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ABSTRACT 

Folk expression is one of the central aspects of human experience; it is the symbolic communication in almost all the 

rural settings of the pan world context. These folk expressions are generally attributed to the character of traditional 

representations of expressive culture. It bears specific cultural meaning and usually bound by conventions in forms 

and contents, styles and patterns as well as by their folkloric character. The folk artists of the Indian subcontinent 

have bound themselves within the limits of social and cultural milieu of their own community. This creates an art 

world, a complex set of social and cultural relationship among art producers, market mediators, art lovers and 

connoisseurs. Some external social and cultural factors, political and economic aspects as well as market forces, play 

the role of agents which directly or circuitously influence the entire system of art production. Keeping this 

background in mind the article may try to construct an ethnographic account of Madhubani folk painting from 

anthropological point of view. And it also tries to document different internal and external social and cultural factors 

that act upon this folk art form.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Behind every creation there is a psychic 

impulse i.e. a strong emotional urge which 

gives the persons an essential drive to express 

their profound experience which they gather 

from their tradition and world view. While 

conceiving, any form of art, artists hover 

around their deep experience. This 

overwhelming urge of realization is followed 

by the creative process which helps the artist 

to experience a unique satisfaction which may 

be similar with catharsis. In this sense the 

artwork itself is a direct reflection of artists‟ 

psychic canvas. Anthropologist, Alexander 

Alland, defines art as “...play with form 

producing some aesthetically successful 

transformation-representation”(Alland, 1977).
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For Alland, form is the style or rule of the art 

game. It has a culturally appropriate boundary 

or restriction on which the process of this kind 

of play may be designed in time and space. 

This is the schema of artistic expression. It is a 

distinctive patterning of elements appropriate 

in the culture. Since time immemorial art has 

been an inseparable part of human life. Upper 

Palaeolithic people decorate the cave walls 

with magnificent paintings; they also make 

ivory carvings, ivory figurines of Venus. 

These artworks were utilitarian in nature but 

all of them were aesthetically successful. After 

the advent of agriculture man became 

sedentarised. And at that period their depiction 

of art became folk-religious in nature. Folk art 

is such a form of art which is associated to 

common man. Folk art is related to a particular 

society, caste and religion (Agarwal, 2015).
2 



Folk expression, as a mode of symbolic 

communication or a communication through 

transformation and representation, is one of 

the central aspects of human experience in 

almost all the rural settings of the pan world 

context. In the case of Indian scenario too, it is 

not an exception; rather, it will not be a 

hyperbole if we claim that the Indian 

subcontinent is somewhat replete with 

immense varieties of folk expression. In both 

regional and temporal contexts, these 

variations are noticed. These folk expressions 

are generally attributed to the character of 

traditional representations of expressive 

culture; it bears specific cultural meaning and 

usually bound by conventions in forms and 

contents, styles and patterns as well as by their 

folkloric character. Folklore denotes oral 

narration, rituals, crafts, and other forms of 

vernacular expressive culture (Barbro, 2001).
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It is a term which encompasses a wide range 

of academic discourse. It is originally applied 

to the study of aspects of rural peasant culture; 

this term has been extended to refer other 

cultures and sub-cultures. The study of 

folklore embraces the examination of 

traditional knowledge, customs, oral and 

artistic traditions among any community or 

sector of the community united by some 

common factors, such as a common 

occupation, co-residence or a common 

language or ethnic identity (Charlotte, 1986).
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The term folk is used generally as the plural 

component, whose members share a 

traditional culture; whose social relations are 

characterized by strong cohesiveness; who 

prefer individual‟s life activities to involved in 

the group‟s activities; whose members usually 

interact with each other through face to face 

acquaintance. Conformity is maintained by 

mores, folkways, and other social norms (El-

Shamy, 1995).
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In most of the cases, these 

expressions find their way through different 

alleys of material cultural traits and that of 

various menti-factual elements or expressive 

cultures. Incidentally, it is better to say, 

expressive culture, particularly in the form of 

folk painting, folk music, myths and legends, 

folk games, folk theatres and plays, folk 

rhymes and riddles etc., is emphatically 

embedded in the ethos of the community in 

particular (Ben-Amos, 1972).
6
 Sometimes 

these are also bound by social and cultural 

categories like castes and creeds, sects, 

religious texts with great and little traditional 

elements, or by division of labour. 
 

