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FOREWORD

by

K. K. HANDIQUI, M.a. (Cal. et Oxon),
Vice-Chancellor, Gauhati University.

The history of medieval Indian painting has been
the subject of considerable research in recent years,
both in India and the West; but very little is known
about the materials available in Assam, especially the
illuminated manuscripts several of which are known
to exist in private and other collections. The present
publication is the first systematic attempt to reproduce
the paintings incorporated in one such manuscript, that
of a portion of the tenth Skandha of the Assamese
Bhdgavata composed by Sankardeva.  According to
the editor, the manuscript is dated Saka 1461 or A.D.
1539, and contains both the text and the illustrations.
The text was published separately some years ago,
and the present volume contains only the illustrations
with explanatory notes in Assamese and Hindi.. The
descriptive notes just below the pictures are in. old
Assamese and given from the manuscript. Although
many of the pictures have been reproduced in one
colour, there are enough examples to give an idea of
the brilliant colour sense of the original paintings.

The publication of these illustrations will be
welcome to all students of medieval Indian painting.

The art of illuminated manuscripts, which was

developed in Gujarat or Western India in the twelith
century, and at first practised on palm leaves for
embellishing Jaina texts like the Kalpasiitra, was later
extended to Vaishnava works like the Bhdgavata and
especially the Gitagovinda, not only in Gujaral but in
Rajputana and the Hill States of the Western
Himalayas. Large series of paintings were executed
to illustrate the Rdmdyana of Tulsi Dés. and reference
may be made also to the miniatures illustrating secular
poems ; for example, the Rdgamdld and Vasantavildsa
paintings. The pictures reproduced here illustrate the
stories of Krishna’s childhood as mnarrated in the
Assamese version of the tenth Skandha of the
Bhdgavata. ‘These stories were popular with Rajput
painters; and scenes from Krishna’s early life form
the subject-matter of some of the best known examples
of the Kangra school, which flourished in the second
ha.lf of the e;ghteenth century. The Assamese manus--
cript dated in A. D. 1539 is of special interest in view
coie than he seventeonth comsary, ot Tinting

ury, and represents’

one of the earliest attempts to illustrate g version of
the Bhagavata composed in the vernacular
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The paintings in the original manuscript deserve
careful study in relation to those of other Indian schools.
The pictures of trees with flowers or birds have consider-
able charm; and animal life is vividly portrayed with
observant sympathy and tenderness of feeling.  The
maneless Indian lion occurs more than once, and the
bison (methan in Assamese) which is almost extinct in
the province will attract the attention of the student.
The costumes follow a conventional pattern, but it is
interesting to find the drum and the horn (pepd), the
familiar auxiliaries of the Bihu festival. Treatment of
popular mythological topics, in connected sequence, and
representativn of realistic scenes of rural life constitute
a genre in which Rajput painting excels; and these
features are exhibited to a considerable extent in the
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pictures in our manuscript, though not with a draughts-
manship comparable to the best examples of Rajput art.
A detailed study of the original pictures is essential for
a ‘correct appreciation of their technical traits and the
aims and methods of the Assam school of painting and ’
its relation to folk art.

The publication of a work like this would have done
credit to any research institution, but actually we owe
it to the enterprising zeal of Srijut Hari Narayan Datta
Borooal, a retired school teacher who has devoted his
life and energies to the study and publication of old
Assamese texts. The labours of the veteran scholar
will be amply rewarded if sonie of his younger contem-
poraries emulate his example and help to widen our
knowledge of a little known phase of Assamese culture.
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» Early History of Kamrup: By K. L. Baruah, Page 95,
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Early History of Kamrup, by K. C. Baruah, page 95.
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