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he seventeenth century rectangular hanging created in Coromandel coast

that reached the museum of France is a significant example of kalamkari. It is
preserved in the French city of Mulhouse at the Musée de l'impression sur étoffes
de Mulhouse.' This hand painted kalamkari is decorated with vibrant colours and
bold line work with an amazing composition.” Most fascinating design of the
hanging illustrates centre medallion, hybrid bird, animal, lots of vegetation and
architectural patterns. The design and composition of this kalamkari pose some
questions like, its functional uses,” who the artists were, who designed it, from
where they took inspiration, who were the patrons, where it was created, was the
creation centre different from the export centre, how it reached France, etc. Here is
an attempt to understand the design, composition, its concept, its philosophy and
the artistic expression, but before that, a quick look of the Mulhouse kalamkari.

The Mulhouse kalamkari is an amazing work of art having attractive design,
unusual size and interesting composition (Fig.1). The centre medallion is in oval shape,
which is full of vegetation pattern with projected pointed floral end on two sides. It is
within the square frame, which illustrates lot of vegetation almost like a forest with
various hybrids, mythical birds and animals in between. Row of narrow and broad
borders depicts small flower buties, foliage pattern arranged in architectural panels,
corner floral motifs, rock with flower-pattern, big size flower motifs of different types
along with butterflies on two sides. Finally, the narrow plain red border balances the
entire composition very welland makesit very attractive. Itappears that artisthas taken
inspiration from Mughal monuments of Northern India for designing the floral border
and its architectural panel type arrangement.” Depiction of hybrid birds and animals,
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Fig.1 : Hand painted and printed canopy/hanging, 17" century, South India
Mulhouse at the Musée de I'impression sur étoffes de Mulhouse, France

where figures are made with different animal figurine, remind the concept of
'Navgunjar'. Subject Navgunjar' is often portrayed in the traditional paintings of
eastern, southern and western India. Artistic depiction is found in the paintings of
sixteenth century onwards and became very popular by the eighteenth century.” The
Epic Mahabharata mentions that 'Navagunjar' is a creature composed of nine different
animals. This kalamkari opens several aspects to be looked upon in detail as mentioned
above; however, here is an attempt to look at the centre medallion in detail, its concept,
style, variations and that too, in the context of three small hand painted tray coverings
housed in the National Museum (NM) collection. There are some similarities and some
differences in the NM coverings and Mulhouse kalamkari. This will be discussed
further, but firstlet us getintroduced to the NM's tray coverings.
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Beautifully painted three small coverings (Figs.2, 3, 4) illustrate the
attractive floral composition that belongs to the last quarter of 19" century.’ The
size of all the three rectangular coverings with cotton-base are the same.’ The
centre design on all the three has been composed in such a way that these
coverings can be used from any side, which indicates that these could be tray
covers. On the other hand, the usual coverlets are square in size and the main
pattern remains on one side only.’ All the three coverings have similar colour
palette, design and composition. Colours used for decorating these coverings
are mainly red, black and green with black colour outline on the off-white
background. The composition of covering illustrates floral patterned circular
medallion in centre, which dominates the pattern and covers a large space.
Konia (corner) motifs and interesting elongated six floral plants have been
placed in between the centre. All the four konia motifs and tip of six floral plants
leads to the centre medallion (Fig.5). Design of this elongated floral plant starts

from small rock. Such depiction is common in tree of life compositions, where
three pineapple fruits are placed on the top, flowers/leaves in the middle and a

Fig.2 : Tray cover, last quarter of 18" cen, South , cotton, hand paind_aJ{d_ printed
National Museum, New Delhi, Acc.no. 48.7/47
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Fig.3 : Tray cover, last quarter of 18" century, South India, cotton, hand painted and printed
National Museum, New Delhi, Acc.no. 48.7 /55
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Fig.4 : Tray cover, last quarter of 18" century, South India, cotton, hand painted and printed
National Museum, New Delhi, Acc.no. 60.327
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Fig.5 : Detail of NM's tray cover illustrating four konia motifs and tip of six floral plants leading to centre medallion
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pair of birds, looking downwards, at the lowest portion. Such elongated floral
design gives the impression of floral motif from distance, although it's a
combination of fruits, flower/leaf and birds. An interesting feature of
illustration of pineapple is found in Golconda kalamkari coverlets also. ‘An
ascetic holding the pineapple’ is very prominently painted in one of the NM's
coverlet.” Karnataka region is the prominent area for pineapple farming.
Although pineapples are grown in Tamilnadu and Kerala also, but Karnataka is
well known for quantity. Moreover, pineapple is a popular fruit, which is full of
notorious values. In kalamkaris these vegetation patterns are within rectangular
frame of double borders; broad foliage and narrow plain red, complement the
entire floral composition well in the limited colour palette and it gives the
perfect balance to the composition.

The big circular centre medallion in the coverings of NM is composed of
intermingling of floral creeper with birds and having projected pointed stylized
leaf motif on two horizontal sides (Fig.6). Attractive illustration of birds and
foliage in the centre medallion shows lots of movement and the way konia buta and
other plant pattern leads to centre buta represents the 'Nature' or the 'Symbol of
Life'. Such illustrations remind the ceiling decoration tradition of India, which are
often found from the beginning of Indian art history. This appears to be inspired
from nature and embedded with spirituality.

