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Ancient and Medieval Indian Paintings 

India has a rich history of painting traditions, dating back to ancient times, with some of the 
earliest examples found in caves such as Ajanta and Bagh. These paintings provide invaluable 
insight into the religious, cultural, and social life of the periods in which they were created. The 
ancient cave paintings of Ajanta and Bagh are celebrated for their remarkable themes, 
techniques, and artistic achievements. Over the centuries, efforts have been made to preserve and 
restore these masterpieces, ensuring that future generations can appreciate their beauty. 

Cave Paintings: Ajanta and Bagh 

The cave paintings of Ajanta and Bagh are two of the most important examples of ancient Indian 
art. These frescoes, created primarily during the Gupta period (4th to 6th century CE), reflect the 
spiritual and artistic achievements of ancient India, especially within the context of Buddhist 
teachings and philosophy. 

Ajanta Cave Paintings 

1. Location and Historical Context: 

 The Ajanta Caves are located in Maharashtra, India, and consist of 30 rock-cut Buddhist 
caves. They were created between the 2nd century BCE and the 6th century CE and 
served as a monastic complex for Buddhist monks. 

 The paintings in Ajanta primarily date back to the Gupta period and reflect the zenith of 
Indian art during this era. The caves were rediscovered by a British officer in 1819 after 
being abandoned for centuries. 

2. Themes and Subject Matter: 

 The paintings in the Ajanta Caves depict scenes from the life of the Buddha, Jataka tales 
(stories of the Buddha’s previous lives), and various Buddhist deities. The frescoes also 
include representations of everyday life, such as processions, royal courts, and scenes 
from nature. 

 These paintings are known for their narrative style, focusing on conveying complex 
stories and emotions through detailed human figures, expressions, and gestures. 

 The figures in the paintings are depicted with a strong sense of realism and naturalism, 
emphasizing the human form, facial expressions, and intricate clothing. 

3. Techniques: 

 The paintings at Ajanta were created using the fresco-secco technique, in which pigments 
are applied to a dry plaster surface. This technique differs from true fresco, where the 
paint is applied to wet plaster, but it allows for greater detail and precision in the final 
artwork. 
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 The artists used natural pigments, such as red ochre, yellow ochre, lamp black, and lapis 
lazuli, to create vibrant and lasting colors. These pigments were derived from minerals, 
plants, and other natural sources. 

 The painters employed sophisticated shading and modeling techniques to create a three-
dimensional effect, giving the figures depth and a sense of movement. 

4. Preservation and Restoration: 

 Due to their age and the environmental conditions in the caves, the Ajanta paintings have 
suffered damage over the centuries. Exposure to light, moisture, and human activity has 
led to fading and deterioration of the frescoes. 

 Restoration efforts began in the early 20th century, with Indian and international experts 
working to preserve the paintings. Modern conservation techniques have been employed 
to stabilize the paintings and prevent further decay. 

 Despite these efforts, the paintings remain fragile, and ongoing conservation is necessary 
to ensure their survival for future generations. 

Bagh Cave Paintings 

1. Location and Historical Context: 

 The Bagh Caves are located in Madhya Pradesh, India, and consist of nine rock-cut 
Buddhist caves. Like Ajanta, they served as a monastic complex, and their paintings were 
created during the Gupta period (5th to 6th century CE). 

 The Bagh Cave paintings are considered among the finest examples of Buddhist art in 
India, although they are less well-known than the Ajanta frescoes. 

2. Themes and Subject Matter: 

 The Bagh paintings depict Buddhist themes, including scenes from the life of the Buddha 
and various Jataka tales. The frescoes also include secular themes, such as processions, 
dancers, and court scenes, reflecting the cultural life of the time. 

 The figures in the Bagh paintings are characterized by their graceful poses, elaborate 
costumes, and expressive faces. The artists focused on capturing the movement and 
emotions of the figures, creating a sense of liveliness and energy. 

