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Anchi Hoh:

Good afternoon again everyone.  Please take a seat.  All right, we’ve been looking forward to the art – the women in arts panel for the entire day already.  So --

Male Speaker:  

We’re still here. 

Anchi Hoh:

Yes, we’re still here.  

[laughter]

And, I know that our speakers have already prepared very nice presentations, so I would like to invite everybody to take a seat and we will proceed right away.  And, as I mentioned earlier before the break, at about five o’clock Dr. Allen Thrasher will give a guided tour of the book display in the Asian Reading Room.  Please do feel free to stay.  And he is a very knowledgeable scholar, so we all look forward to learning something from him about our collections.  Okay, without delay I would like to introduce Debra Diamond and -- to chair the next panel.  Debra.

Debra Diamond:
Thank you.  Thank you, Anchi, for setting this up.  And just as the last moderator of the day I wanted to thank the institutions and individuals who made this conference possible just one more time because it’s so great.  And they are the Library of Congress Asian Division, John Hopkins SAIS, Chris Van Hollen on behalf of Congress, and Rama and Arun Dava, Joyce and Ken Robbins, Ranvir and Adarsh Trehan and David Good on behalf of Tata.  So, thank you again.  

And I just want to speak really briefly to set up these two wonderful talks and to say that since the beginnings of the discipline of Indian art history in the 19th century the focus of art historians has been on architecture and art of the subcontinent in relation to dynastic identity and male rulers.  With that methodology or bias, depending on where you come from, the field has made extraordinary strides in terms of knowledge about the history of the subcontinent, but it’s also hit just total walls.  For example, if we think of the Chola Empire of Tamil Nadu in the 10th to 14th century, we really don’t know how the dynastic style emerged, what identities the dynastic styles represent, what was the relationship of center to periphery.  I mean these are huge questions in art history.  

If we turn to Rajput painting we don’t know really how did paintings function as tools of diplomacy?  How did powerful Rajput women -- we know now elite Rajput women were powerful from this morning’s talks -- how did elite powerful Rajput women engage with these tools of diplomacy?  How were they represented in those paintings, and how were representations of women understood?  So those are huge gaps.  And our two papers today address those.  I think, I could say, perhaps inspired by the advice of Deep Throat who said “follow the money” --

[laughter]

-- they are both about women as patrons.  And as you will see, they not only illuminate sort of art historical issues and specific moments in Indian art history but they really have far larger implications about how women of the subcontinent over time have both interacted with and shaped Indian culture.  So with that I introduce our first speaker, Molly Emma Aitken, then Padma Kaimal will speak, and then we’ll answer questions.  And I’m sure you’ll enjoy these great talks and we get gorgeous pictures to end the day with.  So come on up.

[applause]

Molly Emma Aitken:

Thank you to everyone who organized this conference and thank you to everyone who is still here because I know it gets increasingly difficult to be interested in anything at this point after so many fascinating talks.  But one’s brain begins to get tired, so I hope I can keep you interested.  At least the pictures are seductive.  

We’ve been looking today at women whose histories are exceptional and who therefore stand out from the historical record.  History tends to obscure women who make more conventional choices, but conventional women were not insignificant women.  They were, for one thing, often among the powerful shapers of the conventions they followed.  What I’m looking at today is something that’s really not a conundrum except to us as modern feminist scholars, but mainly that paintings acknowledge only one aspect of femininity.  

Maybe femininity is a fantasy that elite women bore little resemblance to that idea, that fantasy, but that elite women took part as patrons in shaping ideas of both masculinity and femininity in paintings.  Eyes dart everywhere with desire in Rajput painting.  Men and women catch each other’s eyes over walls, through windows, in mirrors and past curtains designed to keep the sexes apart.  Though men were sometimes treated as objects of desire in painting, women were far more often looked at in pictures.  In this mid-18th century picture in the Bundi style -- I’m not sure, I can’t point really to both pictures or I’m going to end up whirling around.  So in this mid-18th century picture in the Bundi style the hero and heroin catch each other’s eyes in the mirror, but it is the woman’s body that is centralized for the viewer’s delectation.  

