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I. Introduction 
    

           Indian court paintings depict women as idealized subjects or generic figures. Deccan, 

Mughal, and Rajput paintings of the sixteenth-nineteenth centuries portray women using 

standardized conventions. Women are always young and beautiful maidens. Unlike male 

subjects, which were portrayed realistically, female figures were often products of artistic 

imagination. The social restrictions of the Indian harem prohibited male artists from painting 

royal women from life. However, when Indian miniature paintings of women are viewed within 

the larger repertoire of Indian art, the romanticism of the female form in painting is not a new 

practice. Elements that visually construct feminine identity include a voluptuous body, 

translucent clothing, and luxurious accessories. This paper explores major works in the South 

Asian painting collection at the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts to show how the ideal Indian 

woman was visually created and why such archetypal depictions are significant. Paintings reveal 

core ideas of female identity, such as what women should look like and what constitutes 

culturally acceptable behavior.  

 

II.  Sources of the Female Image in Indian Art 
 
            Idealism, not realism, is the conventional way for creating images in Indian art.1 Within 

the larger repertoire of Indian art history, the romanticism of the female form in court paintings 

was not a new practice. Traditional schools of painting reiterate ideas about female identity 

established in ancient Indian art. Two major types of goddesses in ancient Indian art set a 

precedent for the ideal female form: the yakshi and devi. A yakshi is a fertility goddesses2 and 

                                                                 
1
 Vidya Dehejia, ñThe Very Idea of a Portrait,ò Ars Orientalis 28, 75

th
 Anniversary Issue of the Freer Gallery of Art 

(1998), 47.  
2
 Susan Huntington, The Art of Ancient India: Buddhist, Hindu, and Jain (New York: Weatherhill, 1985) has several 

examples.  
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devi is a generic name for a Hindu goddess. 3 The Virginia Museum is fortunate to have 

sculptural representations of both a yakshi and a devi. 

          Yakshis are represented as women with voluptuous curvesðthe quintessential female 

beauty. E.B. Havell, an influential art historian on Indian art, provides a description of the 

favored female body type in Indian art. The perfect woman has ñ[a] full bosom, [a] slender waist, 

swelling hips, and tapering limbs.ò4 An early example of a yakshi from the second-century BCE 

embodies the ideal female form (Fig. 1). She appears as a tree goddess on a railing from a 

Buddhist site in Bharhut, in central India.5 By wrapping her limbs around the tree, she enables 

the tree to bloom abundantly. The way the yakshi wraps her body around the tree is reminiscent 

of a popular motif in Pahari, or northern Indian, painting. For example, an eighteenth-century 

painting of Krishna and the Gopis (2006.10) (Fig. 2), has a tree on the left side of the painting 

enraptured by a creeping vine. Krishna, an incarnation of the Hindu god Vishnu, has a following 

of gopis, or cow maidens. Each gopi is deeply in love with him and their yearning for him 

represents a yearning for divine love. The vine and tree further enhance spiritual themes about 

love and divine union.  

          The Virginia Museum of Fine Arts has a fragment from a red sandstone railing from the 

fifth-century CE (Fig. 3). The architectural remnant may have come from the entrance of a 

Buddhist monument.6 The womanôs body on the left substitutes a post. Her facial features show 

a fairly youthful woman, perhaps in her twenties. The yakshi has rounded breasts, an athletic 

abdomen, and thighs so thick they appear swollen. She was not sculpted for the viewerôs erotic 

                                                                 
3
 For more informat ion on Indian goddesses, see Dehejia, Devi: The Great Goddess, Female Divinity in South Asian 

Art (Washington, D.C.: Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, 1999).  
4
 E.B. Havell, The Ideals of Indian Art (Delhi and Varanasi: Indological Book House, 1972), 98-99.  

5
For more information see Huntington, óThe Art of Ancient Indiaô (1985), 53.  

6
 Joseph Dye III, The Arts o f India: The Virginia Museum of Fine Arts (Richmond: The Virgin ia Museum of Fine 

Arts, 2001), 114.  
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pleasure, especially in the context of a religious site. Her plump body represents abundance and 

plenitude. The skirt clings to her body closely and emphasizes her fertility by accentuating the 

triangular silhouette of her pubic mound. Like the yakshi at Bharhut, the Virginia Museum 

goddess communicates three characteristics of the ideal South Asian woman: physical beauty, 

youth, and fertility.  

