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THE JOYS OF
BONDING

Dipti Khera

COLOURED IN THE MOODS OF SPRING

In the eighteenth-century Udaipur painting Maharana
Amar Singh II's Holi durbar in the Sarvaritu Vilas garden,

c. 1708-1710 (opposite; p. 164), a band of lush variegated
foliage bounds red flowers in full bloom, and a square of
tall, tapering cypresses border the portraits of the king
and his sixteen nobles. The men of the court are shown
playing Phag or Holi (the spring festival of colours), and
throwing the red powder of gulal from their seated posi-
tions on a white ground. The resultant concentric squares
in hues of green, red and white concentrate the viewer’s
gaze on the centre of the page, underscoring the designed
formality of the seated collective, and the painting itself.
The eyes, however, soon deviate to admire the heaps of
coloured powder and trays of fruit, the flowing fountains,
the buff-pink coloured wall, the double-tiered tent and,
underneath it, the portrait of the bearded king, Amar Singh
IT (r. 1698—1710), presiding over his assembly. The assorted
painterly effects of the trees and flowers, and the distinctive
features of individual portraits, deepen the immersion into
the picture’s multi-textured
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surface. The painterly contrast of the red frottage of the
gulal with the thick red blobs of the flowers animates the
dryness of the powder and its spread on the ground and

in the air. The graphic and painterly effects intertwine to
render the moods of a spring garden party, composing the
king and his nobles into a collective in an iconic image that
lingers in our imagination. The eighteenth-century painters
of Udaipur excelled in such depictions of the bhava (moods)
of courtly assemblies.

Udaipur, with its lime-washed white palaces overlook-
ing the lakes, was established around 1559 as the capital of
the court of Mewar.* As a site, it evokes the imaginary of an
oasis within the dry and desert landscape of north-western
India. For at least the past three centuries, Udaipur has cap-
tured the gaze of visitors from across the world. The city’s
early modern artists, though, were the first to give form to
their admiration for the valley’s lakes, palaces and gardens.
In grand-scale works, larger in size than earlier, smaller
manuscripts and portraits, which could be held in a single
hand, these eighteenth-century paintings depicting moods
of courtly places invite our gaze to wander. On the backs of



(p. 108) INDIAN

INDIAN Maharana Amar Singh 11 listening to
Maharana Amar Singh II's Holi durbar in the music at night c. 1700
Sarvaritu Vilas garden c. 1708-10 (detail) (AS71-1980)

(AS74-1980)

these paintings, scribes of the Udaipur court, in addition to
identifying the portraits, often noted the names of artists
and the moods of depicted places, events and seasons.

The depictions of pleasurable parties can seem decep-
tively simple, and scholarship, grounded in nineteenth-
century historical accounts like British colonial agent James
Tod’s Annals and Antiquities of Rajasthan (1829—32), has
viewed mimetic images of eighteenth-century decadence
as themselves decadent. This essay instead underscores the
powerful role of practices of pleasure and moods of joy, and
explores representations of courtly sociability among sophis-
ticated urbane men.* Painted descriptions of Udaipur’s
kings performing the prescribed courtly ethic of pleasure
reveal powerful artistic ruminations on the materials, the
places, and the atmospheres that shaped joyful immersion.?
The desires of kings — to bind men into bonds of joy —
surface in the pigments on paper. In turn, at work are the
efficacious desires of images of pleasure.*

THE PLEASURES OF INTIMACY

In pre-modern Indian paintings, chronicles and poems,
gardens were favoured aesthetic spaces where kings and
connoisseurs assembled to bond over poetry, philosophy,
and the arts.5 Friends and associates would perform an act
of sitting together’, sharing perfumes and food in scented
spaces.® Indeed, the scribe’s inscription on the back of
Maharana Amar Singh II's Holi durbar in the Sarvaritu Vilas
garden notes that the gathering was held in the pavilion of
the garden of Sarbat Vilas.”