At the Rajput courts in Rajasthan elite women were only to be seen by a select few men -- their husbands and immediate family members.  They lived in a walled and screened portion of the palace called the zenana and dealt with the outside primarily through eunuchs and female servants.  Paintings treat these obstacles to seeing as an exciting tease.  If we step back from the poetic narrative though another narrative, a reality, emerges about looking and being looked at.  The painters of Rajasthan’s Rajput courts represented men as distinct individuals and paintings often included men’s names in inscriptions.  Rajasthan’s women by contrast were only rarely named in paintings and never individualized, not even dancing women who were free to show themselves in public.  

My purpose in today’s talk is to consider the vision of women in Rajput painting, both as viewers and as subjects of viewing.  To this end I will present archival documentation on the women of the Rajput courts as subjects and as patrons.  I will focus on women at the Rajput courts in the Rajasthani region, probably none of you actually needs this map, but I’ll be mainly focusing on Jaipur and Mewar.  

We tend to assume that all women naturally incline towards what we would consider feminist choices, but in most of the world and through most of history women have generally not made those choices.  One thing I hope to do today is show that women were agents in their invisibility.  I want to suggest further that their invisibility was by no means necessarily a form of passivity.  Ultimately, I have a larger aim as well, which is to query the highly scripted vision of Rajput painting:  Who and what were shown in its idyllic world?  Who and what omitted?  Why and on whose terms?  

Some years ago I came across an 1891 inventory of the paintings in the Mewar royal stores and the inventory included a zenana category.  The category must have included paintings specifically set aside for Udaipur’s royal women -- the women in the zenana -- to use.  What a lucky opportunity to find out what elite women looked at.  We really didn’t know.   Were these religious scenes; Illustrations of love poetry?  No.  All 256 paintings were pictures of male rulers, most of them Mewar kings.  The portraits ran the gamut from formal pictures of a ruler standing or sitting to images of kings with musicians, shooting boar, looking at the moon, or smoking a hookah, as in this early 18th century picture of Maharana Sangram Singh.  The records seem to suggest that Mewar’s female elite exclusively favored pictures of men.  The conclusion was sufficiently strange that it led me to question the source, the inventory itself.  

The strikingly homogenous contents of the women’s file, all portraits of men, appeared to me to reflect the workings of a single organizing point of view, yet the zenana was infamously not a single harmonious administrative unit.  Queens maintained a separate staff and the ambitious among them vied for power.  Many favored strong, sometimes divisive ties to their natal states.  Each woman owned her own land, wealth and material goods.  It is difficult to imagine that these women shared a single store of portraits or submitted to a centrally imposed taste.  

The paintings in the zenana file were organized genealogically from the earliest to the most recent ruler.  This systematization tallied with general viewing practices for portraits were ordered by genealogy throughout the royal collection and there was even a file of portraits in the royal stores called “the genealogy file.” Clearly the zenana file did not encourage a specifically woman’s kind of access to the paintings it contained.  Given that the inventory was drawn up for the king I concluded that the zenana file probably comprised paintings that he and/or his officials had set aside for his wives, daughters and sisters to look at and that it reflected male expectations about how women should look at portraits, namely, as men did, primarily as records of the royal lineage.  

Fortunately, there is evidence for the kinds of paintings that women purchased for themselves.  A late 17th century Bikaner inventory as well as daily accounts and year-end summaries of 18th century painting expenditures at the Jaipur court include a number of references to women’s collecting practices.  It has been surmised that women favored different subjects than men, but this was not the case.  According to the documents elite women at Bikaner and Jaipur owned the same kinds of paintings that men owned, Ragamalas, Paramasas [spelled phonetically], Rasikapriyas, pictures of women, animals, fakirs.  Strikingly, like men, women also owned more portraits of men than of any other subject.  

In line with what we found in the Mewar inventory the Jaipur records document numerous instances when rulers gave their queens portraits of themselves, of their heirs and of past rulers.  In 1798, for instance, Maharaja Pratap Singh of Jaipur, here’s a portrait of him, gave one of his wives a series of six portraits, two of himself and four of his immediate predecessors.  The portraits again were ordered in a genealogical sequence.  As at Mewar it would seem the ruler expected his wife to view men’s portraits as dynastic records.  But portraits of kings and noblemen were not just given to women; Jaipur’s queens actively collected them.  

