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Abstract

This study examines the principles of colour harmony and aesthetic sensibility in
Mughal miniature paintings, with special reference to the collection preserved in the
Alwar Museum. Mughal painting is renowned for its refined use of colour, intricate
detailing, and sophisticated visual language, which together create a distinctive
aesthetic experience. The paper analyses how artists employed a carefully balanced
palette comprising both vibrant and subtle tones to achieve harmony, depth, and
emphasis within the compositions. It also explores the symbolic and cultural meanings
embedded in colour usage, reflecting themes of royalty, spirituality, nature, and emotion.

Furthermore, the study investigates the relationship between colour schemes and
visual structure, demonstrating how compositional arrangements enhance the
narrative and emotional impact of the paintings. By focusing on selected examples
from the Alwar Museum, the research highlights the fusion of Persian influences with
indigenous Indian artistic traditions, which resulted in a unique and highly developed
style of miniature painting. The paper also considers the role of patronage and artistic
conventions in shaping aesthetic sensibilities. Ultimately, the study underscores the
importance of Mughal miniature paintings as significant visual documents that embody
both artistic excellence and cultural synthesis.
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Indian painting has been characterized by a remarkably rich and extensive historical
and stylistic diversity, which presents a vast and multidimensional perspective of this
artistic tradition. From the ancient murals of Ajanta to the developments of the modern
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era, the evolutionary trajectory of Indian painting stands as compelling evidence that
it has continuously absorbed diverse social, religious, and cultural influences, thereby
expanding and refining its form over time. Within this tradition, not only did a variety
of styles emerge, but each style also enriched the artistic world through its distinctive
aesthetic sensibility, techniques, and thematic concerns.

Rajasthani painting, an important component of the Indian miniature tradition,
encompasses several major schools such as Mewar, Marwar, Bundi, and Jaipur. In
addition to these prominent schools, numerous sub-styles and thikana-based artistic
traditions also developed, giving rise to regionally distinctive forms of artistic expression.
While some of these styles have received considerable recognition and scholarly
attention, many others despite their richness and excellence have remained relatively
neglected and underexplored.

In this context, the Alwar school of painting occupies a particularly noteworthy
position. For a long time, it remained outside the mainstream discourse of art history,
even though available evidence suggests that the Alwar region witnessed the production
of highly significant and historically valuable paintings for nearly one and a quarter
centuries. Unfortunately, this artistic heritage suffered prolonged neglect and struggled
to gain visibility due to the lack of systematic study. Most art historians and critics did
not recognize Alwar painting as an independent style; instead, they subsumed it under
the Jaipur school or the Mughal atelier tradition. As a result, its originality and
distinctive features did not receive adequate scholarly attention.

However, a careful and systematic analysis of illustrated manuscripts, miniature
paintings, ivory panels, and mural traditions reveals that Alwar painting possesses
several unique characteristics that distinguish it from other contemporary styles. These
works exhibit a refined balance in terms of colour composition, line drawing, thematic
representation, and visual structure. Furthermore, despite the evident synthesis of
Mughal and Rajasthani influences, a strong imprint of local cultural elements is clearly
visible, which lends the Alwar style a distinct and independent identity.

Thus, Alwar painting should not be regarded merely as a sub-style or an offshoot of
another tradition; rather, it emerges as a robust and enduring artistic tradition in its
own right. There is, therefore, an urgent need for its reassessment and in-depth scholarly
investigation. The present study represents a significant step in this direction, aiming
to bring this neglected yet rich artistic heritage into the limelight and to establish its
rightful place within the broader history of Indian painting.

In the field of painting, colour occupies a central and indispensable position. It is
through colour that lines, forms, shapes, and various visual elements are brought into
existence. Just as letters and sounds form the basic units of language, colour serves as
the fundamental medium of expression in painting. The thoughtful combination,
balance, and systematic use of colours give rise to a powerful “visual language,” which
not only enhances aesthetic perception but also facilitates the effective communication
of emotions.

