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have a tremendous influence upon the artists’ community. The
claim of the commercial success of the artist through the selling of
art for high prices was a validation process often denied to the
woman artist and the artisan/craftsperson were both regarded as
secondary to the practice of elitist art. Significantly, the position of
an artist relies on the strategies of promotion and marketing in the
contemporary world of globalised art, specifically negotiated by
galleries, buyers and collectors of art. Women artists in South India
use varied approaches in order to persist in elitist art circles and
also within the framework of the larger patriarchal societal
structures. These women artists often express in their work an
appraisal of the leading concerns of inequity, disparity and
subjugation that all women confront on a daily basis. This situation
is worsened in India by issues of caste and class. The transition
between different spaces, such as rural and urban, led to an
interchangeable state of alienation and autonomy for the woman
artist. The expressions of these artists have come into view as
potent and vital signs in the present-day art scenario. “Inevitably,
perhaps even as a younger generation of women artists emerges,
the criteria for evaluation and expression become more even-
handed, even as the direction and “truth” of art are foregrounded
as concerns” (Sinha, Expressions 77).

Looking closely at the historical context of art and the
experiences of women artists on global, national and regional levels,
has shown the need to give more recognition and inclusion to women
artists at all levels, including folk arts and crafts. Reclaiming
their stories and contributions can help build a world that embraces
and appreciates the different viewpoints and talents of all artists
and artisans. As we highlight the contributions of women artists
from India, we can celebrate their resilience, creativity and
determination giving the impetus to work towards a more just and
inclusive art world that reflects the richness and diversity of our
cultural heritage.
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Reclaiming the Invisible:
Unveiling the Contributions of
‘Women Artists from India

Lakshmi Priya Daniel

Abstract

This keynote examines the often-overlooked contributions of
women artists across India, foregrounding the intersections of art,
identity and representation within historical and contemporary
contexts. Despite their significant creative and cultural interventions,
‘women artists have frequently remained marginal within mainstream
art narratives and institutional recognition. This address explores
the structural, social and cultural challenges that have shaped their
artistic journeys, while also highlighting the ways in which women
have negotiated agency and carved out independent spaces within
the art world. Situating women’s artistic practices within global,
national and regional frameworks, the discussion draws attention
to the layered experiences of artists working across formal, folk
and craft traditions. It argues for a critical re-examination of art
history and cultural discourse to acknowledge women’s contributions
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not merely as supplementary, but as central to the development of
artistic knowledge and practice. Emphasis is placed on the need
for inclusive representation, equitable recognition and sustained
scholarly engagement with women’s creative labour. By reclaiming
and recontextualizing the narratives of women artists and artisans,
the keynote advocates for a more just and inclusive cultural
ecosystem that values diverse perspectives and creative
expressions. Ultimately, it calls for collaborative academic,
institutional and societal efforts to celebrate the resilience, innovation
and cultural significance of women’s artistic practices and to
reimagine the art world as a space that fully reflects the richness
and plurality of India’s cultural heritage.

Keywords: Women Artists, Art and Identity, Cultural
Representation, Folk and Craft Traditions, Inclusive Art History.

Introduction

Turge all of you to think about the often-ignored stories of women
artists from across India. Even though they have made significant
contributions to the art world, these women remain largely unseen
in mainstream narratives. In my keynote address, I will explore the
complex issues surrounding women’s art and identity that has been
part of my doctoral research and has been published in an article in
the Journal of International Women’s Studies. The focus will be on
the challenges they face and the ways they have carved out their
own spaces in the art world.