The queen to whom Maharaja Pratap Singh gave the genealogical series I just mentioned, also commissioned a series of her own in 1801 from the court artist Govardhan.  Apparently, she too valued portraits as genealogical records. In 1780 Maharani Chandravadt [spelled phonetically] bought a portrait of her husband painted by the court artist Govardhan.  And in 1778, Maharani Gandangi [spelled phonetically] purchased 10 paintings: one of her son, one of her husband, seven of her father-in-law, the previous ruler of Jaipur, and one picturing her three brothers from her natal state.  Among the 100 paintings she later presented to the treasury in 1804 were also a number of portraits of male rulers and nobility.  

While a few women commissioned a variety of painting subjects, others dealt solely with pictures of men.  None of the women in the zenana is said to have commissioned a portrait of herself.  Women were participating in their effacement from the pictorial record.  A brief look at how portraits were used at the Rajput courts helps us understand what women may have seen in portraits and it may also help us understand what was at stake in largely excluding women from portrayal.  Portraits were often used as historical documents.  As we’ve already seen, they were sometimes stored and given away in genealogical series.  Rajput history was an embellished form in genealogy and genealogies were vital political symbols of legitimacy.  

Artists presented portrait lineages to sovereigns on the days that they acceded to the throne and genealogical series were used to illustrate a kingdom’s past.  The British agent and historian, Colonel James Tod, who traveled to Mewar in the 19th -- early 19th century noted a portrait gallery where the Maharana recited his family history, pointing to each ruler in turn as he narrated is life and deeds.  Almost 80 years later Maharana Fateh Singh lent a chronologically ordered group of Mogul portraits to the late 19th century Mewar court historian Shiamuldos [spelled phonetically] as a resource for his four-volume history of Rajasthan.  

Portraits employed conventions that encouraged their use as historical documents.  Typically, they portrayed subjects in profile against a solid background of color, an efficient format for creating easily identifiable faces.  Portraits abstracted faces to the simplest lines and plains and could stylize features to a point that tended to resist individualization.  Nevertheless, portraits reliably identified male subjects through obviously distinctive features such as complexions, styles of facial hair, unusual lines of nose, heavy noses, heavy or angular chins.  These portraits were understood to be accurate.  

Tod writes for the portraits that he saw in the Maharana’s portrait gallery that they supposedly reproduced, I quote: “exact heights and every bodily peculiarity whether of complexion or form.”  A standardized profile fitted to each individual was repeated in portrait after nearly identical portrait so that a portrait became an iconic representation of its subject.  This is the face of Amar Singh II, a variety of portraits over a fairly long period showing how his face was pretty exactly repeated from painting to painting.  

Particularly insistent then was the repetition of king’s faces, which came to constitute their identities in the visual record, regardless of their accuracy.  Resemblance was not the essential feature of portraits, however.  What was essential was ultimately the association of faces with names.  Many portraits, like this one of a Jodhpur ruler, Maharaja Bhim Singh, their inscriptions identifying their subjects by name.  The repeated linking of portraits to names meant that a face could be identified even when the name was omitted.  It was through names that portrait     s constituted identities and through portraits that names acquired reality.  

Excuse me.  And I just put this -- I’ll skip over this actually, but I just put this up -- it’s the face of Maharana Pratap Singh and it was a face that was basically, nobody knew what he looked like, Maharana Pratap Singh I.  It was invented for him and it was reproduced so often that it really gained credence as, you know, his authentic portrait.  Indicative too is a late 18th century genealogical scroll from Mewar that illustrated historic moments tied to individual kings within an unbroken lineage of rulers.  Long lists of names unroll between narratives paralleled in the illustrations by rows of portraits, which I show here, each slightly different from the next.  

The portraits were not based on physical fact, but functioned like names to stand in for a ruler and guarantee and unbroken lineage.  It seems portraits gave an ontological solidity to names, while through names portraits became capable of standing in for their subjects, even when they were not based on fact.  Basically, a portrait substantiated a person’s place in the historical record.  

Portraits were often presented as gifts to recognize family ties and cement political allegiances.  Kings disseminated their own portraits in the dozens so that their public faces would be known almost everywhere within their circles of influence.  Portraits seem to have been a way to make a person symbolically present, literally to extend the gift of himself to his friends and allies.  It was this record and guarantee of the past, this diplomatic symbol from which women’s faces were excluded.  Neither textural nor pictorial genealogies included women.  And the pictures of women could be portrait-like in their framing conventions.  Women were not identified physically and were only very rarely identified by name.  I’ll come to a few of those exceptional cases at the end of the talk.    