While drawing (line work) primarily constructs the external framework of form and
object, it is colour that infuses life into this structure. Colour imparts vitality,
attractiveness, and emotional depth to what would otherwise remain a static composition.
Thus, line and colour share a complementary relationship: line provides structure, while
colour animates it with feeling and life. In painting, sensory experience particularly
visual perception, tactile suggestion, and emotional intensity is largely conveyed
through the arrangement of colours. In this context, it has been observed that “through
the use of coloured media, both the artist and the refined viewer experience a distinctive
form of aesthetic excitement.”!
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The visual manifestation of colour is one of nature’s most unique and valuable gifts.
The diverse hues of nature the blue of the sky, the green of vegetation, the crimson
beauty of the sunset have continuously inspired artists. The visual consciousness of
the artist directly absorbs these chromatic impressions, and in the moment of creation,
inner inspiration transforms these sensory experiences into expressive images. Thus,
colour is not merely a tool of external decoration but also a medium that conveys the
inner emotions and experiences of the artist.

In painting, the concept of colour scheme extends beyond the mere application of
colours; it is intrinsically linked to the expression, organization, and effective
communication of emotions. Through colour, the artist not only animates the visual
scene but also powerfully expresses underlying feelings such as love, compassion,
heroism, tranquillity, and mystery. This expressive potential transforms painting from
a purely visual art into a deeply sensory and emotional experience. For this reason,
artists make highly careful and precise choices in the selection of colours to enhance
both the richness and intensity of emotional expression. Indeed, in aesthetic theory,
even other sensory experiences such as smell and sound have been symbolically
associated with specific colours and emotional states.?

Recognizing the significance of colour composition in the arts, it becomes essential
to undertake a systematic and scientific study of chromatic arrangement in order to
understand the aesthetic sensibility of painting in a nuanced and profound manner.
The selection of colours, their interrelationships, their symbolic meanings, and the
psychological effects they generate collectively contribute to a deeper comprehension
of the true emotive essence of painting. This approach is particularly relevant in the
context of the Alwar school, where one observes a distinctive balance, regional character,
and artistic refinement in the use of colour. Thus, a scientific study of colour in Alwar
paintings not only reveals their unique artistic qualities but also helps situate them
more clearly within the broader tradition of Indian painting.

On the basis of their perceptual and psychological impact, colours are generally
classified into two principal categories: warm and cool. According to colour theory, when
rays of sunlight pass through a prism, they are refracted into a spectrum of colours—
red, orange, yellow, green, blue, and violet. Among these, red, orange, and yellow are
considered warm colours, as they symbolize heat, energy, and intensity, and appear
visually more striking and luminous. In contrast, green, blue, and violet are categorized
as cool colours, which evoke a sense of calmness, stability, and balance, producing a
comparatively soothing and subdued visual effect. This classification of colours,
therefore, is not based solely on their physical properties but is also deeply connected
with their psychological and emotional impact.

In fact, human temperaments and emotional states can also be interpreted through
colour tendencies. Warm colours tend to communicate enthusiasm, passion, anger, and
vitality, whereas cool colours evoke feelings of tranquility, compassion, detachment,
and spirituality. Thus, in painting, the selection of colours is not governed merely by
aesthetic considerations but also serves as a powerful medium for emotional expression.

In the context of Alwar painters, it appears that they did not adhere rigidly to any
fixed theoretical system of colour arrangement. Instead, they selected colours in
accordance with their artistic sensibility, experiential understanding, and visual
perception. The use of colour in their works appears natural, spontaneous, and
contextually appropriate, with particular emphasis on harmonious suitability.
Consequently, the colour schemes in their paintings are closely aligned with the
emotional tone and thematic content, enhancing their expressive impact. From this
perspective, the study of colour selection in Alwar painting becomes crucial for
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understanding the depth of pictorial emotion and artistic expression.