The folk artists of the Indian subcontinent 

have bound themselves within the limits of 

social and cultural milieu of their own 

community which creates an art world, a 

complex set of social and cultural relationship 

among art producers, market mediators, art 

lovers and connoisseurs. Folk arts and folk 

artists have intermingled themselves within 

the boundary of art production which is again 

influenced by several social and cultural 

factors of their own community and beyond. 

Some external social and cultural factors, 

political and economic aspects as well as 

market forces, play the role of agents which 

directly or circuitously influence the entire 

system of art production. With the passage of 

time, these external factors have changed their 

own nature, and, more often than not, the 

nature of influences on folk art becomes 

changed too. This complex intertwining 

relation creates the basic fabric of an art 

world, which is altered with the process of 

contemporary market forces. Keeping this 

background in mind, I try to construct an 

ethnographic account of Madhubani folk 

painting from anthropological point of view 

and again I also try to through light on how 

different internal and external factors of 

society act upon this folk art form.  

THE BACKDROP 

Madhubani is historically known as Mithila. 

The land of Mithila has been a major factor in 

the development of Indian philosophy, since 

ancient times. This region is submontane in its 



northern portion; this plain is composed of a 

network of rivers, with in a bracket formed by 

the Mahananda in the East and the Gandaki in 

the West. The Himalayan range shines like a 

silver ridge in the North; and the Ganga marks 

its southern boundary (Thakur, 1981).
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Madhubani is a district in the northern part of 

Bihar, which has now become a market town. 

The traditional Madhubani artists now reside 

mainly in the village of Jitwarpur and perform 

their artistry with full passion and creativity. 

Other than Jitwarpur there are some villages, 

namely Khajauli village of Khajauli Block, 

Madhubani District, Ranti and Simri of 

Rajnagar Block, Madhubani District, and 

Nirmali of Nirmali Block, Supaul District may 

be mentioned. These villages can be 

considered as the breeding ground of 

Madhubani folk painting.  

Map of Madhubani District of north Bihar 

Source: Map data   C  2017 Google India 

 

Madhubani painting is a very old folk art 

tradition; the history of this folk genre is said 

to date back to the time of the Puranas, 

especially the Ramayana. Local story tells that 

King Janaka asked artists to capture his 

daughter, Sita‟s wedding to prince Rama. The 

artists decorated the walls and floors with 

paintings. Till today this tradition is carried 

out by the women folk. Traditionally these 

paintings were usually created on walls (Vitta 

Chitra) and floors (Aripana) of houses during 

festivals, ceremonies or special occasions. 

Madhubani painting is familial activity; it is 

again ritualistic in nature.  

This painting form was unknown to the 

outside world until the massive Bihar 

earthquake of 1934. In this year William G. 

Archer, the British colonial officer in 

Madhubani District, went there to inspect the 

gravity of devastation. He saw the house walls 

had been tumbled down; and during his 

inspection he salvaged the gorgeous fresco 

paintings on the newly exposed interior walls 

of houses. Then in 1949 to report this he wrote 

an article in the Indian art journal, Marg. Thus 

the world came to know about this fresco 

paintings. 

But after one and half decades, again, people 

of Madhubani had faced another severe 

disaster. In 1962, Vashkar Kulkarni, (an I.A.S. 

Officer) was deputed by the Govt. of India to 

survey the drought situation in the District of 

Madhubani of North Bihar and to provide 

relief to the distressed people of the locality. 

During his survey a new world of paintings 

was unfurled before his eyes that were hitherto 

unknown to the art connoisseurs of the world. 