In short then, as active participants in the Rajput pictorial tradition, elite women were promoting the representation of men in the visual record and at the same time that they were colluding in their elision from it.  As patrons and viewers, women shaped portrait conventions, but that shaping is not visible as a distinct force.  What might such shaping have looked like?  Many women would have collected portraits for partially sentimental reasons.  For one thing a popular image generally associated with a musical mode shows a woman painting her absent lover’s portrait to bring him close to mind.  Don’t know if you can see, but that’s a man’s picture that she’s drawing.  

When a heroine in a 16th century poem sees her lover in a portrait the immediacy of the image makes her feel, I quote, “as though he had caught her forearm.”  Many of the portraits women bought or gave away were of husbands, sons and other male family members.  So they were presumably motivated at least some of the time by personal feelings.  Yet Rajput portraits code for the viewer an unemotional, mostly very formal relationship with those they picture.  Rulers are haloed and are often, as in multi-figure portrait scenes, surrounded with respectful attendants and nobles who enjoin the viewer to regard the king with a similar respect.  Nobles appear without the emblems of rule, but no less formally.  Most of the elite are depicted in profile:  They bear no expressions, do not engage the viewer’s gaze, and do not encourage personal, intimate responses.  

Perhaps we are wrong to think of intimacy as informal.  In a love letter, which I shall discuss more later, a concubine addressed the king with an interminable list of his titles mingled with quite formal endearments.  She compared him to the moon, but so did court poets, and she called him Maharaja, Devaraja, Maharaja, without failing to omit a single of his 108 honorific shrieves [spelled phonetically].  She expressed her love in short with the words of a respectful subject.  The formality of portraiture may well have been considered an appropriate frame for passions that were constrained by the rituals of court life.  

The issue is not that women’s looking did not shape portrait conventions though, it is that personal relationships did not shape portraiture.  Portraiture was a formal medium and it was defined by formalities that were observed by men and women alike.  Women’s looking may not then have made a distinctive impact on portrait conventions, but the fact of women looking at men was an important theme in Rajput court culture.  

This 1760’s picture of a Mewar maharana in the zenana, I had the detail of this earlier, exemplifies a commonplace genre of kings surrounded by adoring women.  In such paintings women play in the king’s company, embrace him, gaze on him, and serve him.  They show him to be the object of their reverence and desires.  This genre of painting not only acknowledged a female presence of the court, it made that presence a powerful theme in the construction of the king’s authority.  

The compositional structuring of these paintings with a focal center was the simplest way to picture authority.  In royal assemblies nobles sat at fixed rank distances from the king at their center.  The king’s centrality showed him to be the source of order in the kingdom and of the power that his nobles exercised on his behalf.  Notice that this ruler, Maharana Jawan Singh, is centered three times in this circa 1830 painting of the court playing holy.  So I can’t really see it properly from here, but he’s the one with the halo.  

Pictures of beautiful women often centralize the heroine, but the center in these pictures was a locus of sexual power based on beauty and charm.  Rajput kings appropriated both kinds of powers when they had themselves portrayed with women all around them.  The king in this painting is represented three times around the central axis.  I like the echoing of the three times between this one and the earlier assembly scene.  And he’s surrounded with swarms of women in white, all notice with identical faces. 

The painting portrays the women as subjects expressing allegiance to their sovereign, but it understands that allegiance to be sexually infused.  One should understand desire in these paintings to be simultaneously an ideal poetic state and an actual realization of that state through the king’s personal charisma.  The king as a sexually seductive presence could become a problematic theme.  Artists had to take great care not to show the king as a passive object of desire and so the sexual dynamics of portraits that show the king as an object of female longing were meticulously scripted.  The balancing act could become tricky.  

In this Mewar painting Maharana Ari Singh, who ruled in the 1760’s, takes the role of the nayaka or hero of poetry.  The painting is one in a series that pictures the ruler embodying poetic types.  A text panel labels the woman “the willful heroine.” Like Radha, who often exchanged clothes with her beloved god Krishna, the heroine has succeeded in dressing the king in female garb.  Notice that he wears a sari blouse.  A certain equality is suggested by the central placement of both man and woman, however the artist has tempered the heroine’s subversive play by making her small, partly obscuring her with a column, and placing her respectfully to one side of the white cloth on which the king sits.  This is in contrast to pictures of Radha and Krishna exchanging clothes.  