Through the use of colour schemes, artists infuse vitality and sensitivity into
1llustrated manuscripts and miniature paintings. While drawing provides the structural
foundation of the composition, it is colour that imparts emotional warmth and visual
appeal. A balanced and thoughtful combination of two or more colours significantly
enhances the expressive power of a painting. Similarly, in manuscript illustrations,
the appropriate use of colour combinations reflects the artist’s depth of perception,
aesthetic sensibility, and technical skill, making the compositions more vivid and
emotionally resonant. On the basis of colour combinations, these may broadly be
classified into two main types: Combination of matching (harmonious) colours,
Combination of contrasting colours.?

In a harmonious (analogous) colour combination, colours that are closely related
and mutually compatible are employed, resulting in a sense of unity, calmness, and
balance within the composition. In contrast, a contrasting colour combination involves
the use of opposing or complementary colours, which enhances intensity, dynamism,
and visual appeal. The balanced application of both these types of combinations is
essential for achieving artistic excellence in a painting and for strengthening its
emotional impact.

In Mughal-period manuscript paintings, both forms of colour combination
harmonious as well as contrasting are distinctly observable. Although these works
generally prioritize nature-oriented harmonious colour schemes to achieve a sense of
natural beauty and aesthetic coherence, the use of contrasting colours is also occasionally
employed to enhance artistic effect and visual emphasis. Particularly in the manuscript
paintings of the Alwar school, this harmonious approach appears in a more mature
and balanced form, where colours are selected in accordance with the nature of the
scene, its emotional content, and contextual requirements. In medieval manuscript
painting, the tendency toward sharp chromatic contrast is relatively limited; instead,
artists place greater emphasis on harmony, balance, and subtlety of tones. Nevertheless,
in Mughal paintings, there are notable instances where contrasting colour schemes
are employed effectively to highlight focal elements within the composition.

When these manuscript paintings are studied within the broader framework of the
Rajasthani painting tradition, it becomes evident that colour arrangement is not merely
a decorative feature but an integral component of pictorial structure, emotional
expression, and aesthetic perception. Broadly speaking, four sequential stages of colour
usage can be identified in manuscript painting: (1) Indicative, (2) Combinational, (3)
Pure, and (4) Sensory (or Expressive). The first three stages correspond to what may be
termed the ‘Heraldic,” ‘Harmonic,” and ‘Pure’ modes of colour usage in painting, while
the fourth stage sensory or expressive is associated with the internal, subjective, and
individualized dimension of manuscript illustration.

The Indicative stage represents the earliest and most primitive phase of colour usage,
wherein colours function in a symbolic and suggestive manner. The roots of this
approach can be traced back to prehistoric cave paintings, where a limited palette was
used to represent life, nature, and human experience. This tendency continues into
folk art traditions as well as early and medieval literary illustrations.

In the Combinational stage, a significant development in the use of colour becomes
evident. Here, the rigidity of earlier conventions begins to relax, and a conscious effort
1s made to establish harmony among colours. At this stage, artists begin to employ
gradations, tonal variations, and sequencing of colours in relation to light and shadow
1n a more systematic and proportionate manner. It is in this phase that “a vision emerges
which standardizes the sequence and tonal gradation of colours in relation to light and
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shadow.” As a result, the painting begins to acquire a sense of depth, dimensionality,
and visual realism.

In the Pure stage, the use of colour takes a different direction, wherein instead of
relying heavily on complex techniques of light and shade, colours are applied in a direct
and unmodulated manner. In this phase, emphasis is placed on the structural
articulation of forms through colour. Colours are used in their pure state, thereby
strengthening the compositional clarity and visual impact of the painting.

The Sensory (or Expressive) stage is considered the most subtle and profound among
these. It is closely associated with the personal and subjective expression of the artist,
wherein inner emotions, psychological states, and experiential depth are conveyed
through colour. At this level, the painting transcends mere visual representation and
becomes an emotional and psychological experience. As noted, “it encompasses subjective
sensibility embedded in words, presented imagery, fragmentary visuals, the composite
totality perceived through the subconscious mind, and colour-dominant ‘images.”*

Thus, the progressive development of colour schemes in Mughal and Alwar
manuscript paintings not only reflects increasing technical sophistication but also
demonstrates how artists employ colour as a powerful medium to articulate multiple
layers of visuality, emotion, and experiential depth.