          Another type of goddess is Bhu Devi, wife of the god Vishnu. The Virginia Museum has a 

twelfth-century statue of Bhu Devi (68.8.17) (Fig. 4) from the Chola period (ninth-twelfth 

centuries CE), an age of remarkable sculptural and architectural achievement. In the sculptureôs 

original context, she would have been part of a triad with Vishnu in a temple.  Life size 

architectural reliefs from the Cleveland Museum of Art show Vishnu in the middle flanked on 

both sides by his wives Shri and Bhu Devi (Fig. 5). Joseph Dye, former curator of South Asian 

art at the VMFA, suggests that the presence of Shri and Bhu show prosperity.7 Even though the 

visual representation of Vishnu and his consorts reflect religious beliefs, the images of the triad 

had worldly teachings for devotees as well. By appearing by Vishnuôs side, Bhu Devi represents 

wifely devotion. The female goddesses were meant to be examples for earthly women to follow. 

Likewise, images in later Indian paintings communicate ideas about womenôs roles in society. 

For example, in a Pahari painting of Vishnu with another consort, Lakshmi, his attentive wife 

massages his feet to wake him from his slumber (2007.23) (Fig.6). Touching anotherôs feet in 

Asian culture represents a humbling act because feet are looked down upon as base, dirty body 

part. A wife touching her husbandôs feet exemplifies wifely devotion. 

          Hindu goddesses, such as Bhu Devi, are not only represented according to standards of 

ideal feminine beauty, she holds a water lily as an attribute. The convention of the flower holding 

woman has religious significance in Hindu iconography because water lilies and lotuses are 

                                                                 
7
 Dye, óThe Arts of Indiaô (2001), 167.  
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symbols of purity. In Islamic paintings, the flower holding woman appears with frequency. I 

hypothesize that the imagery was familiar to artists of the Mughal period because many artists in 

the Mughal karkhana, or workshop, were Hindu. There were major cultural and artistic 

exchanges among different Indian court workshops.  

 

III.  Three Visual Elements that Make the Indian Woman 
             
            Indian paintings are often called ñminiaturesò but the cultural milieu never saw these 

paintings as small. On the contrary, Indian artists and patrons saw miniature paintings as ñnormal 

size.ò8  Today, Indian paintings are displayed as individual masterpieces in museums but in the 

original format, most paintings were really folios from albums. Each page was meant to be 

viewed intimately. Looking at three major conventions in Indian paintings provides a 

preliminary and systematic approach to looking at Indian paintings of women: the depiction of 

the female body, the clothes, and other adornments.  

          People all over the world recognize the image of the Taj Mahal, a paradisiacal resting 

place completed in1653 by Mughal emperor Shah Jahan (r.1628-1658) for his wife. But no one 

knows what Mumtaz Mahal, the queen for whom the Taj Mahal was erected, looked like. She 

was the most beloved woman of the emperor, but there are no portraits of the ñExalted One of 

the Palaceò9 from her time.10 Could an image from the Shah Jahan period, such as, Page from the 

Nasir al-Din Shah Album: Portrait of a Mughal Woman (ca. 1630-45) (Fig. 7), give an indication 

of what Mumtaz Mahal may have looked like? The painting is of cultural and historical 

                                                                 
8
 Gregory Min issale, Images o f Thought: Visuality in Islamic India 1550-1750 (New Castle, UK: Cambridge 

Scholars Publishing, 2009), 34. 
9
 Mumtaz Mahal means the ñExalted One of the Palace.ò See the book that accompanied a traveling exhibition about 

the Taj Mahal, Pratapaditya Pal and others, Romance of the Taj Mahal (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum 

of Art; London: Thames and Hudson, 1989), 9.  
10

 See Gregory Kozlowski, ñPrivate Lives and Public Piety: Women and the Practice of Islam in Mughal India,ò 

Women in the Medieval Islamic World: Power, Patronage, and Piety, edited by Gavin R.G. Hambly (New York: St. 

Martinôs Press, 1998), 471-473.  
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significance because it shows how artists envisioned female beauty during the Shah Jahan 

period. The subject epitomizes youth, beauty, and fertility. The profile depiction of the womanôs 

delicate and flawless face forces a symmetrical reading. Ebba Koch, an expert on Mughal art, 

believes that the profile view is the best technique to create a perfect face.11 Her overall body has 

small breasts, a slim waist, and larger hips. Her most voluptuous parts are her buttocks, which 

are accentuated by the contours of her trousers. Like the yakshi figure of earlier Indian art, the 

Mughal woman has transparent clothing that unsuccessfully conceals her body.  