I’ll give you an example from Kota (on the right) in which the game is designed to topple human and divine hierarchies and to wrest from the devotee heady and unprecedented power over the deity.  Radha in this mid-18th century Kota painting takes Krishna’s role as seducer.  As such she has the active dominant role.  She’s the one in blue playing the flute literally standing higher in the picture.  By contrast, Ari Singh’s beloved merely enacts a masquerade but does not disturb the established balances of power of male over female; king over subject.  

To render the female gaze rhetorically effective in these paintings, women had to be shown as generic ideals, thus women were rendered physically identical to one another and assigned the stereotypical roles of lover and servant.  They were pictured uniformly devoted and reverential, enticing but never imposing, and of course ideally beautiful.  Once married, a queen was always pictured in the style of her -- well, she’s not individually portrayed, but she would be forced to identify with images of women in the style of her husband’s, not her father’s, painters.  Women were not represented as individuals but as interchangeable components of a notional collectivity centered on the king.  Such paintings point by their very omissions to the less stable, more complex dynamics of real sexual relations of the court.  

Paintings of kings surrounded by women acknowledge the presence of an active female gaze at court.  They show royal power rhetorically augmented by the attention of women.  The practices of giving women royal portraits and of women buying royal portraits would have played into this rhetoric.  However there would have been a schism between on the one hand the idealized looking portrayed in pictures and implied by portrait practices, and on the other the actual relations that subsisted between the genders at court.  While women in paintings take a devoted and subordinate position to rulers historically many a queen or mistress used family ties or her position as the king’s favorite to exert considerable political power.  The willful heroine was not just a poetic conceit.  

That said, real women embraced the idealized femininity of court painting.  Among the paintings the Jaipur’s queens collected were illustrations of idealized women in provocative poses and as heroines of poetic verse and love scenes.  Majandjee [spelled phonetically], Makicharnijee [spelled phonetically], and Mararatorjee [spelled phonetically], for instance, all owned paintings of the baramasa, or the twelve months, a genre of poem which identified each month according to its influences on the moods of lovers.  

Similarly, Maharani Trandavachee [spelled phonetically] owned an illustrated Rasikapriya, a compilation of poems by the 16th century poet, Keshav Das, which, like twelve-month poetry, enumerates types of heroes and heroines and dwells in particular on the poetic conventions of female beauty.  The women in such poems are so idealized they almost dematerialize.  Keshav Das, for instance, transmutes the parts of his heroines’ bodies into metaphor, all language instead of substance.  Her teeth were as seeds of sweet pomegranate, her laughter bright as lightning, feet like lotuses, her neck and arms as jars, and belly as beetle leaf, as swans her gate and limbs that shown as burnished gold.  

The typical woman in Rajput painting was also highly stylized, as if transmuted from flesh into pure form.  She’s all line and surface, her gestures shaped by convention and her features often by literary metaphor, the long, lotus petal eye for instance.  The female collectors and patrons of these works were far more substantial.  They wielded political power based more on family, allies, wealth, savvy and seniority than on sexual influence over the king, though that too could be a source of power.  

At Jaipur the most powerful of our queen patrons was named Pundin [spelled phonetically], but like all elite women she was referred to almost exclusively by her family patronymic, in her case, Chondavit [spelled phonetically], thus she was the Chondavit Rani.  Manharani Chondavit was the fifth wife of the Jaipur ruler, Madhu Singh, and the mother of his sons and successors to the throne.  When Madhu Singh died these boys were still in their minority and the Maharani became Jaipur’s Queen Regent.  So finally I make my way to a female mover and shaker.  

Since the rani was never herself portrayed I have put up for contrast with her life story this fragment of a painting of the zenana that was made during her lifetime.  British historians write that the Chondavit Rani placed an elephant driver in the position of prime minister and a mere trooper at the head of the army.  Writing in the early and mid-19th century the British agents James Tod and J.C. Brooke turned to rumors to describe the queen’s reign.  Both understand her to have been a somewhat nefarious character.  