In the Mughal manuscript paintings under consideration, the predominance of the
Indicative and Combinational stages of colour usage is particularly evident. Owing to
the strong presence of folk elements in Mughal-period manuscript paintings, the
influence of the Indicative stage is clearly perceptible. These paintings often exhibit a
tendency to depict multiple events and scenes within a single frame, a feature that
closely corresponds to the narrative style of descriptive texts. In this manner, the
painting transcends mere visual representation and becomes a medium for narrative
expansion, wherein colours assume an indicative role, suggesting emotions and events
rather than merely depicting them.

With the advent of Mughal influence in the Alwar school, a significant transformation
in pictorial expression becomes evident. The proliferation of feudal opulence, elaborate
ornamentation, golden embellishments, intricate inlay work, luxurious costumes, and
dazzling decorative elements not only influenced social life but also contributed to the
emergence of a new aesthetic sensibility in both poetry and painting. Consequently, a
transformation in the colour schemes of manuscript paintings became inevitable.
Moving beyond the simplicity of the Indicative stage, these paintings increasingly
embraced the Combinational mode, characterized by a more refined, harmonious, and
aesthetically effective use of colour. This explains the remarkable similarity in colour
schemes between medieval Mughal manuscript paintings and the Alwar style
influenced by them, opening up extensive and multidimensional avenues for study.
From this perspective, a detailed particularly psychological analysis of these paintings
becomes highly necessary.

Manuscript paintings hold a special significance in the study of colour schemes, as
they demonstrate a synthesis of multiple artistic traditions. In the paintings of the
Alwar school, one encounters, on the one hand, the simplicity and spontaneity of folk
art, and on the other, the refinement of the Mughal atelier manifested through golden
luminosity, deep blue skies, sinuous clouds, and the jewel-like rendering of trees, flowers,
and foliage. Thus, these works represent a remarkable confluence of two distinct aesthetic
visions: the folk and the classical.

It is, therefore, evident that the colour schemes of the Alwar school are profoundly
influenced by folk artistic traditions. The primary colours commonly used in folk art
such as red, yellow, blue, green, black, and white are prominently employed here. A
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distinct artistic affinity for these colours can be observed, which enhances the vitality
and expressive impact of the paintings. The selection of colours in manuscript
illustrations is not based solely on aesthetic considerations but is also inspired by nature,
the human body, attire and ornaments, and everyday objects, thereby imparting a
sense of realism and cultural proximity to the compositions.?

Particularly in the depiction of Krishna’s physical features and adornments, one
encounters an extremely refined and artistic use of colour schemes. Both contrasting
and harmonious combinations are employed effectively in these paintings. For instance,
the yellow garment (pitambar) at the waist, the golden girdle, lotus-like feet, moon-like
nails, limbs adorned with sandal paste, and pearl garlands arranged like rows of cranes®
these elements collectively embellish Krishna’s beauty through harmonious hues of
yellow and white.” Thus, colour not only constructs visual beauty but also conveys
emotional and spiritual experience. Overall, the study of colour schemes in Mughal
manuscript paintings and the Alwar style demonstrates that colour is not merely a
decorative element but a powerful medium of cultural expression, emotional
communication, and aesthetic realization, through which painting attains its
completeness. From the perspective of colour composition, the Bihari Satsai emerges
as an extremely significant poetic work, wherein one finds a remarkable synthesis of
chromatic sensitivity and aesthetic refinement. The descriptive imagery associated with
the court poet Bihari of Amber owes its richness and appeal to his deep affinity for
colours, as well as to the luxurious, vibrant, and opulent culture of the contemporary
Rajasthani feudal milieu.