3. Techniques: 

 The technique used for the Bagh paintings is similar to that of Ajanta, with pigments 
applied to a dry plaster surface. The artists used natural pigments to create vibrant colors, 
and they employed shading and modeling techniques to give the figures a sense of depth 
and realism. 

 The Bagh paintings are noted for their fluid brushwork and the delicate handling of light 
and shadow, which create a sense of volume and movement in the figures. 
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4. Preservation and Restoration: 

 Like the Ajanta frescoes, the Bagh paintings have suffered from exposure to the elements 
and human activity over the centuries. Many of the paintings have been damaged or lost, 
and only a few remain in a relatively good state of preservation. 

 Efforts to preserve and restore the Bagh paintings have been ongoing since their 
rediscovery in the early 20th century. Conservation experts have worked to stabilize the 
remaining frescoes and prevent further deterioration. 

 Despite these efforts, the Bagh paintings remain vulnerable, and continued conservation 
work is necessary to protect them for future generations. 

The cave paintings of Ajanta and Bagh represent some of the finest achievements of ancient 
Indian art. These frescoes provide a window into the religious, cultural, and social life of the 
Gupta period, reflecting the artistic mastery and spiritual devotion of the time. Through their 
vibrant colors, detailed figures, and sophisticated techniques, these paintings continue to inspire 
and captivate audiences around the world. Preservation and restoration efforts have ensured that 
these masterpieces remain accessible, allowing future generations to appreciate the rich artistic 
heritage of India. 

Miniature Paintings 

Indian miniature paintings are a significant aspect of the country's rich artistic heritage. These 
small-scale paintings, characterized by intricate detail and vivid colors, have been produced in 
various regions of India over centuries. The tradition of miniature painting flourished under 
different royal courts, particularly the Mughal, Rajput, and Pahari schools. Each style has its own 
distinctive features, themes, and techniques, influenced by the region, culture, and patronage. 

1. Mughal Miniature Paintings 

Historical Context: 

 Mughal miniature painting developed during the Mughal Empire (16th to 18th century), 
with a fusion of Persian, Indian, and Central Asian influences. 

 The Mughal emperors, beginning with Akbar, were great patrons of the arts, leading to 
the flourishing of this school. The tradition reached its zenith under Akbar, Jahangir, and 
Shah Jahan. 

Techniques: 

 Mughal miniatures were created using natural pigments on paper or vellum. The artists 
employed fine brushwork to achieve intricate details. 

 The compositions were highly refined, with careful attention to perspective, naturalism, 
and shading. Mughal painters mastered the portrayal of depth and texture, making their 
works highly realistic. 
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Themes: 

 The themes of Mughal miniature paintings were diverse, including court scenes, portraits 
of emperors, royal hunts, battle scenes, and depictions of flora and fauna. 

 Religious themes were also common, particularly Islamic subjects, though Hindu themes 
appeared as well due to the syncretic nature of the Mughal court. 

 One of the hallmarks of Mughal art was the portraiture of emperors, nobles, and foreign 
dignitaries, reflecting the importance of power, diplomacy, and governance in the empire. 

Notable Works and Artists: 

 Famous Mughal miniature paintings include portraits of Emperor Akbar, Jahangir 
holding a globe, and the depiction of Shah Jahan’s court. 

 Notable artists in the Mughal atelier include Mir Sayyid Ali, Abdus Samad, and Mansur, 
who specialized in botanical and zoological studies. 

2. Rajput Miniature Paintings 

Historical Context: 

 The Rajput school of miniature painting flourished in the Rajput courts of Rajasthan and 
central India from the 16th to 19th century. Unlike the Mughal court, which was Islamic, 
the Rajput kingdoms were Hindu, and this religious difference influenced the themes and 
styles of the paintings. 

 Rajput painting can be further categorized into various regional styles, such as Mewar, 
Marwar, Bundi, Kota, Kishangarh, and Jaipur, each with its own unique characteristics. 

Techniques: 

 Rajput miniatures were often painted on paper or cloth, using natural pigments derived 
from minerals, plants, and shells. 