Though Indian art has grown in international stature and has
gained a global visibility today, women artists remain
underrepresented in many areas such as major curated shows,
international expositions, triennales, international, national and
regional awards and scholarships. At the national level, South India
continues to register minimally in the mainstream of modern Indian
art. The invisibility of women artists especially from the South of
India, in the milieu of accessible literature reinforces the need to
explore the reasons for the erasure of these women artists. The
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lack of opportunity to access formal art education and to claim
their space as artists appears to be a reason for the invisibility of
the woman artist. The lack of support systems from familial and
social circumstances has further exacerbated the situation. The
presence of women artists in the art world has largely been shown
as secondary to that of their male counterparts and their expressions
were not considered ‘good enough’ to be included in mainstream
art (Pollock, “The Missing Future™). The process of selection and
inclusion into the art world and thereby art history itself remained
within the bias of selectors who were not accustomed to
acknowledging the presence of women artists. This also calls for
further probing the approaches and perspectives on identity, body
and spirituality. We therefore have to investigate whether women
artists share a common expressive platform, exploring themes, styles
and techniques that unite them and also identify the factors that
contribute to the diversity and complexity of their representations.

Artand Gender

The word ‘artist’ appears gendered in art history always alluding
to the male and the prefix woman therefore, was accorded to the
few who managed to mark their presence. Feminist art history,
which came into its own in the 1970s, sought to reclaim these lost
women artists from the annals of general art history. Gendered
questions were voiced. Why are there very few women artists?
What are their positions and status as artists? (Nochlin, “Why
are?”). Griselda Pollock reiterates through her influential work
Vision and Difference, how women artists from all over the world
offered completely new perspectives in terms of viewing, especially
subverting the principle of exalting or vilifying the female body.
Often, women artists used the probe on themselves and realised a
new meaning of womanhood. The examination of pre-modern,
modern and contemporary women artists reveals diversity of art
practices that are ground-breaking for the times in which they lived
and practiced. Traditional arts, like painting and sculpture, are seen
alongside varied new media from the contemporary world, such as
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installation art, video art, body art and performance art, among
others. It is now far more acceptable for women artists to
concentrate on essentially feminine subject matter and art inspired
by craft traditions. This art is perceived through their own
distinctiveness and not necessarily from the point of view of the
‘male gaze’ (Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure™). Gender issues thus reflect
facets of feminism, ideas of the one and the other in terms of
privilege and alienation, aspects of the gaze, the sensual and the
sexual, among other concerns. The art done by women has been
repositioned by not just women and feminists, but also by their
male counterparts.

Identity in Indian Art

Mapping itself into the collective consciousness of a nation is what
every artistic expression aspires towards. The artist and the image
both invoke the same blessing of visibility. Historically Indian art,
as far as the artist’s identity was concerned, remained largely
anonymous and was totally devoted to representing the religious
and the sacred. If one traces this aspect of the artist’s anonymity
from the Indus civilization, the art, though well developed, does not
bring to light the name of any artist or maker of the various images,
seals and sculptures. In the early period before Buddhism and
Jainism, the focus was on the preservation of an oral tradition and
no extant images survive. Buddhism and later the resurgence of
Hinduism, brought about a sea-change in terms of image production.
‘With the establishment of Hinduism, Hindu temple art became
prolific and vibrant. The artistic output emerged under the patronage
of the monarchy. Under the diktat of the monarch, the artist/
craftsperson laboured within set norms in family guilds which carried
and sustained art traditions to create a pantheon of Gods and
Goddesses. The status of the individual artists remained subordinate
and was subsumed within the hierarchic structure. Shaivism,
worship of Shiva, absorbed Shaktam, the mother goddess cult and
became the sole force positioned to compete with Vaishnavism, in
which Vishnu was the prominent deity. “The role of woman as
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wife, mother and temptress, so freely depicted in India, can also be
considered Tantric, since all are varying manifestations of Devi”
(Brijbhushan 98). Thus, the fabric of Hindu-Indian art relied upon
the recognition of these meta-narratives through icons and myths.
This rich mythology percolated into the cultural psyche of every
Indian. The first break in this tradition came with the Islamic rulers,
during whose time artistic influences reached a different level of
aesthetic sensibility which disallowed figurative in favour of the
decorative. Under the later Mughal rulers, architecture and painting
was a result of the confluence of Indian and Persian styles. Royal
patronage allowed for a creation of an identity for the artists, whose
names were brought out of anonymity for the very first time in
Indian art history. The advent of European intervention added
another new dimension with its western normative values, education
systems and aesthetic standards along with the influence of
Christianity. This period ushered in the ‘freelance’ artist who could
function in the open market or ‘bazaar’ as an individual, seeking
commissions from different patrons.

