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aspects of India his later Hindu goddess paintings were exclusively Hindu Tagore’s paintings

based on the early 20th-century Hindu Nationalism of the Bengali elite also visually rejected the

participation of non-Hindus in the building of a new nation However Varma’s Hindu goddess

paintings and prints remain relevant to the contemporary world as seen in millions of posters and

popular art due to the multiple connotations and nuances inherent in their production and

analysis On the other hand Tagore’s female figure as seen in Mother India 1905 no longer

remains a visual icon due to its fragmentary visual construction of the nation state However the

women portrayed by these two artists during the early 20th century represented the idea of India

in a female form which remained as a powerful image of a traditional Indian woman

127

Abstract

Female Imagery and Nationalism: Women in Early 20th-century
South Asian Paintings of Varma and Tagore
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The paintings of Raja Ravi Varma and Abanindranath Tagore the two most influential South

Asian artists of the late 19th and early 20th century are usually considered to be contrasting

examples of modern Indian art due to the disparate medium of their paintings or the distinct

approaches found in contemporaneous and later reviews of their works However a striking

similarity may be found between the two artists’ depiction of female figures with both artists

appropriating literary and mythological figures dressed in traditional Indian garb

In this paper I argue that both artists contributed greatly to the construction of the traditional

Indian woman as a visual icon which later came to represent independent India Varma’s female

figure especially his Hindu goddesses were received with great praise from Europeans as well as

the South Asian elite These figures of Hindu goddesses and literary heroines were replicated

through the use of lithographs and efficiently dispersed the notion of India as a monolithic united

entity Tagore’s female figure was based on Varma’s notion of India as a woman however Tagore

and later artists of the Bengal School of Art rejected the overt sensuality and power of Varma’s

goddesses choosing to emphasize the inner spirituality of the East

Unlike Varma’s earlier paintings which depicted a tableau of diverse women as the diverse
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