The awe-inspiring sight of rows of paintings 

on the walls of houses captivated his 

imagination and at the same time awakened 

rays of hope about their emancipation from 

dire poverty and starvation due to drought. He 

instantly knew if these wall paintings be 

rendered on sheets of paper or canvas may 

become a commercially viable medium that 

can bring a permanent solution to their 

economic problem. An art-lover himself Mr. 

Kulkarni spared no means to convince the 

government to provide the local artists with 

material and monetary help. In the late 1960s, 

All India Handicrafts Board (AIHB) 

intervened into the problem; it encouraged a 

few upper caste women in villages around 

Madhubani town to transfer their ritual wall 

paintings to paper as an income generating 

project. Drawing on the region's rich visual 

cultural traditions, and their individual talents, 



several of these women turned out to be 

specialised artists. Four of them were soon 

representing India in different cultural fairs in 

Europe, Russia, and the USA. Immediately 

their national and international recognition 

prompted many other women of this region to 

take painting as their means of earning. 

Mr. Kulkarni identified 7 villages, where this 

traditional Madhubani folk art form was 

practised, these are Rati, Rashidpore Rajnagar 

(Simri), Jitwarpur, Nirmalli, Rahika and 

Khajauli. Among them Rati and Jitwarpur 

have earned a worldwide fame. Precisely, 

from that time a religious ritualistic folk art 

form started to shift towards commercially 

viable element for earning.   

THE CASTE  

Even six or seven decades ago from today, 

land was greatly valued in Jitwarpur, because 

at that time the village economy was 

predominantly agricultural. The lion‟s share of 

land holding was in the hands of the Brahmins 

and the Kayasthas. These two castes never 

deployed themselves in the manual parts of 

agricultural work; rather they employed the 

labours from other lower castes. Mainly the 

Dhanuks and the Malis were engaged in the 

profession of agricultural labourer. Although 

the Maithili Brahmins did not cultivate the 

land themselves previously, but recently they 

do not hesitate to do the manual parts of 

cultivation themselves. The agro-labourers 

were used to be remunerated in kind by 

installment or at a time annually. But in recent 

times the daily wage in cash is the prevalent 

mode of labour transaction in the village. Men 

and women work jointly for the subsistence of 

the family; and the work-load on the males is 

relatively higher than that on the females. 

Almost entire outdoor jobs are done by the 

males, whereas females are the sole 

responsible for household jobs.  

Before 1962 agriculture was the major 

productive factor of the village economy. The 

role of distribution of production was entirely 

controlled by the Bania caste. Virtually this 

Bania caste was the mediator of production in 

one hand and the market on the other. At that 

time the Banias were one of the richest castes 

in the village. Kumhars, the potters, are 

broadly related to the cultivators. The Goalas, 

milk men, are another important section of the 

society. Traditionally the Mali caste is 

floriculturist. They are specialized as flower 

gardeners and are often engaged with the 

temple authority to supply flowers for the 

purpose of worship in the temple. They also 

supply flowers to the Brahmin families for 

worship. The male members of the Mali caste 

are engaged in nurturing the plants and 

blooming flowers. The female members make 

flower garlands and flower ornaments for 

worship, marriage and other sacred ceremony. 

The female members of this caste are called 

Malin or Phulwali. Nowadays most of them 

are engaged in painting.  

PAINTING AS OCCUPATION – THE 

CHANGE 

In the recent past the Madhubani folk art 

tradition was not at all a point of interest to the 

art connoisseurs of the world. After 1962, 

gradually this painting form began to take a 

commercial look; and today it has become one 

of the most vital financial streams of the 

village economy. Near about 60% of the 

population of Jitwarpur are engaged in 

painting. Until painting became a 

commercially viable medium there was no 

such specialization in Madhubani painting, 

which was quite effective to enable the artist 

to become economically self-sufficient. In 

those old days painting was not at all a source 

of income; and the female folks being the 

Chitri (the primary artists) were not 

economically independent. As a result, they 

fell a prey to grave social exploitation by the 

male section of the society. But after the 

sixties the total scenario has become changed. 