The particulars of a joyful sensorium in mid
eighteenth-century Udaipur were rooted in an analytic of
pleasure performed in India’s earlier courtly worlds. Kama,
which literally means pleasure or desire, was not an isolated
practice of sex, but the making of an aesthetically encoded
world of the eponymous Hindu God of Love and of the
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urbane man, a rasika, the ideal courtly connoisseur of this
‘Kama world’ on Earth. A ‘properly lived, worldly’ life by
kings included ‘proper enjoyments” of material things like
wines, perfumes, garlands and jewellery.® Consumption
likewise refined and defined men in courtly sultanate and
imperial Mughal circles, as Persian conduct manuals such as
the Ni‘matnama and Mirzinima advised.® The education of
a mirza, the cultivated connoisseur, enlists the education of
the rasika of Sanskritic worlds, but also speaks specifically
to the emergence of new nobility by the late seventeenth
century.” To fashion themselves as powerful and ethical
statesmen, these elite men strived to cultivate all five senses,
and refine their bodily gestures and emotions.

Like the collective partaking in visual and olfactory
delights, listening to music centrally shaped convivial
settings. In the early eighteenth-century portrait, Maharana
Amar Singh 11 listening to music at night, c. 1700, the painter
depicts the king and his close associates being entertained
by kalavants — master singers, musicians and instrumental-
ists who are seen singing, playing a variety of drums and
string instruments, and clapping.™ These portraits of 4ala-
vants, whose names and faces Andrew Topsfield has tracked
across the corpus of Udaipur artworks, show that musicians
who created sonic pleasures were extremely valued for their
art.”™ They suggest intense collaborations between scribes
and artists of the visual and material arts during this time
period, but also a special intimacy between musicians and
patrons within restricted social spaces.

The moods and intimacies of such assemblies equally
presented the potential for transgression of boundaries.

The Mughal-era mehfil (courtly assemblies) of elite male
patrons and musicians, as Katherine Schofield has shown,
were highly constructed liminal spaces in practice and in
representation.” Musical recitals enabled elite men to be
affected by sounds and melodies, to become immersed

IIT

in bhava (moods and emotions), and to be ultimately
transformed into adept rasikas (connoisseurs) who could
discern rasa (aesthetic tastes). The pressure to maintain
boundaries in reality likely motivated artists and poets to
make their descriptive portraits all the more prescriptive by
way of designing the setting. In Maharana Amar Singh 11
listening to music at night, switling strokes of white pigment
on the fountain bed evoke the ambient sound of rippling
water that animates the musical night. The painted moon
reinforces the symmetrical setting, and the progression

of the sky from a pale green-blue hue to a layered white,
and finally to a deeper blue tone with evenly dotted white
stars, creates the effect of a white marble terrace bathed

in soothing moonlight. As the painted atmosphere of the
king’s mehfil was rendered ideal, so was Maharana Amar
Singh II praised as the ideal rasika.

Portrayals of Udaipur’s eighteenth-century kings as
connoisseurs iterated the social space of musical assemblies,
but also moods and the possibilities of reaching beyond
boundaries. The painter Deva’s depiction and the scribe’s
description of Jagat Singh II’s (r. 1734—1751) gathering in
the palace of Kacheri Mahal (Maharana Jagat Singh II and
his sardars watching a nautch, 1748 [p. 128]) references the
real space: a two-storeyed palace with three bays, a painted
elephant frieze and a shallow tank designed from a singular
block of marble without joints."* The placement of the king
in the central bay and others on either side of the central
axis provides a semblance of symmetry. The painting,
however, also gestures towards the potential of impending
intimacies. A series of thick, alternating, orange-coloured
wavy lines denote the coloured water that fills the tanks; its
painterly effect is starkly distinct from the flatly applied pig-
ment seen in the architecture, and the fine brushwork seen
in the attendees’ portraits and the gold-coloured costume
of the dancer. This perceptual difference registered on the



JAI RAM (attributed to)

Maharana Sangram Singh II receiving
Maharaja Sawai Jai Singh of Jaipur
feasting in camp c. 1732

(AS100-1980)

painting’s surface makes the tank’s position in the centre

all the more prominent. The tank separates the king from
the performers, and the boldness of colour and brushstrokes
invites an imagining of wild play in the royal assembly,

a transformation in the moods of the musical night, and a
possible transgression of depicted boundaries.

