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South Indian Murals : A Vanishing Heritage.

Keynote Address By
R. Champakalakshmi

Former Professor of History
Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi

The present seminar has a noble aim and is intended to create a
forum for the discussion of the conservation of this rich mural heritage
which is fast disappearing due to natural causes like climate and exposure
to changing weather conditions, but more importantly due to vandalism of
various kinds from which they need to be protected. In particular, they
should be protected from the pious acts of repair and mindless renovation
of temples, carried out by the devout religiosity of people who have no
clue as to what their real importance is in terms of our cultural heritage.
Several issues are involved in this project of conservation, which has to
confront problems arising from lack of awareness and of financial support
even for those government agencies entrusted with such conservation
projects, apart from the care and administration of temples. More
importantly, it requires a conscious and combined effort on the part of the
art historian, the conservation archaeologist or chemist, who provides the
necessary technique of preservation and above all the temple administrators
who should create an awareness and understanding among the community
whose pious religiosity looks at such acts of piety as unquestionable and
as their preserve. They need to be directed by the religious boards in
charge of temples towards the right approach to renovation without
destroying the rich art heritage of the temples through mindless repair
works. Here one needs also to emphasise the need for strict laws of
conservation which should be made public and which should be observed
with the help of a forum in which the art historian, the chemist and the
religious boards are involved.

As a historian I would like to present a brief survey of the history of mural
paintings in South India and the challenges they have posed both in
interpretation and preservation. The art historian has the necessary expertise
to situate them in their social context in different periods and their
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significance as the rich heritage of the past , whether it is Buddhist, Jain or

Brahmanical, all of which should be looked at as a part of our heritage
and studied with equal interest.

Mural paintings in pre- modern South India represent a valuable heritage
in the form of a major cultural variant of the Indian mural tradition dating
from the 2™ century BC of the early historical period. This address does
not include the pre- historic and proto-historic pictorial art of India. The
real beginnings of a mural tradition therefore may be located in the early
historical period when Buddhist art was consciously developed by the
Sangha and its patrons, both kings and merchants and other members of
the Buddhist community in the period from the 2™ century BC to the 3
century AD. These early Buddhist paintings have not survived in their
entirety but are found in the 2" and 1* century Buddhist caves of western
India and in two caves of Ajanta. They are fragmentary but may be
identified as representations of the Buddhist Jataka tales and historical
events associated with the Buddha. However, this tradition continued in
the early medieval caves of Ajanta datable to the Vakataka and Chalukya
periods (4th to 7" centuries AD), when there was an efflorescence of
various art forms under the Guptas and when the classical idiom in Indian
art developed , establishing certain aesthetic features, stylistic forms and
techniques, influencing the development of art in the whole of India with
important regional variations and regional styles. This idiom was followed
in the later Rashtrakuta paintings in the Buddhist, Jain and Brahmanical
caves of Ellora when what is described as the medieval factori.e., a
predominantly linear form of painting was introduced in the style of painting.
However in these Deccan sites including Ajanta, the technique of painting
is tempera as established by the chemical analysis of S. Paramasivan, the
first archaeological chemist to examine the techniques in all important
sites with murals in peninsular India.
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The classical Ajanta style notonly influenced the south Indian paintings of

the early medieval period but also the art of various other Asian countries
where Buddhism spread, such as Sri Lanka, Central Asia, China and
Japan, where the themes were Buddhist and the style was adapted to
suit Jocal forms of representation. In the Deccan, Badami and Ellora
followed this idiom adding what has been described as the medieval factor
in the form of a greater linear expression and less of tonal variations for
the three dimensional effect that Ajanta achieved. Similarly in south India
the Pallava, Pandya and Cola paintings show evidence of the adaptation
of the classical style , but differ in many significant ways by introducing
local or regional forms to develop a regional style i.e., a vernacular idiom.
After the Cola period the painting tradition in south India underwent a
remarkable variation in style, composition and narrative techniques under
the Vijayanagara rulers, a tradition which was continued and developed
further by their erstwhile subordinates , the Nayaka chiefs. With a
quantitative increase in paintings in temples the aesthetics of mural tradition
made a remarkable departure by adopting a predominantly folk or popular
form both in themes and representational methods.