The honour of the female section of the 



population has been restored. They are now 

treated as the Chitri, the principal painters and 

the male folks, on the other hand, have 

become their helper. Now, the women draw 

the basic design and the form of the painting, 

whereas the male population helps them in 

colour preparation and preparation of the 

painting medium. Sometimes the Chitris allow 

the helpers to fill up the drawing with colour. 

A vitally important thing is that the training 

institutes are directly controlled by the women 

folk. In these institutions the women are the 

sole authority and the male folks help them in 

rendering services in less important matters 

such as keeping accounts, maintaining 

attendance registers etc. 

Nowadays, since this painting has attained a 

worldwide market the scope of becoming a 

major sphere of trade has been enhanced. In 

Jitwarpur alone there are seven awarded 

Chitris, among them three are Presidential 

award winners, and four of them exhibited 

their paintings outside India (USA, France, 

Japan, England and Germany). It is true that 

the women folk have regained their social 

position and status but the loaves and fishes of 

the business are enjoyed by the men. The 

reason is quite obvious. The entire marketing 

process is under the clutches of the male folks. 

To find new markets, especially to carry 

paintings to foreign buyers at different tourist 

spots are some of the jobs that needs physical 

help of the male folks. Thus it has, in some 

way or other, brought the entire trade under 

the control of male members. Hence, though 

the female part is the author of the whole 

story, the nectar of the profession is enjoyed 

by the males at large. 

THE NURSERY OF ARTS AND ATRISTS 

Madhubani painting is completely a traditional 

familial affair. Just as a calyx covers the 

flower bud, so the family protects the arts and 

artists, initially. Family is the social matrix of 

arts and artists; similarly the home is the 

physical formative enclosure of the family. So, 

virtually, the abode has been protecting arts 

and artists from the outset. Since the 

childhood, the family members go through a 

proper socialization and gradually become 

full-fledged painters. The home and the family 

provide all sorts of help and privilege to the 

artists. This role of the family is one of the 

vital aspects in providing ample opportunities 

for the budding artists but physical aspect of a 

family is nonetheless very important. For the 

latter cases, the house type is an important and 

essential point of study. In this chapter I would 

like to put emphasis on this topic with special 

interest. I have observed that the house is not 

only a dwelling place but it is used as an art 

gallery also. The house walls are the initial 

display format of the Madhubani fresco 

painting. Not only that, the house provides a 

special workshop for painting. This workshop 

is an open and airy place and of course the 

most lighted part in the house. 

THE FAMILY 

Among the inhabitants of Jitwarpur, 

irrespective of caste and community the ghar 

indicates the smallest social unit which is 

composed of parents and unmarried children. 

The word ghar lexically means the house. It 

connotes both the biological family as well as 

the household. The next bigger unit, parents 

with married sons and their children, is also 

known as ghar; where the members take meal 

from the same hearth and live within a definite 

physical space of one or more than one room. 

Again the village folk frequently use the word 

Parivar for a biological family. Though the 

word is lexically similar to the English word 

family, they use the term very loosely for wife. 

The Ghar is the smallest unit of production 

and consumption in the village. The basic 

economy of the village is agriculture. But after 

1962 painting became another major financial 

inlay of the village economy. In allocating 

plots for cultivation each household is 

regarded as a unit, though it may consist of 



one or more nuclear families of the same 

lineage. Each household may get two or more 

plots but all the members of the household 

jointly work in all the plots. Such a family has 

a common fund of its own. Though males and 

females are both the earning members of the 

family, the purse is controlled by the male 

member and he is obviously the head of the 

family. The male members are mainly 

engaged in agriculture whereas the female 

members are engaged in painting. 

Traditionally painting was a female affair. The 

genealogical evidences show that primarily the 

male members were engaged in agriculture. 