 The style emphasized bold colors, flat compositions, and stylized forms. Unlike Mughal 
painting, Rajput art did not focus on realism but rather on idealized beauty and symbolic 
representation. 

Themes: 

 The themes of Rajput paintings were primarily religious and romantic, depicting Hindu 
gods and goddesses, epic tales from the Ramayana and Mahabharata, and scenes of 
courtly love. 

 Radha and Krishna’s love story was a popular subject, as well as depictions of royal life, 
festivals, and hunting scenes. 

 The Rajput painters also captured the natural beauty of their surroundings, with 
landscapes featuring hills, rivers, and palaces often depicted in their compositions. 
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Notable Works and Artists: 

 Some of the most famous works of Rajput miniature painting include the Gita Govinda 
illustrations and the Ragamala series, which depicted various musical modes through 
visual allegories. 

 Renowned artists of the Rajput tradition include Nihal Chand from Kishangarh, known 
for his iconic portrayal of Radha and Krishna. 

3. Pahari Miniature Paintings 

Historical Context: 

 The Pahari school of painting developed in the hilly regions of northern India, 
particularly in present-day Himachal Pradesh and Jammu & Kashmir, during the 17th to 
19th century. 

 The Pahari school is generally divided into two major styles: the Guler-Kangra style, 
known for its delicate and lyrical quality, and the Basohli style, which is more vibrant 
and bold. 

Techniques: 

 Pahari miniatures were typically painted on paper with vibrant colors and fine, delicate 
lines. The artists in this tradition excelled in capturing intricate details, such as facial 
expressions, jewelry, and clothing. 

 The Guler-Kangra style focused on soft color palettes, smooth brushstrokes, and a refined 
elegance, while the Basohli style used bold colors and strong outlines. 

Themes: 

 The themes of Pahari miniatures were predominantly religious, focusing on Hindu 
mythology, particularly the stories of Krishna, Rama, and Shiva. 

 Romantic themes were also prevalent, with many paintings illustrating episodes from the 
love stories of Radha and Krishna, often set against lush landscapes. 

 The Pahari painters also depicted scenes from nature, with an emphasis on the flora and 
fauna of the Himalayan region. 

Notable Works and Artists: 

 Notable works from the Pahari tradition include the Gita Govinda and the Baramasa 
series, which depict the changing seasons through poetic and visual imagery. 

 The famous painter Nainsukh from Guler is known for his portraits and depictions of 
courtly life, blending realism with traditional styles. 

The miniature painting tradition in India is a testament to the country’s diverse cultural and 
artistic heritage. From the refinement and realism of Mughal miniatures to the symbolic beauty 
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of Rajput paintings and the lyrical elegance of Pahari art, these small-scale masterpieces 
encapsulate the spiritual, romantic, and regal themes of Indian life. Each style brought its own 
unique flavor to the tradition, with distinct techniques and thematic concerns that continue to be 
admired and studied by art lovers and scholars worldwide. 

Modern Indian Paintings: Bengal School of Art 

The Bengal School of Art was a significant movement in the history of modern Indian art, 
emerging in the early 20th century. This art movement played a crucial role in the revival of 
Indian art forms and was a reaction against the dominance of Western academic art, which had 
been imposed during British colonial rule. The Bengal School sought to revive indigenous 
traditions and foster a national identity in Indian art. Two prominent figures in this movement 
were Abanindranath Tagore and Nandalal Bose, whose contributions helped shape the trajectory 
of modern Indian painting. 

1. Bengal School of Art: Origins and Philosophy 

Historical Context: 

 The Bengal School of Art emerged in the early 20th century as a reaction against the 
European academic style of painting, which had been introduced to India through British 
colonial institutions like the Calcutta School of Art. 

 The Bengal School sought to create a new Indian art form that was rooted in indigenous 
traditions and cultural heritage. This movement coincided with the broader Indian 
nationalist movement, and the revival of traditional Indian art was seen as a way to assert 
national identity and pride. 

 The movement was greatly influenced by the Swadeshi movement, which promoted 
Indian-made goods and cultural self-reliance as a form of resistance to British colonial 
rule. 