THE PLEASURES OF DIPLOMACY

The creation of beautiful and appealing moods for political
diplomacy were also imperative in many eighteenth-
century Udaipur paintings. The shifting political landscape
after Mughal emperor Aurangzeb’s (r. 1658—1707) death
engendered a new pressure on regional courts to forge new
friendships and keep older allies loyal.” New networks, like
the 1708 alliance between the Udaipur, Amber (later Jaipur)
and Jodhpur kings, were directly related to renewed claims
over regional territories.” The three kings came together
again in 1734 at Hurda (near Ajmer in central Rajasthan)
to form a political alliance against the Maratha states, who
were looking to expand their authority as the Mughals
steadily weakened.”” A painting thought to have been made
by the Udaipur artist Jai Ram between 1728 and 1734
(Maharana Sangram Singh II receiving Maharaja Sawai Jai
Singh of Jaipur feasting in camp, c. 1732) commemorates
one such tented durbar (ruler’s court) of diplomacy, when
Udaipur ruler Sangram Singh II (r. 1710-1734) and Jaipur
ruler Jai Singh (r. 1699-1743) came together.

The lavish tents of Mughal India mediated the mobility,
sovereignty and riches of emperors and kings.”® Eighteenth-
century kings, key participants in itinerant Mughal
durbars, proclaimed their sovereignty through similarly
coded symbolic and material use of tented apparatus.*
The tented world depicted in Jai Ram’s painting displays
an ambience worthy of the pleasures of both kings, each
an astute connoisseur in his own right. An elaborate red
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tent arrangement comprising a large central chamber is
surrounded by a cluster of smaller tents, emphasising the
space inhabited by the kings and their close confidants.
While the red colour of the tent on the outside was ‘strictly
guarded as a royal privilege’, the interior material often
varied.?® Jai Ram depicts the interior lining to evoke the
kalamkari (cotton, painted mordant and resist—dyed) kanats
(tent panels) associated with the Amber-Jaipur court since
at least the seventeenth century.>” The lobed niches with
flowering stems reference designs based on poppy flowers,
red hibiscus, red roses and other species. The limited intact
examples of Amber-Jaipur tentage attest that elaborate tents,
reserved for the innermost royal chamber, could include
vertical panels with individual designs.?* Such lavish
kalamkari creations evoked the sights and scents of flowers
and gardens transferred onto the cotton cloth by skilful
dyeing. The painter Jai Ram’s descriptive rendering of the
art of kalamkari illustrates how the painted cloth would
have enveloped the interior.

This array of exquisitely painted descriptive details
offers a visual catalogue of persons and preparations devoted
to the camp party. We gain a palpable sense of a broader
landscape and an implied itinerancy. The scalloped edges
of a slate-grey stream on the horizon echo the sway of tent
eaves captured in curved outlines. Some members of the
entourage rest and converse, while others cook delicacies
in a large pot and skewer kebabs on the grill, suggestive
of aroma and anticipation filling the air. In introducing a
select few painterly details, the artist denies that the image
can be read as a document. Tiny clumps of petals are placed
in trays near the two kings and on platters made of leaves in
front of the other prominent courtly members. The brush-
work, in tiny strokes of watery gouache in pastel shades, is
discernible only due to a vignette of two attendants outside,
who are shown fluffing a similar-looking pile of petals,
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Maharana Sangram Singh 11 attending the
Jfeeding of crocodiles at Jagmandir c. 1720
(AS88-1980)

likely for a fresh supply to the durbar party.