Though in recent times the males have also 

adopted painting as a means of profession but 

still painting is just a secondary occupation to 

them. This family unit performs as the cradle 

for enculturing painting for the future painters. 

Here I represent two case studies in support of 

this aspect of the family.  

CASE: 1  

Sita Devi was born in the village Rati, which is 

famous for its painting tradition.  She is now 

79 years of age.  She belongs to the Maithil 

Brahmin family.  Since her childhood, she was 

brought up by her grandmother.  Fortunately, 

her grandmother was a skilled painter; 

naturally she had her influence on her 

granddaughter.  When Sita Devi was 7 or 8 

years old, her grandmother gave her company 

and training about the basic designs and forms 

of this particular craft.  The basic part of the 

training was to develop the power of 

observation.  To study the nature in detail and 

to find out the reflection of nature in painting 

which they consider the most vital aspects for 

becoming a successful painter.  Primarily this 

is what Sita Devi learned from her 

grandmother.  This schooling trained her eyes 

to peruse the details of a painting and to love 

painting very dearly. At the age of 17; she got 

married and came to her in-law‟s family.  Her 

mother-in-law was also an artist.  With her 

arrival in the in-law‟s family, the sole 

responsibilities of painting in the religious 

functions and rituals were laid on her.  This 

was because her mother-in-law was too old 

and invalid to perform the painting part of the 

family rituals and religious rites.  Thus Sita 

Devi acquired a high and important position in 

the family at a very young age.  And gradually, 

her fame as a skilled artist spread over the 

whole village. During the drought of sixties, 

when Mr. Kulkarni was happened to be there, 

discovered her potentiality and took her to 

Bombay to display her painting at the Jehangir 

Art Gallery.  This is how, the Madhubani 

painting came out from the veil of 

unacquaintance and earned a glamorous fame.  

After that Sita Devi went abroad with her 

paintings.  She visited Germany, the United 

States and Japan one after another with her 

exhibits of a peculiar oriental folk taste.  This 

brought her recognition all over the world as a 

Maithili painter.  In 1978 she was adorned with 

the prestigious Presidential Award and was 

honoured with the title of „Padmashri‟. 

CASE: 2 

Urmila Devi was born in a Dusad family at 

Rajmagar (Simri).  Since her childhood, she 

was brought up by her mother and 

grandmother.  Her grandmother was a skilled 

and famous tattoo painter.  When Urmila Devi 

was a teenager, her grandmother gave her the 

first lesson in tattoo painting.  The training was 

to grasp the basic methods in making designs 

and forms of this particular art tradition.  In her 

late teens, her grandmother died.  With the 

death of her grandmother the total 

responsibility of teaching the craft was laid on 

Urmila‟s mother.  Primarily, the method of 

tattooing the body was what Urmila learned 

from her grandmother, and then from her 

mother she developed the power of 

identification of motifs and themes. When 

Urmila Devi was 20 or 22 years old, she got 

married with Rambilas Paswan.  Then Urmila 

Devi started tattoo painting in Jitwarpur.  

Thanks to the rich collection of folk motifs her 

fame spread over the entire village. In 1991, a 

Japanese art connoisseur came to Jitwarpur as 

a researcher where he discovered Urmila 

Devi‟s rich collection of motifs and took her to 

Tokyo to exhibit her paintings.  In 1994 she 

also visited the United States as a 

representative of Indian folk artist in cultural 

exchange programme and took part in a 

workshop.  She was awarded by the 

honourable Governor of Bihar.  

It is apparent from the above-mentioned case 

studies that anonymous quality is being shifted 

from folk specialization to commercial 



specialization. In ritualistic folk painting, 

formerly the artists did not hold any important 

position. But with the commercial 

specialization the position of the artist has 

nonetheless found a place of importance. 

Nowadays every painting irrespective of the 

theme and form bears the name of the 

individual painter.  It clearly shows, the artists 

at present are very much eager to show their 

association with their creations. 