Philosophy and Style: 

 The Bengal School emphasized a return to Indian artistic traditions, drawing inspiration 
from classical Indian art forms such as Mughal miniatures, Ajanta cave paintings, and 
Rajput art. 

 The style of the Bengal School was characterized by soft, flowing lines, delicate color 
palettes, and a focus on spiritual and mystical themes. Unlike the European academic 
style, which emphasized realism and perspective, the Bengal School focused on idealism 
and the evocation of emotion. 

 Artists of the Bengal School often used indigenous materials, such as tempera and ink, 
rather than the oil paints favored by Western artists. 

2. Abanindranath Tagore: The Pioneer of Bengal School 

Biography and Contributions: 
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 Abanindranath Tagore (1871–1951), a nephew of the famous poet Rabindranath Tagore, 
is considered the founder of the Bengal School of Art. He was an influential painter, 
writer, and educator, and his work laid the foundation for the revival of Indian art. 

 Trained in Western academic art, Abanindranath was initially a realist painter but later 
became disillusioned with the European style. He sought to create a distinctly Indian art 
form by blending traditional Indian techniques with modern themes. 

 His most famous painting, Bharat Mata (Mother India), depicted India as a divine figure 
draped in saffron robes, holding items symbolizing self-reliance and prosperity. This 
work became an iconic representation of the Indian nationalist movement. 

Style and Themes: 

 Abanindranath Tagore's style was deeply influenced by Mughal miniatures and Japanese 
wash techniques, which he incorporated into his own work. His paintings often had a 
soft, ethereal quality, with delicate lines and subdued color palettes. 

 His themes were rooted in Indian mythology, spirituality, and the nationalist movement. 
He often depicted Indian deities, historical figures, and allegorical representations of 
India. 

 Tagore also drew inspiration from Japanese art, particularly the wash painting technique, 
which emphasizes simplicity and the beauty of nature. 

Legacy: 

 Abanindranath Tagore’s influence extended beyond his own work. As the vice-principal 
of the Calcutta School of Art, he mentored many young artists and helped shape the 
future of Indian modern art. 

 His emphasis on reviving traditional Indian art forms and integrating them into modern 
contexts helped pave the way for future generations of Indian artists. 

3. Nandalal Bose: The Visionary of Indian Art 

Biography and Contributions: 

 Nandalal Bose (1882–1966) was one of Abanindranath Tagore’s most prominent students 
and a key figure in the Bengal School of Art. He played a pivotal role in the development 
of modern Indian painting and was a major advocate for the revival of traditional Indian 
art forms. 

 Bose is best known for his murals and paintings that blended Indian folk traditions with 
classical Indian art. His work was deeply rooted in Indian culture, mythology, and 
everyday life. 

 In 1930, Nandalal Bose was commissioned by Mahatma Gandhi to create the posters for 
the Congress Party’s Salt March, making him a significant figure in the Indian nationalist 
movement. His artwork became a symbol of the struggle for independence. 

Style and Themes: 



Part VI: PaIntIng tradItIons August 20, 2024 

 

tHE aIMErs      Mr. DEVRAJ PATEL       www.theaimers.org 

A
u

g
u

s
t 

2
0

, 
2

0
2

4
 

 Nandalal Bose’s work was characterized by a strong sense of composition, simplicity, 
and rhythm. He drew inspiration from Indian folk art, temple sculptures, and the Ajanta 
frescoes. 

 His paintings often depicted scenes from Indian mythology, as well as rural life in India. 
He was known for his depiction of ordinary people, capturing their dignity and grace 
through his art. 

 Bose also experimented with different materials and techniques, including tempera, 
watercolors, and mural painting. His works ranged from small, intimate paintings to large 
public murals. 

Legacy: 

 Nandalal Bose became the principal of Kala Bhavana, the art school at Rabindranath 
Tagore’s Visva-Bharati University in Santiniketan. Under his leadership, Kala Bhavana 
became a center for the study and promotion of Indian art. 

