supreme power who gave birth to the precepts of 

painting and then encourages King óNagnajitô to paint the first picture into the world of 

living. According to the conversation between Brahma and King óNagnajitô as narrated in 

óChitralaksanaô, ñfirst of all the Vedas and the performance of offerings came into 

this world. In order to raise a place for worship, one must paint pictures. For this 

reason painting is counted as knowledge (Veda)ò. óVishwakarmaô shared with 
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óNagnajitô his wealth of knowledge regarding paintings. He also emphasized which 

objects and means are beautiful and the means of ornamentation and beautification 

of paintings (Nardi, 2006). 

The instructions on the measurement imparted by God óVishwakarmaô relate to the nude 

human forms and this shows that the ancient Indian painters, in the first place studied the 

human form in its nudity and represented gods, kings and heroes as nude. These 

observations receive striking support from the most ancient fresco-paintings of India, in 

the Jogimara Caves, belonging to the 3rd Century B.C. The brief descriptions suggest that 

nude figures predominate in those. Another myth of painting to be considered is that 

narrated in the óVishnudharmottara Puranaô. The myth says that the rules of citra were 

produced long ago by the sage óNarayanaô. He created óUrvarshiô by drawing a picture on 

his thigh. According to óVishnudharmottara Puranaô, painting is the most excellent 

of all the art forms and grants dharma, artha and kama. Keeping this in mind, 

painting should be done carefully in such a way that it captivates the minds of 

everyone with its lines, shading, decoration and color. A painting that is instilled 

with postures, beauty, playfulness and sentiments, as visualized by a perceptive 

mind, is thus believed to fulfill desires. Similar to the óVishnudharmottara Puranaô, the 

chitralaksana of óNagajitô emphasizes the auspicious elements of a painting. The 

approach might be traceable to a religious reason that is the image to be worshipped 

must be perfect in all aspects so as to have an auspicious power. The chitralaksana 

states that: óthe art of measurement in painting is based on the worship of all gods, which 

leads to the expansion of their fame and the expulsion of sins and fearô. The ultimate 

purpose of the act of painting seems to be the worship of an image which is the 

incarnate of all auspicious elements and contains proper measurements and 

proportion s (Sivaramamutri, 1970).  

óVatsyayanaô (3rd century A.D.) mentions the art of painting as one of the 64 

complementary sciences of the óKamasutraô, together with dance, singing and 

instrumental music. According to the óSilparatnaô, all palaces and gateways should be 

decorated with various paintings to enhance their beauty. The óSilparatnaô proceeds 

explaining that painting (citrabhasa) should be executed on a surface of plastered walls, in 

all suitable internal and external spaces, by depicting auspicious stories and images of 

deities. It also tells that scenes of war (even if between gods and demons), death, misery, 

and depiction of naked figures should not be executed in houses. On wall surfaces, 
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bigger paintings should be drawn depicting benevolent stories narrated in the 

Agamas, Vedas, and Puranas. These pictures should be painted in a range of beautiful 

colors, applying them proportionately to meet the requirements of forms, sentiments, 

moods and actions. This would be rewarding for the patron and the painter. Indian 

traditional painting is narrative in its character and the stories depicted in painting 

are found in literature (agamas, Vedas and puranas).  Citralaksana mentions that the 

stories recorded in the agamas and Vedas and the puranas should be represented in 

paintings. It also mentions that in painting, all objects, movable or immovable, found in 

the 3 worlds, should be depicted in their respective nature. Chapter 71 of óNarada Silpa 

Sastraô introduces another explanation of citra. According to óNaradaô, pictures are to be 

such as to captivate our minds and give joy to our eyes. They must be of several colors 

and brilliance. Ornaments must be gilded and set with gems. The picture in general 

should be auspicious and with lovely forms. óNaradaô also says that painting is for the 

pleasure of gods, for the satisfaction of the presiding deity of the building and also for 

beauty (Anand, 1989).  

