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In Pusti Marg philosophy, the alaukika — a term denoting a state of being not belonging to the loka or
ordinary life — is the ultimate way of seeing the world through the grace of Krsna, it is a state of mind
that indicates ‘bliss, and acceptance by Krishna in his eternal lila (the alaukika state)'? Its opposite level of
perception is the laukika, that is the ordinary or profane way of life.

This paper presents an analysis of a painting titled Manorath of Sri Nathji (Fig.1) and argues that its visual
vocabulary has the power of transposing its vernacular audiences to the alaukika state.? The work, inscribed
to Udayram Bhagvandas, was executed in Nathdwara in the 1920s.* It depicts two devotees and two priests
next to the image of Sri Nathji, the primary icon of Pusti Marg. The painting epitomises a new genre — the
manorath genre — unique to the visual and devotional scene of Nathdwara and to the extended Pusti Marg
community.’ Through an iconographic and stylistic analysis of Fig. 1, this study argues that this work visually
and emotionally evokes the alaukika by manipulating time and space through an engaging juxtaposition of
styles, a combination that has the ability to transfer both subjects and Pusti Marg viewers to the chronotope
of the lila of Krsna, that is the ultimate way in which a true devotee is supposed to perceive life.

REAPPRAISING ‘LATE' NATHDWARA PAINTING

Nathdwara is a renowned pilgrimage centre founded in 1672 near Udaipur, in Rajasthan, to host the stone
image of Sri Nathji. It became an influential centre of the arts with a prominent school of painting that
started with the foundation of the temple itself.® Many studies on this school concentrate on the traditional
paintings executed during the period of its major flourishing in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
These ‘early’ works include murals, miniature paintings, and the renowned temple hangings named pichvais
(commonly spelled pichhwais). This devotional corpus is supposed to exemplify the ‘Nathdwara school’’

The present essay concentrates on an image that substantially breaks from the aforementioned
classification. Fig. 1 was executed in a second period of flourishing of the arts at Nathdwara, a period that
spans from the end of the nineteenth to the mid-twentieth centuries and coincides with the ascendancy
of an influential patron and priest, Tilkayat Govardhanlal (1862-1934), the head of the Sri Nathji temple
from 1876 and a pivotal figure in this renewed artistic prosperity. This late Nathdwara period, dominated by
‘neo-traditionalist® experimentation, has been marginalised by research because of a biased framework of
analysis permeated by notions of artistic purity.

In the early and mid-twentieth century, the production of traditional miniature paintings and pichvais
was complemented by modern technologies and techniques, like photography and painted photography,?®
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Figure 1: Manorath of Sri Nathji by Udayram Bhagvandas. Opaque watercolour and pasted gelatin silver print on paper,
61x 50.8 cm, Nathdwara, Rajasthan, c. 1920s. Anil Relia Collection, Ahmedabad. Photo courtesy of Anil Relia.

chromolithography,* and collage works." This constellation of artefacts enriched Nathdwara devotional arts
with new styles, iconographies, and layers of meaning. These experimental works are particularly interesting
for their differing degrees of manipulation and adaptation of colonial art practices. It is precisely for their
eclectic — that s, not purely traditional — appearance that late Nathdwara works, as exemplified in Fig. 1, have
beenneglected by scholars, who dismissed them as “hybrid” or “corrupt” because they incorporated elements
drawn from European art’* It is, therefore, important to emphasise that this corpus of marginalised works
was instead very significant not only for vernacular audiences but also for the development of painting in
the subcontinent from the 1920s, as ‘the new Nathdvara aesthetic...rapidly conquered the whole of India’*

One of the reasons for this neglect is attributable to a biased approach against works that display
‘European’ — that is ‘corrupt’ — visual elements. This prejudiced view is rejected by this study which instead
proposes an emic or Pusti Margi point of view, rather than a reading based on western paradigms of
appreciation. Even though this exercise will be limited to a classic example of manorath painting (Fig. 1)
and, therefore, only representing a fragment of the visual experimentation of the time, the present study
provides an attempt to rectify the orientalist approach defined above.
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MANORATH PAINTING: THE MAKING OF A NEW GENRE

Manorath paintings are a new pictorial genre which entails the portrayal of Pusti Marg devotees near the
image of SriNathjt. It derives its denomination from the Sanskrit word manoratha which has been translated
as ‘heart’s joy’ and ‘innermost desire’* This signification conveys the idea that a manorath painting visually
depicts the devotees’ heart-felt wish to take darsan and attend special ceremonies sponsored by their
monetary contribution to the Nathdwara temple. In exchange, they will receive pusti or grace from Sri
Nathjl.