          The tapering of the Mughal womanôs lower body produces a triangular shape. Her thighs 

are big and her leg gets smaller and smaller toward her ankle. A comparison with an ancient 

Indian votive figure (Fig. 8) demonstrates how the lower half of the goddessôs body was 

accentuated to stress her reproductive abilities. The goddessô hips project outward and the small 

skirt that she wears helps calls attention to the triangular shape of her lower half. The 

iconography of the yaksi, the votive figure, and the Mughal women echo the association of 

fertility with the female form. Like Bhu Devi, the Mughal woman also holds a flower. The 

standing, flower holding woman appears to be a motif derived from earlier Indian iconography.  

     Ananda Coomaraswamy, the father of Indian art history, wrote in 1916: 
 
Rajput art creates a magic world where all men are heroic, all men are beautifu l, passionate, and 

shyéThis magic world is not unreal or fanciful but a world of imagination and eternity, visibly to all 

who do not refuse to see the transfiguring eyes of love.
12

 

 

The Muslim Mughals and Hindu Rajputs were rivals at times but their painting ateliers 

experienced major artistic exchanges. One Rajput painting with Mughal influences is 

Patamanjari Ragini (1640) (Fig. 9), a Bikaner painting. a painting that directly engages the 

                                                                 
11

 See Beach and Koch, King of the World, The Padshanama: An Imperial Mughal Manuscript from the Royal 

Library, Windsor Castle (London and Washington, D.C.: Azimuth Edit ions and Smithsonian Institution, 1997), 136.  
12

 Ananda Coomarwaswamy, Rajput Painting Vol. I (London and New York: Oxford University Press, 1916), 7.  
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viewer with the subject. The Virginia Museumôs page is from a Ragamala (ñgarland of ragasò), 

a series of musical modes (ragas) that express different moods.  Patamanjari Ragini is supposed 

to express the anguished mood of a woman separated from her beloved.13 Instead, the woman 

looks at the viewer with an intensity reserved for her lover. The viewer has no choice but to 

succumb to her gaze and admire her beauty, which is only enhanced by the luxurious fabrics and 

sparking jewelry.  

             Necklaces, bracelets, rings, and other accessories are just as important as clothing to a 

womanôs identity. Jewelry is a form of visual communication to show social and marital status. 

Alankara is a Sanksrit word for ornament that literally means ñto make sufficient or strengthen, 

to make adequate.ò14 A woman without any ornaments is not considered beautiful. 15  Lines from 

a sixteenth-century book, Kavi-priya (Poetôs Delight), by Keshavdas reiterates the important of 

jewelry to a womanôs overall appearance. 

                 A woman may be noble. She may have good features. She may have a nice complexion, 

                 be filled with love, be shapely. But without ornaments my friend, she is not beautiful. 
16

 

 

Indian women in paintings are never depicted completely naked, even while bathing or making 

love. In a Deccan painting, Krishna Swims with the Gopis (2008.22b) (Fig.10), twenty four 

plump women bathe without any clothes on. Each diverse woman is proud of her bodily features 

and she continues to wear necklaces and jewelry. In another painting, entitled Krishna and 

Radha Make Love (85.30) (Fig.11), Radha also wears her jewelry during a passionate dalliance. 

She has presumably cast aside her clothes but she maintains her bracelets and mang tikka, a hair 

ornament worn in the parting of the hair.  

                                                                 
13

 Dye (2001), 300-301. Molly Emma A itken presents a fascinating and convincing interpretation of the VMFAôs 

Patamanjari Ragini, The Intelligence of Tradition in Rajput Court Painting (New Haven and London: Yale 

University Press, 2010), 28-29.  
14

 Dehejia, The Body Adorned (New York, Columbia University Press, 2009), 24.  
15

 Molly Emma A itken, When Gold Blossoms: Indian Jewelry from the Susan L. Beningson Collection (London: 

Phillip Wilson Publishers, 2004), 9-10.  
16

 Vidya, óThe Body Adornedô (2009), 28.  
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IV.  Paintings as Visual References of Propriety  

 

            By examining subtle details in Indian paintings, the viewer sees the cultural norms 

between male and female interaction. Three paintings from the Virginia Museum help to 

illustrate codes of modesty and behavior for women. Chastity and protecting womenôs honor 

were among the priorities of royal Indian courts. 

           The Virginia Museum has a page from the Tutinama (Fig. 12), a Persian epic similar in 

format to the Arabian A Thousand and One Nights. King Jamasp Unites the Parrot and the Myna 

(68.846) illustrates the story told on the twenty-fifth night (out of fifty-two).17In the Tutinama, a 

womanôs husband departs on a journey and she is tempted to have an illicit affair with another 

man. The husbandôs clever parrot, the tuti, tells the wife a story every night to distract her from 

falling into temptation. The illustrated manuscript, commissioned during the reign of Akbar 

(1542-1605), the greatest Mughal emperor, was meant to provide a moral example for women to 

follow.  