 Bose’s influence extended to generations of Indian artists, and his emphasis on 
connecting art with India’s cultural heritage continues to be a guiding principle for Indian 
art education today. 

4. Revival of Indian Art Forms 

The Bengal School of Art was instrumental in reviving Indian art forms that had been 
overshadowed by Western artistic influences during the colonial period. By drawing on classical 
Indian art, the Bengal School helped reinvigorate traditional Indian techniques and themes, 
ensuring their relevance in the modern world. This revival was not just about artistic expression 
but also about asserting India’s cultural identity and independence. 

Contributions: 

 The Bengal School reintroduced classical Indian painting techniques, such as tempera 
and wash painting, into the modern art landscape. 

 The movement emphasized the spiritual and philosophical aspects of Indian art, 
reconnecting it with the country’s rich cultural and religious traditions. 

 Through the efforts of artists like Abanindranath Tagore and Nandalal Bose, Indian art 
was positioned as a vital part of the nationalist movement, helping to inspire a sense of 
pride and unity among Indians. 

The Bengal School of Art was a defining moment in the history of modern Indian painting, 
marking the beginning of a new era in Indian art. By reviving traditional Indian art forms and 
integrating them with modern sensibilities, artists like Abanindranath Tagore and Nandalal Bose 
helped create a uniquely Indian art movement that continues to inspire and influence 
contemporary Indian artists today. The Bengal School’s focus on national identity, cultural 
revival, and artistic innovation left an indelible mark on the development of Indian art, making it 
a cornerstone of the country’s artistic heritage. 
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Progressive Artists' Group (PAG) 

The Progressive Artists' Group (PAG) was a collective of modernist Indian artists founded in 
Bombay (now Mumbai) in 1947, just after India gained independence from British colonial rule. 
This group played a pivotal role in shaping modernist art in India and was known for breaking 
away from the traditional styles that had dominated Indian art, embracing new forms and 
concepts influenced by global modernism. The PAG became synonymous with the emergence of 
avant-garde art in post-colonial India, and its members were among the most celebrated artists in 
the country. 

1. Formation and Philosophy of PAG 

Historical Context: 

 The Progressive Artists' Group was founded in 1947 by six artists: F.N. Souza, M.F. 
Husain, S.H. Raza, K.H. Ara, H.A. Gade, and S.K. Bakre. 

 The founding of the PAG coincided with India’s independence, a time of political and 
social upheaval. The artists wanted to create a new artistic language that reflected the 
modern realities of a newly independent India, free from colonial influences. 

 The group was critical of the academic and nationalist art movements, including the 
Bengal School of Art, which they saw as too conservative and tied to traditional values. 
Instead, they sought to develop an international style that was forward-looking and 
cosmopolitan. 

Philosophy and Aims: 

 The PAG aimed to create art that was bold, innovative, and reflective of the modern 
world. They were heavily influenced by European modernist movements such as Cubism, 
Expressionism, and Surrealism, and sought to incorporate these styles into Indian art. 

 The group was also committed to exploring new materials and techniques, breaking away 
from the conventional methods of Indian painting. They encouraged experimentation and 
a sense of artistic freedom that was previously uncommon in the Indian art scene. 

 While the members of PAG were diverse in their styles and themes, they shared a 
common desire to express the complexities of post-colonial India, including its socio-
political struggles, cultural diversity, and rapidly changing landscape. 

2. Key Artists of the Progressive Artists' Group 

F.N. Souza (1924–2002): 

 Francis Newton Souza was one of the founding members of the PAG and a leading figure 
in Indian modernist art. Known for his bold, often controversial works, Souza’s art was 
characterized by its raw energy, distorted figures, and expressive use of color. 

 Souza's paintings often dealt with themes of religion, sexuality, and power, and his style 
was heavily influenced by European Expressionism and Surrealism. 
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 His work reflected a deep sense of rebellion against both societal norms and artistic 
traditions, making him one of the most provocative artists of his time. His works, such as 
Birth (1955), remain iconic in Indian modernist art. 