The painter of Manorath of Sri Nathji, Udayram Bhagvandas, in order to depict the moment of the
encounter with the deity, whether real or imaginary,” and evoke the alaukika state, manipulated time
and space of the illustration through a skillful juxtaposition of traditional visual elements — that is the
Nathdwara miniature painting style, iconography and composition — and modern vocabularies, such as
photographic realism and a local adaptation of Victorian pastoral landscapes.

Like in traditional miniature painting, the primary focus of Manorath of Sri Nathji remains the icon of
the god which is placed in the central position and whose importance is further emphasised by the adoption
of one-point perspective to lead the eye of the viewer towards the middle of the work. Also, the iconography
of Sri Nathji follows established formulas. The icon wears a flower garland and jewels, saffron colour jama
and turban, and a peacock feather ornament on its head. These adornments indicate the celebration of a
specific event, that is the commemoration of the birthday of Vitthalnath (1515-1585), one of the founders of
Pusti Marg. This festival occurs during the Hindu calendar month of margsirs (November/December) and
this iconographic specificity may indicate the occasion in which the commissioners of the painting visited
the temple. Furthermore, the portrayal of the two unidentified Pusti Marg priests follows the traditional
Nathdwara miniature painting style, including its mode of idealisation which comprises a limited use of
shading, a very fine black outline that defines their figure, and the full and three-quarter profiles.

The new iconographic component of Manorath of Sri Nathji is the portrayal of the devotees next to
Sri Nathji. The early Nathdwara school usually illustrated priests and special guests, such as the rulers of
neighbouring Rajput courts, in the presence of the god. This is not to say that devotees were totally absent
but, if present, their position remained marginal. In the manorath genre they are represented as patrons
and, therefore, their likeness becomes a predominant element in the composition. Another novelty of this
illustration lies in the photo-realistic representation of their portraits.

Photography was an important visual source at Nathdwara and entered its repertoire around the mid-
1870s.”® Its conventions provided Indian artists with more representational possibilities which were used in
different pictorial ways to create a variety of visual effects and artistic products. An example is the portrait
of Maharana Fateh Singh (Fig. 2) executed by a Nathdwara artist named Sukhdev and dated V.S. 1953 (1896
CE).” The face of the sitter is depicted with heavy shading to imitate the sepia colour of albumen prints,
and the overall composition is reminiscent of the conventions of studio photographs. The pose of the sitter
imitates a photographic perspective in the way in which the subject is sitting on the chair, and the props,
like the flower vases and the draped curtain, follow the arrangement of studio photography. It is also evident
that the painter did not abandon some important elements of traditional miniature painting which are still
discernible in the spatial perspective of the white terrace and staircase, and in the proportions of the body
of the maharana which do not match those of the setting, especially if compared to the balustrade in the
foreground.

The experimentation with photographic realism of Fig. 2 was further developed in Manorath of Sri Nathyjt.
In Fig. 1, the likeness of the two devotees was achieved by pasting to the surface of the painting a black-and-
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Figure 2: Portrait of Maharana Fateh Singh of Mewar (r. 1884-1930) by Sukhdev. Opaque watercolour and gold on paper,
31x 25 cm, Nathdwara, Rajasthan, 1896. Anil Relia Collection, Ahmedabad. Photo courtesy of Anil Relia.
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Figure 3: Detail of fig. 1.

white photograph of their face and by concealing the edges of the print with a thick layer of paint to blend
it with the composition. As evidenced in the detail of Fig. 3, skillfully arranged flowers appear around the
head of the devotee. The presence of a photograph is only perceptible with a very close inspection of the
work which reveals craquelure and pigment flaking around the print.
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Figure 4: Portrait of Tilkayat Govardhanlal (1862-1934), by unknown painter and photographer. Gelatin silver print and
black ink on paper, 63.5 x 50 cm, Nathdwara, Rajasthan, c. 1920. Aditya Ruia Collection, Mumbai. Photo courtesy of Aditya

Ruia.