The image of the freshly scented tent with panels of
flowers in full bloom suggests the Jaipur court’s desire to
assemble a world into its ambit.?? The described kalamkari
tent functions in the image as the key historical trace
that shaped the mood of the dialogue. Tents marked
conspicuous consumption, and their visual impact and
memory often mattered more than their function.>* The
scribe labels Jai Ram’s painting as a pano (picture) of
the two kings seated in the ‘kherada re dera’ (‘the tent
at Kheroda’). An additional scribal note on the back of
the painting reinforces the description of the tent, which
likely suggests the meeting took place in Kheroda, on the
outskirts of Udaipur.> The painting suggests the Jaipur
contingent carried an elaborately painted, dyed and stitched
kalamkari tent to pitch a beautifully scented, tented world
that could overpower any collective. Jai Ram’s depiction
invites an imagining of the world inside the durbar associ-
ated with Jaipur’s textiles, rendered by the eye, palette and
style of an Udaipur-based artist.

The gathering of assemblies on frontiers and in gardens
depicted in such paintings suggests a life of intentional
itinerancy and immersive interludes. In the image of one
such garden party (Maharana Jagar Singh II celebrating the
Festival of Flowers in the Gulab Bari Garden, 1750 [p. 167]),
the artist Raghunath combines the joys of spring and the
mobility of kings. Both the painter and scribe make note
of the king’s arrival with a small group comprising his
brothers and sons in the Gulab Bari (garden of roses).>® A
red tent delineates the bottom register of the painting and
the depicted garden. The group of musicians and dancers,
dressed as the Hindu gods Shiva and Parvati, echo the

sound and evoke the scent that made assemblies pleasurable.

The painted garden of roses engulfs Jagat Singh IT’s
assembly in the same way the red tinge of powdered colours
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engulfed Amar Singh II’s courtly community in Maharana
Amar Singh II's Holi durbar in the Sarvaritu Vilas gardens.
Almost all figures, including the king and his courtly party,
even the attendants and dancers, are shown wearing thick
pink garlands of roses that seem to colour the complete
artwork: the rose shrubs in horizontal rows, the rose-pink
cushion against which the king rests and the rose-pink robe
of the standing attendant. Yet, as we closely inspect each
row of bushes, the circular switls of two shades of pink are
revealed in each flower and the impression of a rose pattern
overpowers.

Paintings featuring joyful assemblies of courtly com-
munities thus become less historical documents of real
parties and pleasures, as previous scholarship has under-
stood them, than aesthetic and material means of merging
the real and ideal moods of places, and thereby the real and
desired bonds among courtly communities.

THE ‘WORLDS OF PLEASURE’ IN LAKE-PALACES
Lakes distinguished Udaipur’s pleasures. Later painters
in Sangram Singh II’s workshop built upon the images
of painterly gardens, but also sought to shift the gaze to
the city’s lakefront and lake-pavilions. They portrayed
Sangram Singh IT within the environs of the lake palace
of Jagmandir, built on Udaipur’s Lake Pichola. Multiple
paintings reinforced the compositional choice of depicting
the Jagmandir Island in its entirety, thereby creating a
profound association between the ruler’s portrait and the
lake-palace’s imaginary.?”

In Maharana Sangram Singh Il attending the feeding
of crocodiles ar Jagmandir, a painting dated to c. 1720,
the compositional emphasis associates Sangram Singh II
directly with the building and gardens of the Kunwarpada
Mabhal (Palace for the Princes) in the Jagmandir palace,
which he expanded during his reign.*® The painter plays
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A Maharana of Mewar attending the
feeding of crocodiles c. 1720-1740
(AS91-1984)

with scale: the king and his courtiers are portrayed in

an enlarged pavilion, and in front of it we see a group of
crocodiles painted in a gigantic, highly manipulated size.
In the silvery lake at the bottom register, we see the hungry
reptiles leap towards the chunks of meat offered by the
lone attendant on the edge of the platform. A fragmentary
drawing, A Maharana of Mewar attending the feeding of
crocodiles, c. 1720—-1740, though not completely identifi-
able, reveals a finely rendered vignette of a bare-chested
Udaipur king in an intimate gathering and the tails of
ravenous reptiles in front of a lake pavillion. Such play with
scale and the vivid depiction of the reptiles forge the picto-
rial pathways by which painters and courtly communities

recalled places. Both the sites and the paintings of lake-pal-
aces are not simply marked by the portraits of patrons, but
rather the moods of the memories associated with places
and paintings emerge to the forefront.