As already mentioned Ajanta set the norm and the major trends in art
thus becoming the source of inspiration for the art of the whole of Asia,
although changing contexts and needs may have introduced variations in
the classical idiom. Hence the approach of the historian is three- fold , to
study the style and aesthetics, chronology and themes of the paintings.
The iconographic significance of the paintings would also be of importance
especially as most of the murals are found in temples and convey different

levels of meaning through the choice of themes , Puranic stories and the
iconic forms that evolved over the centuries.

In the Sangam age or early historical period the art of painting may well
have been practised but there are no survivals or tangible remains as they
seem to have been executed on plaster (ven sudai) and other perishable
materials. References to this art occur in the Sangam classics such as
Maduraikkanci, Paripadal and the epics Silappatikaram and
Manimakalai. However, with the introduction of stone in excavating cave
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temples and in structural temples by the Pallavas from the period of
Mahendravarman, the Vicitracitta, sculptures and paintings became
important aspects of decoration and iconic representation. A special kind
of technique was evolved and has been described as the fresco-secco
or lime medium technique, different from the tempera technique of Ajanta.
In the place of the mud plaster and vegetable fibre for the ground and
gum or glue for the pigments used in the tempera, lime medium was adopted
for the pigments over a ground also of lime with inert sand as the plaster.
No binding medium has been found. Painting remains in the Kailasanatha
temple at Kanchipuram and the Talagirisvaratemple at Panamalai in the
South Arcot district and the first layer of painting at the Sittannvasal Jain
cave are attributed to the Pallavas. In the Kailasanatha temple the
peripheral shrines around the courtyard, a unique feature of this temple,
have remains of paintings, of which most of them are of the composite
icon Somaskanda and of royal figures and other icons executed on
scultpures which were plastered over, i.€. as a stucco base for the painting.
Somaskanda is a special icon introduced by the Pallavas in the sanctum
sanctorum but it ceased to be the main icon in the Cola period shrines.
Instead it became the bronze image meant for processions of the deity
during festivals and for the rituals of abhiseka and puja in the shrine. It has
a symbolic significance as it stands as an allegory to the king and his
family being equated with Siva and his family i.e., Siva, Uma and Skanda.
Most of these paintings are in a fragmentary condition. The Panamalai
temple has in one of its lateral shrines (also a special feature of Pallava
temples) the figure of Bhavani or Parvati witnessing the dance of Siva,
probably inspired by Kalidasa’s description of the theme in the
Meghasandesa. The figure of Parvati is one of the masterpieces of this
period and is in a graceful posture with a floral costume and intricate gold
jewellery executed with meticulous care. The figure of Siva is not preserved
but the parasol above Parvati’s head is of rare workmanship with details
of decoration and tassels resembling the beautiful parasols in temples
used even today during rituals and processions.

The Sittannavasal Jain cave was renovated under the Pandya king Srimara
Srivallabha and a 9 century inscription refers to the renovation , which
evidently also meant the repainting of the cave which had an earlier layer
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(Pallava?). The painted motifs in the shrine are mainly decorative while in
the mandapa the theme is taken from the Samavasarana, a particular
region (Koshtha) called the Katila bhumi a of the Lakshmivara mandapa
with a tank meant for the oblutions of the deveotees before they entered
the main pavilion of the Sanmavasarana to listen to the sermon of the
Tirthankara, a pavilion believed to have been erected for the purpose by
Indra. The lotus tank is richly painted with all kinds of beings the caranas
or devotees, animals and birds and symbolises life and prosperity. There
are also painted figures of aroyal couple (Pandya king annd queen) along
with a teacher who is identified with Ilan Gautaman, who got the cave
renovated. Perhaps the most beautiful of all the painting remains here are
the two dancing apsaras on two pilasters of the mandapa, the lower half
of the figures open to the elements being destroyed while the upper half
are in tact representing two of the karanas described in the Natyasastra.