RITUALS AND PAINTINGS 

Virtually, in all societies, people experience 

the need to express their feelings and ideas in 

what we might call an artistic medium. As for 

example, we can cite that many American 

Indian communities used to perform rain 

dance or sun dance as a medium of expressing 

their emotion. The Indian sub-continent may 

also be a great example of the breeding ground 

of such rich traditional folk expression.  

By the term folk expression is meant a broad 

spectrum of any cultural projection which 

traces it course through behavioural 

mechanism. Folk painting is one of the most 

vital forms of ritualistic expression. Art is a 

part of life and in no way separated from it. If 

we follow closely the life style of a particular 

community, we can discover a profound 

impression of their philosophy of life that is 

projected in their rituals. And when painting, 

as the form of expression, is surfaced in the 

cultural sphere through ritualistic pattern, it 

becomes much more expressive and 

acceptable; and this is what actually happened 

in the case of Madhubani Painting. 

Primarily, Madhubani painting was related 

directly to rituals. Maithili Brahmin Lokchitri 

used to paint various thematic drawings in 

their Beha (marriage festival), Upnayan 

(Sacred-thread ceremony), Annadan (Rice-

giving ceremony) and other religious festivals. 

In various religious rites, painting is an 

essential ritualistic expression. If we try to 

classify the paintings according to their theme, 

it is easy to find out the relation between the 

paintings and the rituals. The following table 

shows the relation. 

MYTH AND PAINTING 

If we put a keen insight into the themes and 

the contents of the paintings, we find very 

close relations between myths and paintings in 

the one hand and castes and myths on the 

other.  In fact these relations are the basic 

components of the existing network among the 

three major vertices i.e. myth, caste and 

painting.  Truly speaking, Madhubani folk art 

is a symbolic and communicative medium 

which reflects certain kinds of social behavior 

or structural expression of the village society. 

The pictorial elements of Madhubani painting 

are closely related to the myth of great 

tradition and little tradition.  The upper caste 

Brahmins and other Jalchal castes adopt 

different myth core Hindu Puranas, 

specifically from the Ramayana and the 

Mahabharata.  Here another point is worth 

mentioning – the selected story cores from the 

mythical base are mostly related to the symbol 

of fertility cult.  Virtually the archetypal myth 

core here has been foregrounded by relatively 

later local fertility oriented folk motifs.  For 

example, the theme of Hori (the colour 

festival) is directly related to various fertility 

motifs.  In Kowbar decoration the elements of 

fertility cult are relatively common and easy to 

observe.  But in the paintings of Jalachal and 

Achhut the mythical orientations are somewhat 

different.  The elements are mostly adopted 

from the myths of the little tradition.  The 

themes are the images of Salhesh, love of 

Salhesh and Malin and the Kowbar.  The 

elements of these themes are taken from 

natural environment.  The use of soil, cow 

dung and black pigment are the remarkable 

features of that lower caste painting.  The 

systems of parochialisation and 

universalisation have altered the traditional 

theme and mythical orientation of Madhubani 



folk art.  The little traditional elements have 

been universalized and accepted to the great 

traditional mythical matrix and on the 

contrary, the great traditional element 

parochialised to the little tradition. The 

interrelation among caste, painting element 

(the symbolic expression) and thematic 

orientation of the element is expressed through 

ritualistic behavior or structural base of the 

society.  So it can be said in this respect that 

caste orientation and symbolic expression are 

the impulsive mode and the rituals are the 

functional more of the entire painting 

tradition. 

ETHOS OF MADHUBANI PAINTING -THE 

TRADITIONS    

In all the societies the aesthetic impulse finds 

expression in terms of standards of beauty laid 

down in the traditions of the people; where art 

is close to life, as it is in all fold societies.  It is 

not a mere decorative object but it bears the 

beliefs, norms, values and customs of the 

society.  No art is haphazard or chaotic.  It is 

the symbolic expression of the desire for 

sustenance of life, needs and human emotions.   