According to Tod the queen was, “of an ambitious and resolute character, but was degraded by her paramour, the elephant driver, whose elevation to prime minister,” Todd wrote, “disgusted the chief nobles.”  They revolted, driving the queen to hire the support of a mercenary Army.  Both Todd and Brook suggest that the queen may have poisoned her husband’s eldest son to free the throne for her own son, Pratap Singh.  More recent historians dismiss the queen on grounds of gender.  “A minority,” writes one scholar, “is a perilous time among a proud and intractable race like the Rajputs who cannot tolerate a woman’s rule.”  

There is little concretely known about the queen regent to counter such attitudes.  A mid-19th century Jaipur history of the kingdom written in Rajasthani has nothing to say about the queen at all.  The queen helped render herself anonymous to posterity.  Her husband before her and her sons, even during her regency, had their portraits made, stored in the treasury, and disseminated among supporters in considerable numbers, yet she herself did not enter her face in the pictorial record.  Instead, she collected and gave away portraits of the men around her embracing a genre that painted over her own role in the state’s history and command.  

In addition to portraits of Rajput kings and nobility the queen also collected paintings of Muslim emperors, a 40-page picture album of podjas [spelled phonetically], which she received from the royal stores in 1773, included portraits of a Tugluk emperor and of the Mogul emperors Jahangir, Aurangzeb, and Bahadur Shah.  
The Chondavit Rani was fully a participant in the political rituals of portraiture, but the image of power in her paintings was entirely male.  By contrast, the image of femininity she collected reflected none of her power.  In 1773, she received on one occasion two albums containing pictures of women and on another occasion 29 paintings.  In both cases, the paintings were all of women solely concerned with pleasure.  The heroines in these paintings sit on swings, become intoxicated with wine, stand amidst fields of flowers, ride boats, listen to music, and watch entertainments in the palace.  

Certainly women of the zenana would have enjoyed such activities.  Late 18th century records of the activities of Jaipur’s queens describe their trips to local gardens, boat riding, and shopping for clothes and jewels.  As we have seen, however, pleasure was by no means the sum or aim of a queen’s life, particularly not the life of a regent like the Chondavit Rani.  For the queen identification with a desirable woman of poems and paintings can only have been partial.  Tellingly, the heroines of her paintings were not identified as queens.  The records explicitly classify a number of them as Muslimanis or Muslim girls, sahibzadas [spelled phonetically] or young ladies, and kitranis [spelled phonetically] meaning Rajput girls or simply wealthy merchants’ daughters.  

These are the perfect romantic heroines, presumably elite, moneyed, beautiful and leisured, but without a clear purpose in life other than to luxuriate and pleasure.  They do not pretend to express anything of women’s lives outside the games of love.  It is unlikely that the queen regent expected to find herself in these paintings.  More likely she enjoyed the idea of these roles and perhaps took pleasure in adopting them occasionally, just as we all sometimes like to put on conventional poses.  

What is important to realize is that what we might be tempted to consider patriarchal images were not exclusively male constructions.  The maharani was an agent in the creation of such pictures.  If I may make a crude comparison it is rather like women’s taste today for the similarly non-individualized fantasies of femininity in ads and fashion magazines.  With her taste for paintings of women on display it is ironic that the Chondavit Rani is a presence for the art historian only as a pair of eyes, a patron and collector, not a subject of painting.  

During their lifetimes, elite women like the Chondavit Rani would have made themselves felt primarily through their eyes and influence.  Poets had respect for the power of a woman’s eye, for they describe beauties whose eyes like arrows spear male hearts.  I have already touched on representations of women’s looking in painting.  In practice, the eyes of women like the Chondavit Rani and her fellow queens would have imposed a more heterogeneous and complicated presence at the courts than the eyes of their counterparts in painting.  

Screened windows allowed women to watch men’s activities.  At Jaipur the Hawa Mahal is an iconic image of purdah with its looming wall of pierced, screened windows through which royal women could watch life in the city streets below.  Theirs were not powerless eyes.  The queens had influence to act on what they saw.  The king, of course, had free access to the zenana, but it is difficult to say how his subjects felt under the presence of so many unseen, but not impotent women’s eyes.  