In fact, the depiction of nature is an integral part of Indian art and the
Indian artists have always taken inspiration from nature. They have carved or
painted the nature in three different forms, i.e. natural, symbolic and artistic.
Nature has been illustrated as decorative motifs independently since Harappan
times.” Later on, the flora-fauna designs became an integral part of decoration
while illustrating the main deity or any other subject. Depiction of foliage pattern
coming out from makar-mukh, dwarf and tree (concept of kalpa-vrikshas) were
common subjects on terracotta sealings and stone sculptures of Mauryan and
Shung periods.” Subsequently, many animals and birds became the vehicle of
several prominent Hindu, Buddhist and Jaina deities and some deities with
animal or bird face became an important part of the Hindu pantheon.”
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Fig.6 : Detail of NM's tray cover (Acc.no.60.327) illustrating centre medallion

In addition to artistic expression of different forms of nature in Indian art, it
also got the prominent place in discussion among Gods and saints as mentioned in
many ancient scriptures. The Epics, Puranas and most of the texts advocate that
man, who live in balanced harmony with nature, always leads to peace and
prosperity." Nature's role as a great teacher is also mentioned in ancient texts. In
Muahabharat, Lord Krishna advise Uddhava that 'man should learn from nature’'.
The 7" to 29" chapters of the 11" Skandha (Canto) of Srimad Bhagavatam came to be
known as the Uddhava Gita.” With all these philosophical aspects the 'nature’ got
embedded in the minds of the Indians and became an integral part of Indian art
right from the beginning.

The centre medallion of NM's coverings is full of life, depicting movement
of birds and foliage pattern. It appears that nature loving artisans were inspired
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for such executions from the ceiling decorations of Indian temples.” A railing from
Bharhut stupa (2™ century BCE) depicts lotus medallion surmounted with rows of
winged lion.” The best ceiling decorations can be noticed in the mural paintings of
Ajanta, especially in caves I & II, which have attractive and colourful compositions
done with fine line work. The designs portray the movement of birds, dwarf and
animal figures intermingled with foliage creepers. Both these caves date back to 2™
century BCE.” The paintings and the composition of south Indian temples have
many similarities with those of Ajanta. The famous scholar Dr. Rama Sivaram
from Tamilnadu observes that, 'the likeness sketching, modelling, delineation and
grouping of figures are freely used to draw parallels, to show continuity and
migration in the Deccan and south India'.” Both of them in their structural and
rock-cut temples reserved wall surfaces and ceilings for large scale schemes in
paintings. This tradition is well followed in temple ceiling decorations during the
period of Pallavas. The temples at Madurai and Kanchi also refer to the artist's
capability to reproduce movement and creation. Creativity was encouraged as
seen in the Pattinappalai (lines 45-50) and fully realized in the painted canopies of
the palaces. Tradition continued during the Chola, Vijayanagar and Nayaka
periods, where the ceilings of Brihadishvara temple at Tanjavur, Lepakshi temple
atKanchipuram and Tiruvalur temple are painted with beautiful colours.”

The centre medallion occupies the important place in the rectangular or
square composition of kalamkaris, which are made for different purposes.”
Medallion is usually round, as NM's tray coverings have. Sometimes these
medallions are oval in shape, like the one in canopy of Mulhouse museum (Fig.7)
or floor-spread housed in the museum of Holland.” The round medallion
composition is very common in many Indian textiles, viz. moon-shawl of
Kashmir” or the brocade chaukora odhani (square head-covering) of Banaras, Uttar
Pradesh,” etc. Kalamkaris of southern India® have both the varieties, round and
oval centre medallions.

By and large these medallions are filled with foliage patterns. Sometimes
birds are also intermingled with stylized flower patterns as in the case of NM's tray
coverings. Angels are depicted with floral creepers within the centre medallion of
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the floor-spread in the museum of Holland.* Such concept appears to be inspired

by the stone sculptures of ancient and medieval periods, where the roundel often
depicts floral-fauna pattern. Another interesting feature of medallion is to have
two projected floral pointed ends or tips. These projections could be on horizontal
base, like in NM's coverings, or vertical base, like in the floor-spread of Holland
museum.

The outer lines of these medallions remain plain like NM's coverings.
Another variety is the lobed composition, as in the case of coverlet of metropolitan
museum. One of the painted table-cover depicts two lobed oval shape central
medallions having pointed tip on horizontal facing. It also has corner segments
and floral border and is preserved in Textile Museum, Washington DC, USA.”
Prominently painted similar composition is also noticed in one of the coverlet
housed in Victoria and Albert Museum, London. This coverlet illustrates an oval
lobed central medallion, which has projected two ends on horizontal facing. It is
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prominently filled with cross type foliage design and double projected ends.”
Similar composition appears on the inner portion of the Bidari pandan (betel-box),
base of Kashkul (dervish's begging bowl) (Fig.8) or on the manuscript cover. The
sixteenth century Quran manuscript cover, having the seals of Shahjahan and
Aurangzeb, illustrates the lobed oval medallion.”

The composition of circular medallion along with konia pattern on corners
is very common in floor-spread of Gujarat, moon-shawl of Kashmir, zarzodi
embroidered carpets and so on.

The kind of variations in subject, designs found in different types of
artifacts and kalamkaris show the artistic skill of artists of the southern region. With
the bold line works and vibrant colours, kalamkaris of South India created a special
niche among the hand printed categories of Indian traditional textiles in the

Fig.8 : Back portion of kashkul, coco-de-mer, carved nut shell, il century, Deccan, National Museum
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seventeenth-eighteenth centuries. Golconda, the export centre, is designated to
most of these beautiful kalamkaris, although these were produced at different
centres like Sickinaikkenpat, Tanjore, Pulicat in Tamilnadu, Kalahasti,
Mauslipatam in Andhra Pradesh and Srikakulam district in the border of Odisha
and Andhra Pradesh. These hangings, curtains, canopies, floor-spreads and
coverlets were produced for domestic and export market. The nature-loving
Indian artists made many such kalamkaris, which were in great demand all over the
world. The medallions remain the centre of attraction in most of these kalamkaris
of Southern India.
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