The art of a specific time period and of 

specific artist is marked off from another 

essentially by its style, form and content. It is 

what that actually happened in the case of 

Madhubani painting.  Madhubani folk art has 

a vast domain that comprises four distinct 

forms – Maithili, Godhna, Gobar and Tantra 

form.  Besides these forms the craft, named 

Sikki craft, is also a major component of 

Madhubani traditions. In Maithili painting the 

subject often is drawn from the Hindu epics 

and mythologies. For example, the Ramayana 

and the Mahabharata and the Krishnalila are 

depicted in the two dimensional painting 

format.   Gods and Goddesses like Kali, 

Lakshmi and a male deity with five faces and 

four hands, holding lotus in  two hands and 

chakra (the wheel) and conch-shell in the 

other two  (the mixed incarnation of Shiva and 

Vishnu?) draw special attention.  The figures 

in most cases, are drawn in profiles, though, 

there are frontal version too.  Generally the 

figures are linear in nature.  Interestingly, no 

figures in Tribhanga have been found by the 

recorder.  Colours are generally bright; use of 

red, orange, ultramarine blue, viridian green 

and chrome yellow is remarkable.  Raw 

pigments instead of mixed colours are more 

popular.  Often the canvas depicts a group of 

figures clad in bright colourful ghagra like 

apparels, singing and dancing in jubilation. 

The figures are often stylized with big eyes, 

emphasized nose, bold and sometimes 

disproportionately big lower arms and 

shortened lower limbs.  Women folk are 

generally seen in buoyant dupattas and 

anchals (veils) and with long locks around 

their ears.  They wear ornaments like bangles 

necklaces, earrings and waist bands.  The 

outlines of the figures are drawn in sharp lines 

often painted in black.  In Kowbar paintings 

one can identify the symbolic depiction of 

marriage and fertility rituals. There are images 

of pond filled with prin ka pat (the lotus 

leaves), birds, fishes and animals, the images 

of bride-groom, the sun, the moon and the 

Madandatt (the God of Love).  All the 

paintings are highly stylized and decorated 

with emphasized boundaries or borders which 

are painted with intricate designs of creepers 

or a series of triangles and spirals.  The empty 

space of the canvas is filled with decorative 

and functional motifs of floras, the leaf-

fringed trees and branches bowed with 

flowers.  One can often find tiny figures of 

cows, elephants, fishes and crows in the 

canvas.  So far as the drawing is concerned, 

the figures are less realistic, more stylized; 

sometimes they hover around the edge of 

being „stylized incarnation of abstract qualities 

of human psyche‟. 

In Godhna art tradition, things smell of being 

more pagan as is seen in most of the canvases.   

Animals like boars, tigers, horses, elephants; 

birds like peacocks, parrots and even an 



unknown bird called ajiv chirei (the unknown 

bird) can be seen.  The Salhesh Jivan myth of 

the little tradition recurs in some painting and 

the protagonist is seen in the bower of bliss 

while the Malins (fairies) fly around the 

garden on their wings.  Their intricate hair-

style, dresses with small buti work and 

distribution of space either with concentric 

quadrangles or concentric circles bring clearly 

its difference from Maithili form.  The 

Godhna paintings are often monochromous, 

though use of colour pigments in flat and 

opaque tones is also found.  Lacking in rich 

colour combination and pictorial details in 

comparison with the Maithili paintings the 

Godhna art is more simplified, more symbolic 

and in a sense repetitive. Here one can find 

more intricate line drawing often in black, 

brown and amber.  Often the canvas is 

primarily coated with a thin layer of water 

mixed with cow dung that reminds us of the 

Gobar tradition.  It may be a case of mutual 

give-and-take and intermixing of two different 

art traditions.  In its structural simplicity and 

symbolic overtone, it seems much closer to its 

primitive origin and lack of stylization seems 

to impart a characteristic style that keeps the 

Godhna tradition apart from other local art 

forms. 

The Gobar tradition is originally a bas-relief 

that seems to be more close to sculptural style. 