Thereafter, India was exposed to Eurocentric ideals of
humanness, maleness and whiteness, though not necessarily in that
order. With the failure of the British to be able to teach and civilize
the primitives, the strategy changed to incorporate the natives into
the civil society (Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin 3). Education became
one of the strategic tools used to steer the Indian elites towards
western standards. Art came in handy for the colonial ruler, who
employed and trained local ‘bazaar’ painters to document the exotic
locales and people of India, yielding what is today known as the
‘Company’ style (Kaul, LKA 38: 5). These bazaar painters came
from a long line of Pahari or hill country miniature painters, who
had worked in family guilds under the patronage of the Rajput
kings. The traces of women’s participation in art practice can be
determined from these guilds, as they were employed in grinding
mineral and pigments to obtain the colours for painting. Gayatri
Sinha does point out in Local/Global: Women Artists in India
that the women who entered the artisanal space in these painting
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traditions were possibly “carriers of knowledge and closely guarded
secrets”. Sinha states that women were engaged in painting activity
and also identifies the name of only one woman artist, Bhaktian
Jindian from Mewar (68). In South India, the patronage of the
Maratha rulers in the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, gave rise to the Tanjavur painting style, which, in Jaya
Appasamy’s terms, is part of “the larger pool of Karnatak culture”
(Tanjavur Painting 22). This was a genre which straddled both
art and craft/folk forms, what was considered part of the “Great
Tradition” and the “Little Tradition” respectively in the culture of
India (Appasamy, Tanjavur Painting 23), as it involved gesso
work, which created an encrusted relief surface for the details of
Jjewellery and backgrounds, while the iconic figures of Hindu deities
were painted in opaque colours. Though there is no mention of
wommen artists engaged in the activity, indications of family guilds
functioning to produce the works point to women’s engagement in
this artisanal space. The establishment of art institutions in various
regions of the country was part of the colonial policy to train artisans
in the craft industry, which later transitioned to centres of art
teaching in the academic manner (Chatterjee, LKA 38: 72). Women
were also being tutored in art privately, in cities like Mumbai and
Calcutta, a prevalent practice encouraged by the British during the
time. The Calcutta Art Exhibition of 1879 is presented by Partha
Mitter as being remarkable for the “presence of twenty five women
artists, most of them Bengali and married” (4rt and Nationalism
75), reinforcing the idea that women’s art was kept to the confines
of the private space.

Modern Indian art foregrounds the presence of a few individuals
who were privileged by the so-called vision of the colonial rulers.
Here, the very patrons of art mentioned earlier, the monarchs and
nobility became prime tools in the hands of the Europeans to break
into the cultural barrier. Thus, was constructed the Raja Ravi Varma
(1848-1906) ‘iconage’ (term mine). Ravi Varma’s works
conveniently epitomized all that was sought by the European master
and in consequence, by the Indian aristocracy. His medium of oils
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was European, technique conformed to realistic norms, subjects
were beautiful ethnic women and all these aspects catered to the
European taste carefully cultivated by the Indian nobility. Ravi
Varma also used grand narratives from epics, myths and legends
portraying the victory of good over evil as “theatrical compositions”
(Ramachandran 16).

He offered a readymade model of all the western normative
paradigms which came to be so ably consumed by Indian society
and a population which hitherto worshipped their icons which were
abstract found flesh and blood heroic icons to venerate. This was
the manner that the western masters were accustomed to, which
was now borne into the colonised land. Here, mention must be
made of the few women who took up art activity, such as the
wives of British officers or sisters such as “Emily Eden, a sister of
Lord Auckland” who rendered “watercolour sketches of all aspects
of Indian life (Appasamy, Tanjavur Painting 51). A few Indian
women in Mumbai, especially from the Parsi community (Neumayer
and Schelberger, The Diary of C. Raja Raja Varma 138-142)
and Bengali women from Kolkata, were also learning painting
privately. They were tutored at home often by male tutors in the
prevalent style and it was considered a commendable exercise
which sometimes resulted in their inclusion in amateur art exhibitions
(Sinha, Expressions 10). Around the beginning of the 20t century,
Ravi Varma was also engaged in tutoring a few Parsi women in
Mumbai (Chawla 73).