A highly artistic deployment of diverse colours is evident throughout his poetic
compositions. At times, he employs harmonious colour combinations to render Radha’s
beauty delicate, balanced, and graceful; at other times, he uses contrasting colours to
make the beauty of the lovers especially Radha and Krishna more vivid, striking, and
visually captivating. Thus, Bihari’s poetic imagery holds considerable significance even
within the framework of Rajasthani painting, as it presents a remarkable synthesis of
visuality, chromatic sensitivity, and emotional expression.®

The tendency of Mughal artists was not confined merely to realistic representation;
they were also inclined toward aesthetic brilliance and visual spectacle. Consequently,
they frequently employed contrasting colours to enhance the beauty of the beloved.
Similarly, Bihari’s use of the traditional combination of dark (shyam) and golden hues
represents a highly effective deployment of contrast. For instance, against the backdrop
of evening or night, dense clouds, and shaded groves, the beauty of Radha shines forth
like a flame. In scenes of abhisara (clandestine union), the luminous presence of Radha
against a dark background not only intensifies the visual drama but also enhances her
attractiveness through chromatic contrast. The juxtaposition of golden radiance against
a dark background exemplifies the poet’s refined aesthetic sensibility.?

Similarly, the poet Keshav, living within a milieu of feudal grandeur and adorned
heroines, exhibits a natural inclination toward golden hues. In his poetry, he employs
golden imagery to enhance the beauty of Radha and other heroines, particularly in the
depiction of their bodily features and ornaments. By comparing Radha’s body to gold, a
garland of champa flowers, lightning, and tender blossoms, he expresses diverse
dimensions of beauty through symbolic colour imagery. The embrace of Radha and
Krishna, wherein she clings to the dark-hued Krishna like lightning against a cloud,
offers a vivid and powerful example of contrasting colour composition.? In all such
descriptions, Keshav employs elements such as gold, champa, lightning, and floral
clusters to create luminous and radiant imagery, thereby rendering his poetic
descriptions not only aesthetically appealing but also aligned with the grandeur of
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royal and feudal aesthetics. In this way, both poetry and painting are interconnected
through colour schemes, which function as a bridge between visual and emotional
expression. It is thus evident that the deep interest in colour selection and its artistic
representation, as seen in the Mughal manuscript paintings preserved in the Alwar
Museum, significantly influenced contemporary and later painters. Through the poetry
of Surdas, Keshav, and Bihari, it becomes even clearer that colour schemes are not
merely visual devices but powerful mediums of emotional, symbolic, and cultural
expression.

An analysis of both harmonious and contrasting colour combinations in the Alwar
style, particularly in relation to Mughal manuscript paintings, leads to the conclusion
that these pictorial traditions offer vast possibilities for detailed and serious scholarly
study. Such an investigation not only reveals the technical aspects of painting but also
plays a crucial role in understanding the interrelationships and developmental
trajectories within the broader tradition of Indian art.

Conclusion

The present study highlights that the examination of colour schemes in Mughal
manuscript paintings and the Alwar style is not merely a formal or technical inquiry
but a significant avenue for understanding deeper aesthetic, cultural, and psychological
dimensions of Indian art. The analysis reveals that colour in these traditions functions
as a vital expressive medium, transcending its decorative role to become a carrier of
meaning, emotion, and symbolic value.

The predominance of the Indicative and Combinational stages of colour usage in
Mughal manuscript paintings reflects a gradual evolution from symbolic representation
toward greater harmony, refinement, and compositional sophistication. This transition
is further developed in the Alwar school, where the assimilation of Mughal artistic
conventions, combined with indigenous folk sensibilities, results in a distinctive and
mature chromatic language. The Alwar style, therefore, emerges not as a derivative
tradition but as a creative synthesis that balances folk simplicity with courtly
refinement.

Moreover, the study demonstrates that both harmonious and contrasting colour
combinations are employed with deliberate artistic intent. While harmonious schemes
contribute to visual balance, unity, and emotional subtlety, contrasting schemes
enhance dynamism, focus, and dramatic intensity. This duality reflects a nuanced
understanding of colour as both a structural and expressive device.

The interrelationship between visual art and literary traditions, particularly as seen
in works such as Bihari Satsai and the poetry of Surdas and Keshav, further reinforces
the centrality of colour as a shared aesthetic principle. In both painting and poetry,
colour operates as a bridge between sensory perception and emotional experience,
enabling a multidimensional mode of expression that integrates visuality with poetic
imagination.
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