The British appeared to have found the experience of negotiating with invisible queens profoundly discomforting.  According to one historian, a later queen regent at Jaipur pointedly used her invisibility to, I quote, “pursue a policy of non-cooperation with the British.”  The British retaliated by spreading vile rumors of sexual intrigue in the rani’s quarters, much like the rumors they spun about the Chondavit Rani.  

We don’t, unfortunately, know much about how the Rajput male aristocracy felt about the women, the gazes of the women in the zenana.  Presumably, they would have been more comfortable with the arrangement, but I have encountered one Indian aristocrat’s description of a zenana experience from the outside.  It’s a fairly recent account from 1931, which may explain the distinct sense it conveys of stunned passivity.  The speaker is the Nawab of Balrampur’s son.  And I quote him, he says, “We were sitting like idiots in chairs wondering how these women in purdah were going to see us when suddenly we saw this big carpet with holes in it coming towards us.  The carpet stopped about six feet away from us and we could see eyes at all those holes.  We didn’t know where to look, then after ten minutes or so the carpet went back.”  

[laughter]

In short, women’s eyes may have been a powerfully felt presence at court.  Invisibility was not necessarily impotence -- was not, in fact, impotence.  But how are we to understand women’s choices to remain invisible in painting?  Can we really speak of cultural norms being chosen?  Within courts, even across courts, Rajput paintings express an almost uniform idyllic point of view and in the absence of archival records one might assume that paintings developed under tight monarchal control.  

In fact, the records I have examined bring to light many people -- kings, nobles, artists, staff and the women of the zenana -- who helped nurture painting traditions.  At each court these people fostered a single, dominant style of painting.  They patronized the same themes, the same conventions, the same iconography over and over and over again.  Was this uniformity driven by a collective, unconscious agreement?  Was there ever resistance to this uniformity?  

A few rare inscriptions, to which I’ve already alluded, assigned names to generic female faces in paintings.  Here, for example, the woman is labeled in the inscription “Chadrupse” [spelled phonetically], [sneezes] excuse me, she was a dancer beloved of the king.  So a name was possible even if the picturing of individuality was not.  She is -- the face here is identical to all of the female faces in Jaipur painting.  At the Gwalior Court in the Jammu/Kashmir region, and I think actually the situation in the Vidarbha region is quite different from in Rajasthan, but still several paintings are identified in inscriptions as pictures of the king’s wife shown here, though she is not named or individualized.  

In these, she portrayed herself as a political, rather than a sexual power, placing herself at the center of a subservient crowd, much as male rulers did.  Though anonymity in painting was a norm for women it was clearly not a strict rule, which means that at some level for everyone else anonymity was chosen.  Several women also seem to have massaged pictorial conventions to suggest greater equality and intimacy between the sexes.  

This letter -- which I referred to earlier, to the Jaipur Maharaja Man Singh, which I found at the Rajasthan state archives in Bikaner -- opens with countless praises to the king who is “of  unequal beauty, his face filled with every virtue dearest, clear as the water of the Ganges, the foundation of the soul, the happiness of the world, the very flavor of the lover’s bed, and the emperor of the Hindus.”  The writer does not give her name, but she is pictured in this intimate scene painted at the top of the letter.  She may be a queen or a courtesan.  A small child appears at her side, suggesting that she and the king have a child together.  

Though intended to represent an individual, the woman’s face is the face shared by the hundreds of nameless women in Jaipur painting -- like these.  Matched to epistolary voice and herself, however, that face becomes the face of a real person.  Though generic in its contours the image would have served to conjure the writer’s features to the king’s mind.  The image balances the formality of the letter with an unusual, if subtle, measure of warmth.  On the one hand Man Singh is haloed, placed closer to center, and rendered quite a bit larger than the woman.  On the other hand, the two share liquor from a single glass, sit on one carpet, and share a single pillow.  Their bodies overlap and they wear an identical green fabric printed with gold.  Hierarchy is somewhat downplayed.  

The artist would have prepared this painting specifically for the letter writer.  Perhaps the woman herself was the artist since the elite were trained in painting.  Thus, it seems possible that the woman was pointedly having herself depicted as a self-sufficient presence facing an engaging rather than entirely submitting to her royal beloved.  A similar painting from Udaipur depicts a ruler sitting with a woman who is also entirely generic in appearance.  Nevertheless, an inscription on the back of the painting names her “the courtesan Shantidas” [spelled phonetically].  