‘While Ravi Varma unerringly, even innocently, propagated the
western ideology of academic realism being superior to all other
art, Abanindranath Tagore (1871-1951) and his followers of the
Bengal school relied on the revival of the Indian ‘classical’ forms
by returning to the Ajanta murals and the miniature painting
traditions (Mitter, Art and Nationalism 305). These artists
succeeded in providing the new collective path of nationalism by
returning to their roots, but ironically, also renewed the western
ideal of the creative genius. Abanindranath Tagore created and
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popularised the motif of Mother India in rebellion against the ‘Brown
Sahib’ culture prevalent then (Nandalal Bose 45). Though this
‘brown sahib’ could ape the western ideal in every manner, the
Indian woman was however regarded as a bastion of the cultural
index. She remained rooted in ‘Indian-ness’ not only through attire
and accessories, such as the draping saree, the bindi or dot on the
forehead, but also through her assimilation and adherence to pre-
set historical values. This ritualising was an acceptable, even
welcome respite to the nationalistic artist who eagerly jumped on
the bandwagon of creating a culturally visible icon of the woman.
Where the personal is political, the choice that the nation made to
hoist ‘Indian-ness’ (Guha-Thakurta 147) onto the Indian woman,
was closely followed by the artists. The artist came to be solely
recognized as male, whose spirit of revival gave birth to Mother
India or Bharat Mata and this image became firmly located,
entrenched and finally naturalized in the Indian mind. This subversion
of the creative process has become one of the greatest challenges
confronted by artists the world over.

A Few Women Artists in the Beginning of Modern
Indian Art

The first person to break away came from within the noblest ranks
-Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941). His work defied all logic, as it
was highly individualistic, emotive and hardly realistic or romantic.
His legitimate engagement with art was treated as secondary by
his own Bengali peers. He was conditioned by the times that he
lived in, but liberated in expression. His women are totemic and
iconic, giving rise to an esoteric viewpoint. His cryptic scribbles
mutate into erasures and further into a mesmerizing world of
swirling dervishes and phallic heads. In Rabindranath’s sphere,
were two women artists—one, his own daughter-in-law Pratima
Devi (1893-1969) and the other, a niece Sunayani Devi (1875-
1962), the sister of Abanindranath and Gaganendranath Tagore.

Pratima Devi’s inclination led her to the technique of frescoe
painting perhaps due to the engagement with Ajanta Mural traditions.
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She not only learnt the Italian ‘fresco buono’ method of painting
alongside Benode Behari Mukherjee, but also assisted her teacher
Nandalal Bose in the fresco work at the Kala Bhavana, Santiniketan.
Despite exhibiting with Sunayani Devi in the Oriental Society of
Atrt, Pratima too remained largely invisible in the artistic mainstream
(Mitter, Triumph 86).

Sunayani Devi continues as an unsung voice. Her works are
considered a part of the naive repertoire and speak of a serious
engagement with the formal qualities of art. Her figures appear
innocent in their distortion and this was the charge which relegated
her to the background of the mainstream art movement, only to be
retrieved by Partha Mitter in his book Triumph of Modernism on
the very same grounds. Her quaint depictions in the wash technique,
so precious to the Bengal school, remains on the fringes of public
consciousness, now emerging and then fading. “Sunayani ultimately
failed to serve two mistresses, art and family, especially in a society
that discouraged self-expression” (qtd. in Mitter, Zriumph 38).