M.F. Husain (1915–2011): 

 Maqbool Fida Husain was another founding member of the PAG and one of India’s most 
renowned modern artists. Often referred to as the “Picasso of India,” Husain was known 
for his vibrant, bold, and stylized depictions of Indian life and culture. 

 Husain’s work was deeply rooted in Indian mythology, history, and everyday life. His 
paintings often featured motifs from Hindu epics like the Ramayana and Mahabharata, as 
well as depictions of Indian women and animals. 

 His distinct style combined elements of Cubism and folk art, creating a unique visual 
language that resonated with both Indian and global audiences. Some of his most famous 
works include Mother India and his series on horses, which became iconic symbols of his 
artistic identity. 

S.H. Raza (1922–2016): 

 Syed Haider Raza was a key figure in the PAG, known for his abstract expressionist 
paintings. Raza's early work was influenced by the landscapes of India, but he later 
transitioned to more symbolic and geometric forms, often exploring spiritual themes and 
concepts like the bindu (dot), which became central to his work. 

 Raza's work was deeply philosophical, often reflecting his interest in Indian cosmology 
and the spiritual symbolism of shapes and colors. His later paintings, such as Bindu and 
Saurashtra, were celebrated for their meditative and contemplative qualities. 

 Raza’s unique fusion of Western abstraction and Indian spirituality made him a 
significant figure in both Indian and international art circles. 

3. Emergence of Modernist Art in India 

Artistic Innovation: 

 The Progressive Artists' Group was instrumental in introducing modernist ideas and 
aesthetics to Indian art. By incorporating global art movements such as Cubism, 
Expressionism, and Surrealism, PAG artists broke away from the traditional styles that 
had dominated Indian art. 

 Their work represented a shift from narrative-driven, figurative art to more abstract, 
expressive forms. The use of bold colors, distorted figures, and unconventional 
compositions became hallmarks of Indian modernism. 

 PAG members also explored new media and techniques, such as oil painting on canvas, 
which was less common in Indian art at the time. 

Themes and Influence: 
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 The artists of PAG were deeply concerned with issues of identity, both personal and 
national. Their work often reflected the tensions and contradictions of post-colonial India, 
including the clash between tradition and modernity, and the search for a new cultural 
identity. 

 Their themes ranged from religious and mythological subjects to depictions of urban life, 
social inequality, and the complexities of Indian society. This engagement with 
contemporary issues set them apart from the more idealized, spiritual art of the previous 
generation. 

 The influence of PAG extended beyond its members. The group’s emphasis on 
experimentation, individualism, and internationalism paved the way for future 
generations of Indian artists to explore new forms of expression. 

4. Legacy and Impact 

Artistic Impact: 

 The Progressive Artists' Group had a profound impact on the development of modern art 
in India. They established a foundation for Indian artists to engage with global art 
movements while also exploring their cultural roots. 

 The group’s disbandment in 1956 did not diminish its influence. Many of its members 
went on to have successful careers internationally, and their work continued to inspire 
new generations of artists in India and abroad. 

 The PAG is often credited with bridging the gap between traditional Indian art and 
contemporary global art, creating a uniquely Indian modernism that resonated both 
locally and internationally. 

Institutional and Cultural Influence: 

 The establishment of the PAG marked the beginning of a more organized and 
professional approach to modern art in India. It also encouraged the creation of art 
institutions, galleries, and platforms that promoted modernist art across the country. 

 The group's emphasis on artistic freedom and experimentation contributed to the 
democratization of art in India, making it more accessible to a broader audience. This 
shift also influenced the development of art education in India, where modernist 
principles became part of the curriculum. 

The Progressive Artists' Group was a revolutionary force in Indian art, driving the emergence of 
modernist art in post-colonial India. Through their bold experimentation, engagement with 
international art movements, and deep exploration of Indian identity, artists like F.N. Souza, 
M.F. Husain, and S.H. Raza helped shape the trajectory of Indian modernism. Their legacy 
continues to influence contemporary Indian art, making the PAG a cornerstone of India’s artistic 
heritage. 


