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Seeing an English amateur painter at work, an Indian
gentleman asked: “Why; sir, are you doing that? Could
you not employ some Indian to do it for you better?”
Back when colonialism was respectable, and India was the
central jewel of the English Crown, most sahibs and
memsahibs took the view of the Indian gentleman: they

Indian Pain ting dlll'ing the BI’itiSh PCI’iOd 1 760"‘ 1 8 80 indulged 1n the luxury of hiring Indian arusts to do their
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Fpa Lo g This delightful book 1s devoted to those talented and
e W A obliging Indian painters who between 1760 and 1880
2 i E:a _ 4 painted joyous, glittering, sensuous works for Englishmen
§ Fw and other foreigners and, under their influence, for their
B AT own ruling class. Their pictures sparkle with intriguing
e =\ people and places, a unique record of a time when not all
s g | 0% was rapacity and duplicity but was, in the author’s words,
%‘ e “an unavoidable meeting between the East and West”

= & - Baffling, disturbing, comical or downright ludicrous,
= or accurate or nostalgic like old photographs, these works
- are uniformly splendid. Each is imbued with the for-
{15 eigner’s taste for the picturesque and the native’s penchant
3 for his own symbols and is done with his imaginative, in-
tuitive painterliness. They include portraits of fakirs,
af Mushim courtesans, portly Maharajas sitting 1n typically
baz British parlors, exouc Calcutta gardens, and a suff-upper-
| ,f lipped British couple aboard a rickety paddle-wheel boat.
5 3 A carapaced bull, adorned for a procession at a sacred
3 shrine—the creation of an artist recently introduced to
11 British aniline dyes—is resplendent in a happy clash of
: 1Y electric blue-green, raging yellow, crimson and gold. An-
137 other artist, having received no specific instructions, por-
: 2{ trayed Queen Victoria draped in royal ermine, sporting a
T plungy decolletage, her ears curled like seashells and her
S eyes turned into drooping foliage—a cross between an In-

_- Sy dian madonna and a French danseuse.
: i\ A brief introduction and a chronology help the

34 reader through paths of Indian history. The pictures, each
; accompanied by a particularly informative text, will elicit
- in us “almost as many responses as a trip to India,” the au-
X thor promises. They offer vivid insights to times and
places where there was, indeed, room for wonder.

192 pages
125 illustrations, 16 in color
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| had never before seen the countries of warm temper-
ature, nor the country of Hindustan. Immediately on
reaching them | beheld a new world. The grass was dif-
ferent, the trees different, the wild ammals of a different
sort, the birds of a different plumage, the manners and
customs of the wandering tribes of a different kind. 1 was
struck with astonishment, and indeed there was Room for

Wonder.

Memoirs of Babur, the First Mughal Emperor
(1526-1530), for the year 1504

Seeing an English amateur painter at work, an Indian
gentleman approached him, “Why, sir’ he asked, “are
you doing that? Could you not employ some Indian to do
it for you better?” Although many sahibs and memsahibs
painted their own pictures (and a few were extremely tal-
ented), most took the view of the Indian gentleman. This
exhibition and catalogue are devoted to the pictures they
commissioned, and to others made for Indians under their

influence.
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Foreword

British India was one of the grandest imperial experiments in world history. Long lasting, lucrative, intricately
complex, involving vast populations, and lingering in its after effects, it earned the British a mixed reputation
for compassion and toughness, efficiency and hopeless muddling-through. When colonialism was stll respect-
able, prior to World War II, most Englishmen took pride in the Indian Empire, boasting of 1t as the central
jewel of their crown. In a world that sees colonialism as wicked aggression, many of them now join the chorus
deploring it, although some simultaneously look back upon the Raj with longing nostalgia. As an American at
once Indophile and Anglophile, I try to see India’s British period as neither its proudest nor bleakest years, as
an unavoidable meeting between East and West. If, at umes, 1 am horrified by English rapacity and duplicity, |
also realize that many exceptional Englishmen loved India and Indians and served them devotedly. Philip

Woodruff in his excellent study The Men Who Ruled India: The Guardians ([New York, 1954|, p. 349) de-

scribes a significant change of attitude:
Soon after the Kaiser’s War, a brigand made himself famous throughout the United Provinces
and far into Behar and the Punjab. His name was Sultana Daku; he was so much feared that at
one time men in a lonely police-station would turn out and present arms when he went by. He
left few women unviolated and no man alive to give evidence against him in the villages he
nided. He was feared and hated; in the end, he was hunted down and caught by a policeman
whom everyone knew as Freddy Young. There was a play Sultana Daku, a favourite at fairs all
through Northern India, in which at first Freddy Young was the avenging hero and the crowd
heered when the villainous Sultana was brought to book. But as the play was repeated—it was