The lake-palace of Jagmandir becomes the basis for
architectural expansion in and around Udaipur’s lakes.>
Just like the flowers and colours of spring were reinforced
as sensory elements and atmospheres that enabled bonding
in garden assemblies, during the mid eighteenth century,
Udaipur’s poets, painters and architects deepened the role
of water as a material and aesthetic medium in shaping
pleasure and politics.

The Udaipur court poet Nandram composed a 405-verse
poem, Jagvilasa, to commemorate the three-day inaugura-
tion ceremony and celebration of the Jagniwas lake-palace
that commenced on 20 January 1746.3° Nandram’s poetry
reveals Sangram Singh IT’s successor Jagat Singh IT’s desire
to build the most impressive lake-palace in mid eighteenth
century Udaipur, to foster affective bonds with his friends
and assert authority over the material exchange of gifts,
foods and drinks. Its introductory cantos highlight how
the Udaipur king compares the location for his new
lake-palace to that of the Jagmandir lake-palace on Lake
Pichola, where Mughal emperor Shah Jahan (r. 1628-1658)
was thought to have stayed.3* Nandram’s recalling of
Jagmandir’s history may suggest seventeenth-century
Mewar-Mughal competition’* — or more likely a popular
tale that Jagat Singh II decided to build the Jagniwas
lake-palace because his father, Sangram Singh II, denied
him permission to visit the Jagmandir.?3

Paintings thus persuasively inaugurated the represen-
tation of localised spaces of pleasure at Udaipur, and the
city’s poets followed suit.?* Jagvilasa may be translated
as ‘Jagat Singh’s delights’, or the ‘pleasures offered by
Jagniwas’, or the ‘jaga of vilasa’, the ‘world of pleasure’

that the poet presents as an idealisation of real gatherings
in the Jagniwas lake-palace.’s Just like Amar Singh IT’s
artists deployed the joys of spring to bind the king’s courtly
community, the poetic representations of Jagat Singh II
within Jagniwas reveal the connoisseur-king and his court
enacting historically contingent aesthetic ideals of pleasure
to form the Udaipur political community.

THE POWER OF JOY
The focus on pleasure, assemblies and moods enables us
to see the dynamic communities of courtly men, allies
and adversaries formed around the experience of all kinds
of joys — corporeal, sensorial, material, spatial, visual and
sonic. The poet Nandram captures the role of pleasure in
one resonant poetic phrase. He notes that at the Jagniwas
lake-palace, the king Jagat Singh II ‘rules with joy (sukha
so rajata rana)’, or, more precisely, by generating emotions
and experiences of joy for his community. The poet tells
us this is where ‘the king and his companions together
find an ocean of joy (sabhi sanga sukha men taha sukha ko
sagara paya) 3¢

The painting depicting Amar Singh II playing
the spring festival of colours with his sixteen nobles
(Maharana Amar Singh II’s Holi durbar in the Sarvaritu
Vilas gardens) is noted as an effective document. Its
extraordinarily copious inscription includes the names
of all the courtiers and kalavants and the positions of the
two unnamed carans (poets) who sang royal histories and
praises.” The position of the names matches the seating
arrangement seen on the front, reinstating Amar Singh II’s
recent rearrangement of the hierarchical positions of his
court nobles. The painter composes the courtly commu-
nity as aesthetically unitary, and the clarity and tactility of
the pigments and colours demand slow and close viewing.

Viewers in effect become beholders, like the represented
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rasikas (connoisseurs).

The efficacy of Amar Singh II's Holi painting lay in
its potential to transform the contemporary mood of
Udaipur’s politics — to colour the courtly community
in one hue and hold it together within inescapable layers
of lush boundaries. Such artistic choices and painterly
deliberations on the moods of assemblies created effective,
rather than reflective, imaginings of a unified polity,
revealing in turn the potential for enchanted bonding
with and within the paintings.
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