          The Punjab Hills was a place in northern India ruled by the Rajputs. Pahari (meaning ñhillò 

or from the hillsò) painting was prevalent during the eighteenth-nineteenth centuries.  

Two Pahari paintings from the Virginia Museum show that men and women were separated in 

court gatherings. In the first example, an eighteenth-century painting from Guler entitled Krishna 

Slays King Shishupala (81.216) (Fig. 13), the viewerôs attention is not immediately drawn to the 

main action of the narrative. Instead, the viewerôs eyes see two women behind a transparent 

screen. They watch in awe as the Hindu god Krishna, identified by his iconographic blue skin, 

yellow clothes, and peacock crown, behead the evil King Shishupala with his discuss.18 In the 

surrounding male gathering, there are warriors with their shields, religious men with their 

                                                                 
17

 For more informat ion on the Tutinama page, see Dye óThe Art of Indiaô (2001), 220.  
18

 See Dye, óThe Art of Indiaô (2001), 343-344.  
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rectangular palm leaf scriptures, and other courtiers. There is only a single woman is in the 

audience and she was probably a courtesan. From at least the fifteenth to the nineteenth-century, 

respectable Muslim and Hindu women of the upper classes did not appear in the presence of 

strange men. The practice of seclusion, or pardah, was necessary to maintain the reputation of 

chastity among wealthy women.19 

           Another narrative from the life of Krishna shows men and women separated in a court 

gathering. Krishna and Balarama Enter the Arena to Wrestle Chanura and Mushtaka (68.8.85) 

(Fig. 14) is a page from a Bhagavata Purana series produced in Kangra in 1800.20 The painting 

shows Krishna and his brother Balarama challenging two wrestlers, Chanura and Mustaka, to a 

match. The wrestlers work for Kansa, an evil king of Mathura, who is seated on a wooden 

throne, reclining on a pillow. Women gather in groups and within architectural refuges. Groups 

of women peer from balcony windows and converse with each other. Unlike the women of the 

Guler painting, women are separated from men but not partitioned behind protective screens. 

Even though these are minor details in the Pahari paintings, I hypothesis that these social norms 

were reflected in court life in Guler and Kangra, two major painting centers in the Punjab Hills.  

 

V.  Conclusion 
 

          Eight paintings and two sculptures from the South Asian Collection at the Virginia 

Museum of Fine Arts show cultural continuities in the representation of the female form. Indian 

paintings from the sixteenth-nineteenth centuries show two main ideas. First, women in 

traditional paintings are always beautiful, youthful, and well-adorned women. Women in both 

                                                                 
19

 For more information on pardah and Rajput painting see, Molly Emma Aitken, ñPardah and Portrayal: Rajput 

Women as Subjects, Patrons, and Collectors,ò Artibus Asiae 62, no.2 (2002), 247-280.  See also Syed Mubin Zehra, 

Sexual and Gender Representations in Mughal India (New Delh i: Manak Publications 2010), 7-57. 
20

 Consult Dye, óThe Art o f Indiaô (2001), 351-352.  
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portraits and narratives are created according to Indian standards of idealization. Second, 

paintings reveal the correct modes of behavior for women. Women were expected to be faithful 

to their husbands and to guard their beauty and honor from the gazes of strangers. Court 

paintings are preliminary sources of pre-modern Indian women and open the window to more 

complex issues of female identity and gender relations in South Asia.  
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Fig. 1 

Yakshi  
Madhya Pradesh, Bharhut 

Ca. 100 BCE 
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Fig. 2 
Krishna and the Gopis 

Punjab Hills, Kangra 
Ca. 1790 

Opaque watercolor on paper 
Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, Richmond 
Friends of Indian Art and the Arthur and Margaret Glasgow Fund 

2006.10 
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Fig. 3 

Railing  
5th-Century 

Uttar or Madhya Pradesh 
Red Sandstone 
Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, Richmond 

82.113 
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Fig. 4 
Bhu Devi 

Tamil Nadu 
12th-Century CE 

Gray Granite 
Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, Richmond 
Nasli and Alice Heeramaneck Collection, Gift of Paul Mellon 

68.8.17 
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Fig. 5 
Vishnu with Bhu Devi and Shri 

Chola Period, 10th Century 
Cleveland Museum of Art  

1963.104.1-3 
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Fig. 6 
The Creation of the Universe: Vishnu and Lakshmi on Sesha, the Cosmic Servant 

Punjab Hills, Guler or Kangra 
1770-1775 

Opaque watercolor, gold, and silver on paper 
Virginia Museum of Fine Arts 
Friends of Indian Art and the Robert A. and Ruth Fisher Fund 

2007.23 
 

 
 