probably never printed—and as the memory of the real Sultana grew fainter, gradually year
by year the parts were reversed, unul Sultana was the hero, a gallant Robin Hood who be-

friended the poor and robbed the English, while Freddy Young became the comic villain, fat

and cowardly, continually calling for whisky.
Approaching the imperial colossus through one hundred or so pictures spanning not many Mmore years

might seem a ludicrous ambition, comparable to representing contemporary England by a few walls of paint-
ings from the Tate Gallery. We believe, however, that the miniatures and sketches assembled here offer vivid

insights to wondrous times. They sparkle with intriguing people and places. Perhaps because India IS SO geo-
graphically remote and so different from the West, she invariably has attracted people more intense and
curious than most voyagers. Through these pictures and accompanying words, we meet many of them, along

with Indian counterparts who are no less extraordinary.

13



While most of the pictures were made for Englishmen and other foreigners, all were painted by Indian
artists, circumstances that imbue them with both the foreigner’s open-eyed taste for the picturesque and the
native’s deeper understanding. Seeing them excites in us almost as many responses as a trip to India. Some are

ludicrously comical, others disturbing, baffling, or horrific. Many refresh us with their beauty.
To assist an American audience unfamiliar with the formidable convolutions of Indian history, we have

written a brief introduction, notes on each picture, and a chronology. Although some readers will want to
progress through all this page by page, the less systematic approach of letting one’s eyes lead the way, using the
Chronology as a framework to consult when necessary, might be more enjoyable.

Had it not been for Mildred and W. G. Archer, who had lived and worked in India under the Raj from
1931 to 1948, we might not have had the opportunity of seeing this material, for they were among the first to
recognize it as a meaningful and worthwile category of Indian painting. During their years of subsequent
service in England (she in the India Office Library, he in the Victoria and Albert Museum—institutions which
possessed large but previously unrecognized collections of such paintings), both kept lively eyes peeled in the

auction sale rooms and dealers’ establishments. They snapped up (for the proverbial “song” or 1n their case
duet) additional pictures for their institutions. While W. G. Archer acquired excellent examples for the “V &

A Mildred Archer’s discerning enthusiasm built up the India Office Library’s holding into the foremost col-

lection of pictures painted for the British in India during the years of the East India Company. Without many
generous loans from both organizations as well as from the Archer family, this exhibition would be far less

representative and appealing.

While gathering pictures, Mildred Archer also classified them by centers and produced a comprehensive
corpus of publications in her field. Solidly informative, attractively illustrated, her books and articles (see Bibli-
ography) are enlivened by enthusiasm and wit. Those who find this subject sumulating can look forward to the
pleasure of her writings, to which the present author is greatly indebted. Without the generous assistance and
encouragement of both Archers, | should not have dared venture into what I consider their territory. Fortu-
nately they are most hospitable doyens in this enchanted preserve, to which they not only welcomed me but
also provided maps, letters of advice, frequent personal tours, and an assortment of guide books. If, not with-
standing all these, | got lost, | am wholly to blame.

Others who have helped in this rewarding exploration are: in this country, Wilder Green, Allen Ward-
well, Porter McCray, Richard Lanier, Jane Tai, Sarah Bradley, Annemarie Schimmel, John Rosenfield, Pra-
mod Chandra, R. A. Howard, Jane Watts, Marjorie Cohn, Wheeler Thackston, Brian Silver, Sheila Canby,
Jitendra Sinh of Wankaner, Terence Mclnerney, Doris Wiener, and Mildred Frost; in England, Joan Lancas-
ter, Robert Mackworth-Young, Robert Skelton, Betty Tyers, Laurence Impey, H. Clifford Maggs, Giles

Eyre, Niall Hobhouse, Pauline Rohatgi, and Toby Falk; and in India, Pranabranjan Ray.
' Stuart Cary Welch

14



Introduction

The British in India

Visitors in another man’s land, few Britishers went to India to stay. While there, they fared as best they could,
usually meaning in the closest approximation to English life, but with more amenities and servants (no. 22).
Any and all such consolations were desirable, if not essential. Living in India was hard on Europeans, who
suffered from loneliness in a land twenty times the size of Great Britain, with six hundred native states and 222
vernaculars as well as 14 major languages. It was also dangerous. Fear of illness and death was omnipresent, 1f
seldom mentioned. Poisonous snakes and insects might strike suddenly, in on€’s tent, or hiding in a boot. Unul
the days of modern medicines, every “griffin” (new arrival) paled or giggled nervously at stories of predeces-
sors in abundant good health who suddenly expired, moments after munching a bit of fruit or drinking a glass
of water. Reading the dates in Calcutta’s Park Street Cemetery, now a dense forest of eroded obelisks and
mausolea, underscores how many died within a season or two of coming out. Only the hardiest survived, proof
not only against the mort-de-chien (cholera) but against current European medical techniques, such as bleed-
ing, cupping, or drowning fevers with wine. Those too strong to die could look forward to gentler miseries:
the Biskra Button, Aleppo Evil, Multan Sore, or Delhi Boil.