Painting is divided into three kinds on the basis of where it is done: on the floor, the 

wall and the ceiling. These various kinds of paintings should be made in abundance on 

various surfaces. Depending on the places, the painting should depict various subjects or 

objects. The terms chitra, ardhachitra, and chitrabhasha are used in this context to 

differentiate broadly between sculpture, relief, and painting, respectively.  Although in 

the earliest theoretical texts on South Asian art, the term chitra is used to mean 

"sculpture" or "painting," in certain texts of the medieval period, chitra means "sculpture 

in the round," and a distinction is made between chitra (sculpture), ardhachitra (relief), 

and chitrabhasha (painting). In the six limbs of painting, modeling is given as an 

important one. Emotions portrayed in pictures are best illustrated in some masterpieces 

such as the subjugation of Nalagiri from Ajanta. The vishnudharmottara has specially 

stressed on important elements of art. Different methods for suggesting various aspects of 

nature are here enumerated, as for instance, portraying lotuses in bloom, aquatic beings 

for suggesting water, overcast clouds to signify rainy season, pleasant flower decked 

forests to signify spring, and so on. Chitrasutras also enumerates the varieties of hair 

like kuntala, long and fine, dakshinavarta, curling to right, Taranga, wavy, 

varidhara, straight and flowing, jutatasara, curled and abundant. Shapes of eyes are 

described like chapakriti, bow-sdhaped, utpalpatrabha, blue-lotus hue, matsyodara, fish 
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like, padmapatranibha, lotus-petal like, and sanakriti, globular. Chitrasutra classified 

paintings into satya (natural), vainika (Lyrical), nagara (sophisticated), and misra 

(Mixed).  Substantial discussion was on the ñrasasò or the number of moods that can be 

portrayed in pictures, with illustrations for each. In the text named 

abhilashitarthachintamani by king óSomesvaraô of the western óChalukyaô dynasty of the 

12th Century, painting is also described in the context of decoration of living rooms. 

The ónaradasilpaô has two chapters. One deals with óchitrasalaô, that describes art 

galleries, and the other chapter deals with óchitralankritirachanavidhiô, that gives a 

classification of pictures like bhaumika, kudyaka and urdhvaka, related to the floor, the 

wall, and the ceiling. It talks about temporary decoration of the floors like kolam, 

rangoli and alpana. The painting on wall is mural decoration. Pictorial themes and 

their appropriate location are also a topic of discussion. The iconography of gods is 

also discussed in texts of those time periods. Enumeration of murtis and their 

iconography are also subjects here (Anand, 1989). 
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4b. Mughal Series on Ramayana 

A Mughal series on Ramayana: 

One of the most familiar of all Hindu religious stories, the Ramayana is the product of a 

long oral tradition first somewhere around 600 B.C.; various versions of the elementary 

story exist, each one emphasizes certain episodes, and some of them add new characters 

and adventures in accord with the local concepts of the divine. It forms a basic source for 

traditional village storytellers, for Indian festivals such as Dusserah and Diwali, and for 

cinematography as well. The protagonist of the story is Rama, one of the many 

incarnations of the god Vishnu. This manuscript was in account of Ramchandra, who was 

one of the greatest kings of India. His spiritual refinements were exemplary, being   a 

manifestation of the divine. It is a story of his graceful attributes, pleasing virtues, great 

victories, and conduct, which show the magnificence of his being (Shirodkar, 2010).  

  
      Fig.167: A group of dancing girls sent to entice  Fig.168: King Dasaratha celebrates the horse sacrifice 

      the youthful ascetic Rishyashringa 
 

In this image (Fig.168), the elaborately painted pillars of the ceremonial hall are 

interesting evidence for the contemporary palace decoration-little of which has 

survived.  
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Fig.169: Rama and Lakshman fight the demoness Taraka       Fig.170: Rama and Lakshman battle demons 
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Fig.171: The Nymph Rambha cursed by Vishwamitra    Fig.172: Rama chases rakshasa in the form of a golden  

                                                                                           Antelope  

(Fig.171) Decreeing another test of Vishwamitraôs concentration, the god Indra ordered 

the nymph Rambha to seduce the sage. 

(Fig.172) The demon maricha, in the form of a golden antelope, leads Rama away from 

his home. This allows Ravana to abduct Ramaôs wife Sita and thus sets the story in 

motion.  
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Fig.173: Hanuman brings the mountain of healing herbs 

 

To rescue Sita, Rama joins an army of monkeys and stands to siege the island of Lanka. 

When the warriors are wounded, the monkey general Hanuman recalls a distant mountain 

covered with healing herbs and travels there magically with enormous leaps. 

 

 

 