The Cola period marks yet another advance in style and technique by
using the pure fresco technique called the fresco-buono, in which the lime
plaster is prepared with pit lime specially ground to a fineness which
provided a smooth surface for the paintings. Moreover, pure fresco also
meant the absence of any glue or gum for applying the pigments, In fact it
needed a special expertise as the pigments had to be applied when the
plaster was still wet and hence the pigments could interfuse into the plaster,
showing that the painting had to be done with great skill and swiftness.
Such paintings cannot be removed as a separate film and preserved as
has been possible in the case of the Ajanta tempera technique.

The Tanjavur Brhadisvara temple’s inner ambulatory carries Cola paintings
inthe interior faces of the walls, and have been better preserved because
of lesser exposure to the sun and weather and also because of the N ayaka
layer of painting executed over the Cola layer in the 17%-18% centuries.
The Cola paintings were thus revealed only after the Nayaka layer was
removed after photographing the Nayaka paintings. The ambulatory may
be divided into 12 chambers of which the paintings of the 5%, 7%, 9%,
10" and 11* chambers have been identified and photographed. The
themes are Dakshinamurti with a forest background and figures of Bhairava
and rishis in the 5" chamber, the story of Sundarar and Ceraman Perumal
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inthe 7¢ , the beautiful figure of Nataraja at Chidamb#fam in the 9* and

the famous Tripurantaka story in the 11®. The stories are taken from
Saiva hagiography (Sundarar and Ceraman Perumal) and also from the
Puranic stories of Tripurantaka and iconic forms of Dakshinamurti and
perhaps Ravananugrahamurti on the wall opposite to that of the
Tripurantaka panel in the 11* chamber. Besides the pilasters and other
areas are adorned with female and male singers with cymbals and also
celestial beings and dancing apsaras.

The Cola ruler Rajaraja I adopted the Bhakti ideology to estabhsh a
regional state and culture and hence his choice of the themes from )
hagiography such as the story of Sundarar and his journey to Kailasa
along with Ceraman perumal. Similarly the 10" chamber depicts the
Nataraja icon at Chidambaram, but the worshippers , a king and his
three queens are not images of Rajaraja I and his queens as has been
believed till now , as they are the figures of Ceraman Perumal and his
queens when he is said to have visited Tillai to witness the dance of Nataraja
in person and offer his worship and when he is said to have sung the
Ponvannattantati in praise of Nataraja. The rest of the chambers were
devoted to the iconic forms of Siva and the major theme of Tripurantaka
which is a metaphor for royal power, warrior image as also the fact that
the three asuras, whose forts were destroyed by Siva, had been deluded
by Buddha as Mayamoha into accepting the Buddhist faith and Siva’s
victory bringing them back intro the fold of Saivism, all of which prove
the importance of the royal cult of Saivism and suppression of counter
ideologies like Buddhism. This metaphor is continuously used in Cola
temples after RajarajaI , the Melakkadambur temple built in the form of
a chariot on wheels and the late Cola temples at Darasuram and
Tribhuvanam having an agra mandapa in the form of a chariot on wheels
and more importantly the narrative panels on the base of these mandapas
depicting the whole story of Tripurantaka , a story fully narrated also in
the Tamil work Kalladam. Further the Tripurantaka image according to
the Agamas is to be represented in temples facing the direction of the
enemy. The Brhadisvara temple indeed has several such images and the
whole second tier of the vimana walls carry images of Tripurantaka in
different postures facing all directions. Thus the rich metaphor and allegory
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of the representations in Pallava and Cola paintings also need to be

examined in order to establish the importance of the themes in the royal
temples like those of the Pallava Rajasimha and Cola Rajaraja.