Like the painting on the love letter this image also tends to downplay the hierarchical relationship between the king and his courtesan.  The lovers sit across from one another on a shared swinging bed and the center of the painting is seated not to him but to their interaction, the pan , which he lovingly hands her.  Their eyes are locked in a mutual gaze.  Again, one wonders if the painting was composed for the woman.  The artist named Nialalotor [spelled phonetically] is not known to have been attached to the king’s service.  It is possible he worked for Shantidas.  

Pictures of women associated with individuals, like the picture on the courtesan’s letter were probably made mostly to be exchanged in semi-private or personal circumstances, not to be circulated as public documents.  Still they suggest a certain willingness to stretch the implicit rules of portrayal.  By expressing a degree of agency they do not indicate anything like a feminist resistance but they reflect back on the vast majority of women like the Chondavit Rani who did not try to push the bounds of convention.  Evidentially, such women could have, but chose not to circumscribe the norms.  

Women are only one example, however, of what Rajput paintings omitted in their portrayals of idyllic realms ruled by perfect kings.  As we have seen the elite women of the Rajput courts were not entered into the official record in an official capacity, however, neither men nor women were pictured in an unofficial capacity.  Was an unofficial capacity even conceptually possible?  Did contrary points of view exist that could not or would not be shown?  

I would like to end with a violent and disturbing image, probably by the artist Govardhan that seems to poke an ugly hole in the exquisite surfaces of the Rajput painting tradition.  Two women who appear to be maids are being flogged.  Standing in the background are four women, at least three of them richly dressed, who look on with pleasure.  Most remarkable are the range of expressions on the women’s faces.  The painter has largely abandoned the decorous profiles preferred by stylistic convention to picture most of the women with their heads turned forward.  He has also abandoned the bland serenity of the typical female face. These women are no figures of court style.  The artist has distorted, indeed marred their faces with variously anguished, taunting, and malicious expressions.  The maid with the whip bites her lip and furrows her brow in concentration.  Her victim cries out letting her tongue and teeth show and the wealthy women in the back laugh mockingly with open toothy mouths.  One lingers on the details because they are so astonishingly unusual in the Rajput tradition.  By contrast, the quiescent expressionless faces preferred in nearly every Rajput painting seemed necessary attributes of beauty.  In this painting expression is grotesque. This is a scene from a zenana and the hand appears to be court trained.  The artist has countermanded the conventional vision of the elite femininity to express the potential for violence in the zenana.  The queen seemed to be the more villainous party here suggesting a reversal of sympathies rarely to be found in Rajput painting.  One wonders why this scene was painted and for whom.  Was it simply a cruel caricature of court life?  A red curtain is drawn over most of the back arcade and one of the women, looking out from behind it pulls the red cloth to her breast, as if in partial concealment.  It is tempting to read a sly comment in the curtain on the concealing walls and cloths of the zenana.  Instead of beauty here those cloths conceal ugliness and viciousness.  An over reading perhaps but the artist has in effect pulled the zenana curtain open on something surely never meant to be seen.  My point here is not that this is somehow the more authentic vision of the zenana, this is probably a caricature of some sort, but the idealization serves a lot of purposes and it may have served female purposes as well.  Thank you very much.  

[applause]

Anchi Ho:

I start hating this role of being general moderator.  I really hate cutting short our discussions.  We’ve been thanking the organizers, co-sponsors the whole day, but I think we really need to give special thanks to our fabulous speakers and our wonderful audience and it indeed has been a whole-day intellectual feast to me.  It’s very enlightening.  We’ve learned about women in India society, in art history, in political aspects and I hope that even though the symposium is going to conclude, but I hope we continue to have more intellectual dialogue.  And I do want to encourage you to participate in the tour in the [Asian] Reading Room.  

And I also want to let you know that in addition to the nice collections we have, we also have a Florence Tan Moeson Fellowship and that’s sort of an incentive award to encourage scholars and students to come to do research in our reading room using our collections, so please do consider applying.  I know you’re all great scholars; this small money may not be very, you know, important to you, but please let your graduate students know.  So again, I want to thank everybody for this wonderful and successful symposium.  Thank you again.  Thanks for coming.

[applause]

[end of transcript]