Although tigers usually restricted their diets to villagers, the continuing wars did not. Well into the nine-
teenth century, these provided hair-raising challenges for brave young Englishmen, who might otherwise have
lived longer if drabber lives back home. The bitterest anti-colonials must grant the British their “pluck.” Com-
patriots were heartened by such heroes as Sargeant Strange of the Maratha Wars, who saved the life of an
officer, “but in the act was himself speared through the lungs....[When the officer| begged the serjeant to fall
in the rear,...he gallantly refused, and rode out the day. Caprain Sale and others afterwards saw him, when 1n
the hospital, blow out a candle from his lungs. The reader will be pleased to learn that the gallant serjeant
recovered.” (James Grant Duff, 4 History of the Mahrattas, ed. ]. P. Guha [Delhi, 1971], vol. 11, p. 473)

More discouraging than the horrors of disease and war were the minor but constant irritations. Brought
up in a comparatively cool, even climate, Britishers had to adjust to India’s extremes. Letters home repeated
such phrases as “too hot to sleep,” “perpetual sweat,” and complaints about “sickening, sour smell of the khas-
khas-tatti,” the grass screen of a thermantdote, kept damp to cool the air fanned through it. Only a few months
of the year provided “good English weather,” umes for English actuvites: picnics, cricket, riding to hounds,
flower and dog shows, and church fetes.

Why did they go? For trade? Out of curiosity and adventurousness? The move began during the late
sixteenth century, a period of mariime expansion. The Portuguese and Dutch had greatly profited from the
East Indian spice trade; and after the Briush had triumphed over the Spanish Armada in 1588, they further
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flexed their muscles by pushing eastwards. In 1600, Queen Elizabeth chartered the East India Company; and
by 1611 a trading factory had been established at Masulipatam to deal in texules. In 1640, the English acquired
a site at what is now Madras, and soon they built Fort St. George. In 1661, they were given Bombay, as part of
the dowry of Catherine of Braganza when she married King Charles II. Gradually, trading stations developed
into governments. In 1687, Madras was chartered as a Municipal Corporation, with a mayor's court; and by
1701, the English governor of Calcutta felt strong enough to prohibit the sailing of Mughal ships. Slowly and
somewhat haphazardly, the British who had come to India as merchants were becoming politically and militar-
ily more powerful than the Mughals, whose empire had been the mightiest in India since the sixteenth century.
By 1757, when Robert Clive defeated the weak Mughal governor of Bengal and set up a more cooperative one
in his place, the English had asserted their supremacy in one of the richest Mughal provinces.

Although the Mughals lingered as a nominal power until the last emperor, Bahadur Shah 1l (no. 52), was
exiled to Burma in the aftermath of the Mutiny of 1857, their political and military effectiveness had begun to
decline as early as the mid-seventeenth century. During the reign of Aurangzeb (1657-1707), their empire had
reached its peak of wealth and magnitude; but the emperor’s extreme Muslim orthodoxy, offensive to the large
and essentially Hindu population, along with his aggressive expansionist policy, had sorely weakened the Mug-
hals by the time of his death. Powerful and bitter rivals such as the Marathas gained strength during his reign.
These horsemen and warriors from Maharashtra, whose guerrilla tactics earned them the most powerful role
in the weakening Mughal territories, menaced much of northern India unul they were finally brought down
by the Britsh in 1818.

With the defear of the Marathas and domination over the Mughals, the British were well-nigh in control
of India by 1820. Under the governor-general in Calcutta, and with major centers at Madras, Bombay, Delhy,
and elsewhere, they had built up an effective civil service as well as powerful armies, composed largely of
Indian soldiers (sepoys) led by British officers. India, however, is bafflingly vast and her people mystfyingly
independent of spirit as well as confusingly varied. No sooner does a government sees in total command than
the tables are turned. Guileless and seemingly simple, the typical village Indian, who may not even know the
name of his ruler, will not tolerate being pushed too far. He is intuitively wise, hardy, and conservative; and n
the last analysis, the power rests 1n his hands.

After 1820, the British in India seemed in the position to tune the fine machine of their government. A
cadre of professional, excellently trained administrators, spreading from Calcutta to other cities and the hinter-
lands, increasingly exerted its authority. Much of the time, the sordid aspects of colonialism were tempered, or
even cast aside, by higher motives. A large proportion of the magistrates, collectors, and other civil servants
were truly devoted to India and Indians; and if major policies had rested in their hands, British Indian history
might well read very differently and more happily. Unfortunately, less inumately aware officials set the poli-
cies, which too often collided with Indian ways. Victorian missionary zeal, for instance, however noble 1ts
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