The post- Cola period marks a remarkable change in the scale of state
structures as the Vijayanagara empire began a process of integrating the
whole of south India into a larger peninsular state competing with the
Muslim states of north India and the Deccan. It was a new context with
different culture regions being brought together under a new regime with
a shift in the political centre to the Karnataka region, i.e., Hampi.
Brahmanical and Jain sects and their community organisations were
recognised as of equal importance in this process of integration and hence
Vijayanagara rulers followed a dual path of legitimating their sovereignty,
both through conquests and through patronage to all religious sects and
their institutions. Hence their claim to have renovated and restored worship
in all temples after the Muslim invasions was both real in some cases and
formulaic in all other cases where Muslim intrusion did not reach. More
importantly a pan- Indian legitimation was sought by them by a re-
Snskritisation of all forms of religion and by seeking Vedic authenticity for
them both inritual and philosophical concepts. Thus a great synthesis
was attempted through commentaries to the Vedas, enlarging the Puranic
pantheons and extolling the importance of philosophers like Sankara and
Ramanuja. Simultaneously their recognition of the local/vernacular forms
was reflected in the form of huge brahmanical temples for the subsidiary
deities like the Goddess, Subrahmanya and Ganapati apart from minor
deities like Hanuman and local cult deities. The horizontal enlargement of
temples with enclosures, gopuras, pillared mandapas and smaller shrines
led to the emergence of temple towns. These structures came to be
decorated with panels of sculptures and paintings in all conceivable parts
of the temple , mandapa ceilings , pillars and wall spaces. Thus there was
a quantitative increase in mural decorations and the themes were taken

from existing and new Puranas apart from the traditon of Sthala puranas

or mahatmyas which came to be composed on the history of temples,

particularly the sacred centres of the pigirmage networks that were

created in this period. The Sthalapuranas started with a mythical past

and a fabricated legend of the origins of temples and added historical
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events connected with the respective temples till the time of their
composition which provided a rich repertoire of stories to be
sculpted and painted in the temples. Thus narratives in horizontal
friezes and bigger compositions of stories in the form of
sculptures and paintings increased. It is in such stories that the
local Tamil myths were reworked and incorporated along with
the Sanskrit myths and leﬁends together with festivals and rituals
enhancing the sacred character of temples in many centres.
Henceforth the mural tradition combined folk forms with the
classical forms, the former often dominating the repertoire of
themes to be represented. The Nayaka subordinates of the
Vijayanagara rulers continued this tradition and made further
additions to the temple’s decorative features. Even Jain temples
like those at Jina kanci (Tirupparuttikkunram, Tirumalai and other
centres) were thus elaborately decorated and it is this period which
is significant in providing increasing evidence of rich narratives
which have been practically rediscovered and studied. The
encouragement to tolk tradition was as important as the Vedic
authenticity that was consciously sought for the temple and its
patron. Such temples are found in all the three major regions of
south India, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka and Tamil nadu and many
of the Karnataka and Andhara sites are yet to be explored for
mural remains, such as Tripurantakam and Pillalamarri in Andhra
.and so on.
The Tanjavur Nayaka paintings were followed by a new tradition
under the Marathas, tge Maratha style being well known for its
different canvas and workmanship, and also as decorative art
objects for the elite and art connoisseurs. Kerala also needs
similar exploratary ventures in order to rediscover its mural
heritage.

It is extemely important that a combined effort is made on the
part of the art historian, Chemist and temple authorities to come
together in order to create not only an awareness of our rich
heritage but also to take the necessary steps to prevent vandalism
and mindless renovation in the name of pious religious acts on
the part of the community of devotees. Not the least important is
also to find the necessary financial support for the conservation
of our monuments with all their art traditions, including fine arts
like music and dance which are as much a part of this heritage,
which we are trying to protect. With the entire technological
advance in digital photography, documentation through computer
techniques and chemical treatment, this task should not prove to

be too difficult to undertake.
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WALL PAINTINGS
Dr. V. Jeyaraj
Curator
Chemical Conservation and Research Laboratory
Government Museum, Chennai-600 008.

Wall paintings, as the name cannotes, are executed on the wall.
They are also called Murals in short. The paintings are executed on ‘muir’
i.e. wall, the wall can be that of a cave, a cliff, any stone structure or the
wall of abuilding.

Types of Wall Paintings

There are three types of wall paintings. When wet plaster is
used to create a painting and the nature of lime wash is used to create a
natural colour with out an organic binder the painting is said to be fresco
buono. The pigments are fixed to the ground by the carbonation of the
slaked or hydrated lime and forms insoluble carbonate. If It is drawn on
adry wall, it is called Fresco Secco.