The process of execution of Manorath of Sri Nathji can be inferred by an unfinished portrait representing
Tilkayat Govardhanlal.® In Fig. 4, a photograph of the bust of the priest is glued to a paper surface and a
sketch in black ink delineates the composition. It is reasonable to assume that the unknown artist would
have painted the surface of the work to conceal the edges of the photograph to render it imperceptible to
the eye and touch. Not only is Fig. 4 significant to understand the process of making manorath and other
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pictorial genres, it is also valuable to shed some new light on the intersections between painted photography
and traditional painting, questioning established terminology and setting fluid boundaries between the two
media.

At this point, one may ask whether Manorath of Sri Nathji can be considered a painting or a collage.
In Fig. 1, the artist utilised a technique similar to that of collage but the image can still be regarded as a
painting, that is a mixed-media painting in which the cut-out prints served as an aid to produce accurate
portraits and to achieve the desired photo-realistic style. A comparison with collage works from Nathdwara
produced in the 1930s further strengthens this assertion.” In fact, collages were made with the intention of
emphasising the stylistic and textural differences between media, whereas in Fig. 1 the artists concealed the
edges of the cut-out photographs to create an evenly painted surface, as evidenced in the detail of Fig. 3. It is
also worth mentioning that there are manoraths featuring portraits in the same photo-realistic style which
are entirely executed with pigments.*

The use of cut-out photographs or opaque watercolours for the portrayal of the devotees in manorath
painting depended on different variables. The taste of the commissioners and the amount of money they
were willing to spend would have determined the quality and the time employed for the execution of
the work. A painting in the Nathdwara traditional miniature painting style was expensive and could take
months to complete.” Manoraths created with the mixed-media technique had alower price and were faster
to produce. They responded to an expanded demand of devotional paintings due to the increasing number
of pilgrims visiting Nathdwara. In fact, the mixed-media process and the homogenous compositions of
manorath paintings suggest a semi-mechanical production. To execute the works more quickly, some of the
popular workshops in Nathdwara let their assistants prepare the background and portray familiar figures,
such as the priests next to the image of Sri Nathii; later on, the main artist would have added the likeness of
the devotees and finish the painting.*

EVOKING THE ALAUKIKA CHRONOTOPE

The other peculiar element of Manorath of Sri Nathjtis its idyllic and fantastic landscape which immediately
captures the viewer’s attention with its whimsical appearance. It includes multiple vanishing points, lush
vegetation, a palatial mansion facing a water pond, and a palace with a front garden embellished by a
fountain. This landscape derives from a local adaptation of Victorian pastoral backgrounds, which were
introduced in Nathdwara at the end of the nineteenth century. As explained by Ambalal,** the painters
considered such idyllic atmospheres to be suitable for the representation of mythological themes as they
associated the lush vegetation of these backgrounds with Vrindavan, a place to which they were emotionally
connected thanks to their devotion to Sri Nathji.** The devotee would immediately identify the location
with Vrindavan, the place where Krsna spent his childhood, which in turn recalls the alaukika state.

The visual and cognitive mechanism that recalls specific emotions leading to the alaukika state of
mind shares many parallels with the notion of ‘corpothetics’ or ‘sensory, corporeal aesthetics’* Pinney
suggests that this aesthetic practice which mobilises all the senses is an important element in Indian
visual culture and it is brought about by a peculiar visual agenda named the ‘extramundane’”® In Fig. 1, the
extramundane effect is determined by a number of elements, such as the play of different styles on a single
surface, the combination of intense colours, and the manipulation of time and space in the depiction of a
fantastic landscape. This effect appealed to Pusti Marg audiences who, while appreciating the realism of a
photographic likeness, were not interested in the documentary aspect of black-and-white photography. The
problem with this media, explains Pinney, derives from photography’s ‘technological constraint’ which only
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allowed the production of ‘images that were considered too small, flat, and colourless’*” Since the indexical
quality of black-and-white prints ‘was not as appealing to devotees, Nathdwara artists adopted a visual
language in tune with the expectations of vernacular audiences.”® The purpose of the painters in adopting a
composite style and in manipulating time and space was to engage with different levels of perception. This
visual translation of the alaukika state transferred the devotees/patrons to the mythological realm of the /ila
of Krsna and invited the beholder to partake in this transposition.