But in recent days it has been mixed with the 

Godhna traditions to evolve as a new art form.  

In this painting the canvas is treated with cow 

dung base or the pigments are mixed with cow 

dung to create a thick and opaque colour base; 

the motifs and features are often like Godhna 

tradition. In a canvas the motif of the Sun God 

centrally located and surrounded by motifs of 

birds and flowers demands special attention.  

The pigments used in the canvas are not at all 

loud and a student of art could even venture a 

guess that it was originally a primitive way of 

tempera. Simplified, but aesthetically rich in 

form the Gobar tradition is an example of 

Indian primitive painting at its height. 

In Tantra art form, things are more obscure 

and as these paintings aim at certain abstruse 

religions rituals, these paintings are 

aesthetically less convincing and more a thing 

of coterie appreciation.  The treatment, though 

often has the flavour of Madhubani style, the 

centrally located yantra often resembling a 

star, or a pentagonal or a circle and at times a 

multi-petal lotus that symbolizes the blooming 

consciousness.  Though recently the Tantra 

paintings are gaining grounds in the market, 

yet its appeal as a painting is less in 

comparison with the other local art forms. 

Among the four art traditions Maithili seems 

to be the richest and most popular.  The use of 

bright colours and its close association to a 

story line have made this painting close to life.  

Human stories have been depicted with typical 

flexibility and rhythm and thus the warmth 

and vigor of life have imparted something 

which makes the paintings pulsating with 

vitality.  

COMMODITISATION THE CHANGE 

It is obvious that Madhubani folk art has a 

great glorious heritage. Thanks to that heritage 

Madhubani painting has spread its glory and 

patronage all over the world. Marketisation of 

this folk form has brought about a radical 

change in its form, style and theme of the 

painting and its art world as well. The 

different delicate elements of ritualistic and 

religious motifs and its traditional themes fell 

to degradation and made room for more obtuse 

ideas of modernity that was somewhat new 

and alien to the value-ridden old tradition. The 

places of huge size frescos began to be 

occupied by canvas paintings and plates which 

are easily portable and marketable as well. 

Initially, the psychic motive of the painters 

which wanted prosperity and wellbeing of the 

community now guided the painters of present 

day to earn handsome emoluments. Some 

veteran artists are quite aware of the present 

day decadence of value, yet they are unable to 



come out of tentacles of money-vortex. Four 

or five decades ago a number of artists created 

bas-relief with cow dung and mud on the walls 

that had a splendid sculptural look.  But this 

type of artistic work had no commercial 

viability due to inconvenience to be 

marketable.  So this style of painting form is 

deserted now and, consequently is passing into 

oblivion.  Now it is a rare experience to come 

across such type of bas-relief around 

Jitwarpur.  A very notable point is that at 

present Gobar bas-relief is losing its 

characteristics and trying to merge itself with 

Godhna painting. Thus the entire Madhubani 

Painting is losing its orthodox religious 

association and attaining a broad secular 

orientation.  For instance, Tantra paintings 

though so abstruse in nature are finding a 

place of importance in the open market.  

Religious motifs in paintings are gradually 

decreasing in frequency and popular mythical 

story-line and some political issues and events 

are filling up the void.  

The scenario is changing so rapidly; painting 

has been transformed into commodity and 

losing its standard of value.  Along with this, 

govt. patronage has crept into the scene like a 

spectre, which has cast its spell on the dormant 

society in the form of a stormy conflict of 

„divide and rule‟, thereby causing a rupture 

between the privileged and the unprivileged.  

This has resulted in deteriorating the 

conditions of artists in general.  The market is 

very much in the grip of the privileged few.  

Training centres are run and governed by them 

and hence the sales promotion is directly 

controlled by the privileged few.  There is 

fuming conflict between the groups. The ugly 

mouth of commercialization has made its 

appearance showing out its sharp throngs that 

threatens the very existence of this traditional 

folk art.  God forbid, let that day be far off 

when money will be the main theme and 

central motif of the Madhubani painting! 
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