Preparation of the Ground

The wall must be plastered with lime mortar. The conch- shell
lime ash is mixed with some Kidney bean and molasses in the ration 4 :1.
Then sprinkling little molasses diluted with water and sand is added to
this in the ration 4 : 1 with lime. This is mixed with banana and Kalagni
pulpintheratio4:1 with thelime. The lime preparation is putinto atub
and thoroughly pounded. After three months, this should be placed in a
stone vessel and ground into a paste as soft as butter by adding a little
molasses. Molasses should be applied on the wall 12 hours prior to the
application of lime plaster. Then the lime paste is applied on the wall
with the help of a trowel and evenness is achieved.

The lime — plastered wall should be primed with a paste prepared
of conch~ shell of white clay, the urine of elephants and nimba( azadirachta
indica). The ground is made smooth by the repeated of the leaves of
Ketaki ( pandunus odoratissimus ). The time powder is made as a
paste with tender coconut water and mixed with hot water and applied
on the ground to achieve the smoothness.
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The wall was prepared as above. In most of the cases, wall
paintings, were executed on the mud walls, strengthened with mud plaster
mixed with husks, grass etc., The artist painted only after the mud plaster
and the lime were dried. The technique of painting on a dry surface is
called fresco secco.

Technique
The mural painting is composed of various layers as follows:

1. Carrier
2. Ground and
3. Pigment

Carrier

The surface on which the painting was executed i.e. the inner
surface of walls, ceilings of caves and buildings etc., was chiseled and
rough tooled to have a coarse and uneven finish.

Ground

In wall paintings, the ground is usually a thick level of uneven
surface of mud ( or lime plaster ) usually of organic matter like vegetable
fibres, husks, rock grit and sand ground with water. This was mixed
together and applied as the first layer. The second layer comprised of a
thin layer of mud plaster, ferruginous earth etc. This formed a smooth
surface, which was used for paintings.

Pigments

Different pigments ( earth colours) were used. They were yellow,
red, black, green etc. They were primarily of mineral origin. They were
also from plants and animals.
Deterioration and Their causes.

Cracking, flaking of paint layer, cleavage of the paint layer,
abrasion, physical damage by mishandling and vandalism are some of the
deteriorations on the wall paintings. There are variations in the humidity
and temperature, deposition of particulars matter such as dust, soot,
smoke, tarry and greasy matter due to burning of lamps, camphor etc.,
atmospheric pollutants such as oxides of carbon, sulphur and nitrogen,
biological growth and droppings of birds and bats, insect nests, seepage
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and leakage of water, salt action, cracks, in the building etc., Disintegration
of the binding medium, pigments, chemical changes in them, expansion
and contraction in all the layers etc.,

Cleaning of Wall Paintings:

The accumulated dust should be brushed off using a soft brush
like squirre! hairbrush. The accretions, if any , may be removed by gentle
abrasion ; the salts formed on the painting may be removed by scraping or
using a moist blotting paper. Mechanical means as well as mild acids
should remove the patches of white washings. The biological growth
should be removed mechanically and then gently brushed with a soft brush.
Grease, oil etc., are removed by using 10- 20 % aqueous ammonia or
10-20% N- butylamine in water. Any wax coatings or splashes can be
removed with the help of tri-chloroethylene or carbon —tetra— chloride.
For the removal of soot, trienthanolamine is first applied on the affected
surface and allowed to stay for 15 to 20 minutes to react, at the end of
which the area is cleaned with cotton swabs soaked in toluene. The
excess of triethanolamine is removed with toluene.  The excess of
triethanolamine is removed with toluene. For the removal of vamish,solvents
like acetone, amy] acetate, cellosolve, diacetone alcohol, Nbutyl and iso
butyl alcohol, ethylene dichloride etc., have been found to be useful;
mixtures of these solvents in suitable proportions often have proved much
more effective than single solvents.

The solvent/solvent mixture is first applied over a small area with
abrush and after allowing a few minutes for reaction, the dissolved
varnish is removed by gently swirling cotton swabs, soaked in asolvent,
over the area. The swabs have to be rolled in a way that the dissolved
varnish is lifted out and not rubbed into the pores of the paint layer. If
there is any indication that the solvent action has proceeds to far i.e. if
there are signs or traces of pigment coming on to the swabs, the action
has to be arrested by immediately flooding the area with a restrainer such
as turpentine.

In some cases the overlying plaster layers have been separated
by conservators revealing the layer of painting beneath carefully.
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