CONCLUSION

To conclude, during the time of Tilkayat Govardhanlal, Nathdwara became particularly famous for its neo-
traditionalist innovations. The encounter of miniature painting styles, compositions and techniques with
colonial art practices, especially photographic realism and Victorian landscapes, played a significant role
in the evolution of devotional arts. Manorath paintings were composite illustrations representative of this
experimentation. They held great appeal for vernacular audiences visiting Nathdwara because of their
ability to communicate with them on different levels of perception and, most importantly, to evoke the
alaukika. Commissioning one of these works meant that the devotees could carry home an object capable of
recalling, both visually and emotionally, their inner experience of the darsan of Sri Nathji at the Nathdwara
temple.
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The transliteration follows the Hindi standard system with a few exceptions, such as alaukika and
Vallabha (instead of alaukik and Vallabh), which adopt more common Sanskrit transcriptions. Geographical
names are kept in their anglicised spelling, like Nathdwara instead of Nathdvara.

NOTES

1. Pusti Marg is a krsnaite devotional sect founded at the beginning of the sixteenth century by the philosopher
Vallabha (1479-1531 CE) in the Braj region of northern India. Its primary icon, the stone image of Sri Nathiji installed
in the haveli temple at Nathdwara, is considered to be a svarip or ‘essential form’ of Krsna, who miraculously
manifested itself to Vallabha on Mount Govardhan in 1492 CE. For more information on Sri Nathji and its
manifestation on Mount Govardhan see Charlotte Vaudeville, ‘The Govardhan Myth in Northern India, Indo-
Iranian Journal, 22 (1980), pp. 1-45; for a scholarly introduction to Pusti Marg see Richard Barz, The Bhakti Sect of
Vallabhacarya (New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1992).

2. Peter Bennet, In Nanda Baba’s House: The Devotional Experience in Pushti Marg Temples’, in Divine Passions: The
Social Construction of Emotion in India, ed. by Owen M. Lynch (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), pp.
182-212 (p. 192). For more information on the alaukika, see also Barz, pp. 9-15; V.N. Misra and P.L. Sharma, ‘Loka’
in Kalatattvakosa: A Lexicon of Fundamental Concepts of the Indian Arts, Vol. I, Space and Time: Desa-Kala, ed. by
Bettina Baumer (New Delhi: Indira Gandhi National Centre for the Arts, 2003), pp. 119-155 (p. 122).
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Manorath of Sri Nathji is a painting from the Anil Relia Collection in Ahmedabad. It is also published in Shalvi
Agarvwal and Anil Relia, The Indian Portrait — VII: Trans-culturalisation of Lens and Brush Through Painted
Photograph (Ahmedabad: Archer, 2015), p. 103.

Very little is known about Udayram Bhagvandas. For a portrait dated to c. 1895 depicting a painter by the name
of Udayram (also Udairam) by the renowned Nathdwara artist Ghasiram (1869-1931), see Tryna Lyons, The Artists
of Nathadwara: The Practice of Painting in Rajasthan (Ahmedabad and Bloomington, Indiana: Mapin and Indiana
University Press, 2004), fig. 167. A painter by the same name appears years later, in c. 1920, in a group photograph
of the artists of Nathdwara (ibid., frontispiece).

My ongoing research suggests that there are two distinctive iconographies of manorath painting: one type
represents the devotees and Sri Nathij in fantastic landscapes (Fig. 1), and the other is set inside the temple of Sri
Nathjl. Some representative examples of the two categories are published in Amit Ambalal, Krishna as Shrinathji:
Rajasthani Paintings from Nathdvara (Ahmedabad: Mapin, 1995), p. 90; Kalyan Krishna and Kay Talwar, In adoration
of Krishna: Pichhwais of Shrinathji, Tapi Collection (Surat and Mumbai: Garden Silk Mills, 2007), pp. 92, 212 cat. 85;
Deepali Dewan, Embellished Reality: Indian Painted Photographs: Towards a Transcultural History of Photography
(Toronto: Royal Ontario Museum, 2012), p. 69 cat. 24; Gates of the Lord: The Tradition of Krishna Paintings, ed. by
Madhuvanti Ghose (Chicago: The Art Institute of Chicago, 2015), p. 163 cat. 107. For a chromolithographic example
see Christopher Pinney, Photos of the Gods: The Printed Image and Political Struggle in India (Oxford, New Delhi:
Oxford University Press, 2004), p. 97, fig. 73.

For the inception of Nathdwara painting see Amit Ambalal, ‘The Tilkayats as Patrons: History and Painting in
Nathdwara), in Gates of the Lord: The Tradition of Krishna Paintings, ed. by Madhuvanti Ghose (Chicago: The Art
Institute of Chicago, 2015), pp. 26-35 (p. 26).