Amrita Sher-Gil (1913-1941) refused to fade. Her aggressive
positioning of a mythical aura around herself was readily consumed.
“Amrita Sher-gil projected a tragic vision of rural India that acted
as a surrogate for her divided identity” (Mitter, Trizmph 35). Her
works manifested a profound understanding of western modernism,
especially the modern masters Paul Cezanne and Paul Gauguin.
She was, after all, trained in Paris and her works were hence
accorded the status of masterpieces. She gained ultimate recognition
for the ‘modern individual style’, much to the annoyance of
the practitioners of western academic realism, by winning the
gold medal awarded by the Bombay Art Society in 1937 (Sinha,
Indian Art 92).

It is against this backdrop of resistance and resilience that one
has to review the position of women artists from the colonial and
post-colonial eras. Women artists in India began, even during the
colonial and nationalist periods, to negotiate their gender roles and
spaces, though at that stage it was through the conformist mode of
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resilience. They were seen within the domestic sphere, where
concerns of marriage and family staked its claim. The divide between
public space and domestic sphere is especially blurred for the
woman artist in India. Feminist art is treated with either admiration
or contempt and is hardly ever reviewed with an open mind. The
viewers’ response to the artwork appears predetermined and
conditioned by a social framework and as Gayatri Sinha reiterates
. .. as artists women were not consciously cultivated or accorded
political or private patronage. . . .The transition from painting for
private pleasure as genteel pursuit to one of the trained professional
was not easy. . . “The efforts of a few women artists even came
under open opposition, such as the exhibition of nude drawings by
Kamala Roy Chowdhry in the 1950s, which earned her the
reputation of being an ‘invert and a threat to public morals’
(Expressions 16). That this kind of moral policing was prevalent
even upto the 1980s in South India, is evidenced by the public furore
caused when artist Savitri made self-nudes (Kumar, “Why is the
Gender?” 21) and has added to the cultural image of South India
as being traditional and conservative, even antagonistic, to modernist
trends in art.

Modern Artin South India

In the South of India, which was considered a stronghold of colonial
values, it is presumed that art remained untouched by the debate of
nationalism and then of modernism. Mention must be made of the
fact that the four states of South India, namely Andhra Pradesh,
Karnataka, Kerala and Tamil Nadu, were initially under the overarch
of the ‘Madras Presidency’ which was dissolved in 1947 to form
the “‘Madras State’ in 1950 and it was only in 1956 that the current
division occurred. This gave rise to the generalisation of South
India as Madras and to all who hail from this region as ‘Madrasis’.
But with the dissemination of art education through the varied
centers, beginning with GCFA in Chennai under the leadership of
D.P. Roy Chowdhury (1899-1975), the “Bengali Renaissance™
connection was made (Appasamy, Abanindranath Tagore 39).
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This, in turn, paved the way for the regional identity forged by the
charismatic presence of K.C.S. Paniker (1911-1977). His vision
was to create a trajectory of progressivism without omitting or
marginalising traditions.

Students from other states flocked to the GCFA, Chennai during
the tenures of Chowdhury and Paniker as Principals, disseminating
their ideologies and styles, affecting the future course of South
Indian art. Running parallel to this new awareness of modern trends
was an abiding interest in already established realistic, academic
training methods. Thus a fusion of varied artistic lexis came to take
its place in post-independent India, south of the Vindhyas. Hence
the role of modern art, which ushered in a period of change in
South India, specifically in terms of women artists, is examined in
this context by tracing the lives of the artists and analyses of their
art work.

Women Artists from South India in the
Modern Context

Women artists have to endure simultaneously the demands made
by social and family structures and the artists’ community. The
woman who strives to become an artist is not taken seriously, by
society in general and her own family in particular, often confined
to the space of hobby painter or craftsperson. Only women who
took up art actively and consistently were considered professional
artists, a parameter often established by the patriarchal framework
because it meant having a single-minded dedication to art. Though
in some cases this may be true, in other situations the woman is
exalted for being able to juggle multiple roles and still do art. But
hidden within this exaltation is also a rejection, for she is never fully
accepted into the echelons of the great artist or as ‘Master’ (Nochlin,
“Why are?”). This is a notion which has been explored by several
authors and holds true in India, especially in the south. In the1990s,
with the opening up of global economy, the art market began to