Traditional works from Nathdwara — that is pichvais, murals and miniature paintings — have been analysed in
numerous monographs and catalogues, such as Robert Skelton, Rajasthani Temple Hangings of the Krishna Cult
fromthe Collection of Karl Mann (New York: The American Federation of Arts, 1973); Ambalal, Krishna as Shrinathji;
Lyons; Krishna and Talwar; Anil Relia, The Indian Portrait — II: Sacred Journey of Tilkayat Govardhanlalji (1862-1934),
Nathdwara (Ahmedabad: Archer, 2013); B.N. Goswamy and Karuna Goswamy, Wondrous Images: Krishna seen as
Shrinath-Ji - Pichhwais of Vallabha Sampradaya (Ahmedabad: Sarabhai Foundation, 2014); and Gates of the Lord.
The term ‘neo-traditionalist, employed by Pinney, Photos of the Gods, p. 92, refers to a ‘return to an earlier
representational style’ characterised by ‘a partial repudiation of perspectival techniques and the wider calculating
analytic of colonialism.

Dewan.

Pinney, Photos of the Gods, pp. 80-104.

Jain, pp. 70-93.

Lyons, p. 14.

Pinney, Photos of the Gods, p. 92. My ongoing research seeks to highlight the importance of manorath painting
for Pusti Marg audiences. Its significance is evidenced by the increasing number of artefacts constantly emerging
from public and private collections in India.

Monier Monier-Williams, Sanskrit-English Dictionary (New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1994), p. 785.

In an analysis of a manorath painting in the Royal Ontario Museum, Dewan, p. 69, suggests that the portrait of the
figure inside the temple of Sri Nathji may represent a deceased devotee.

See Relia, p. 23, for a painting on cloth dated c. 1875 representing a young Tilkayat Govardhanlal. This is one of the
earliest known Nathdwara works in which the likeness of the priest, his pose and the overall composition have
been copied from a photograph.

Sukhdev can be identified with Sukhdev Kishandas (1853-1925), an artist who acted as the direct or (mukhiya) of
the Sri Nathji temple painting department. Among his important commissions are a Bhagavata Purana project
and the murals of the Shodhan haveli in Ahmedabad published in Lyons, figs. 49-52. He is the author of a painting
titled ‘Manoratha of the Five Swarupas at Nathdwara’ which depicts an important celebration officiated at the
temple in 1908. This is published in Amit Ambalal, ‘Manoratha Paintings from Nathdwara), in Indian Painting:
Themes, Histories, Interpretations. Essays in Honour of B. N. Goswamy, ed. by Mahesh Sharma and Padma Kaimal
(Mumbai: Mapin, 2014), pp. 214-219 (pp. 216-217 and fig. 18.3). For Sukhdev’s portrait, see ibid., fig. 18.1.



286 Manorath of Sri Nathiji

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.

28.

Tilkayat Govardhanlal was one of the most popular subjects of Nathdwara painting. For some of his portraits, in
painting and photography, see Gates of the Lord, pp. 149-150 cats. 85-87; and Relia.

Collage was another common artefact produced and sold at Nathdwara. For three examples from the 1930s see
Jyotindra Jain, Indian Popular Culture: ‘The Conquest of the World as Picture’ (Kolkata: Apeejay Press, 2004), pp.
82-83 figs. 1-3. These images are also viewable online: <www.asianart.com/exhibitions/body_city/culture.html>
[accessed on 18 January 2017].

See for example the painting Manorath of Shrinathji on the Occasion of Dussehra by Ghasiram dated c. 1900
published in Relia, p. 65.

Personal communication with Amit Ambalal (February 2017). As an example of an ‘expensive work’ he pointed
out a very lavish and detailed painting in his collection, The Manoratha of Sanjhi, dated 1915. This is published in
Lyons, p. 117 figs. 109-110 and Ambealal, ‘Manoratha Paintings from Nathdwara), p. 218 fig. 18.6.

An important workshop operating in this manner was the one of Khubiram and Gopilal. See Lyons, p. 229.
Ambalal, Krishna as Shrinathji, p. 82.

For two images that adopt similar backgrounds see Ambalal, Krishna as Shrinathyji, p. 82.

Pinney, Photos of the Gods, pp. 19 and 193.

For the ‘extramundane’ see Pinney, Photos of the Gods, p. 191.

Christopher Pinney, ‘Mechanical Reproduction in India) in Art and Visual Culture in India, 1857-2007, ed. by Gayatri
Sinha (Mumbai: Marg, 2009), pp. 72-83 (p. 79).

Ibid., p. 79.



