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Unleashing th.e'.
. of Mithila Painters

How an Ancient Tradition can Evolve and Thrive in
the Modern Commercial World

David Szanton
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When  Mithila

PRPCI were hirst t.'):hll)ilC(‘ imn NL'W

paintings  on

Delhi in 196869, they caused a
The hrifliant colors,

stunning line worke and striking

sensution,

images of Hindu dcmvs excited erities, politicians and
the larges public, For centuries, village women mn the
Mithila region of Bili had painted largeimagesol the
deities on the walls of their homes tor domestic rituals:
especially elaborated for marrages, But during the
fierce north Indian drought of 1966-67 Pupul Javakar,
the head of the All India Handicratts Board, sent o
Bombay artist to Madhubani in Bihar to encourage the
women to transter their wall paintings to “Imperil” size
paper (22 x 30 inches) for sale as an income-gencraing
project.

The small group of women accepted the challenge
who turned our o be astonishingly tlented. Tt was
their paimtings that wiggered the cardy exciiement
in New Delhi, The women were celehrted, received
awards, private and government commussions (from
postage stamps to failway stacons) and several were

sent to Europe. Russu, the USA and Japan 1o represent
India at cultural fairs. Soon many other village women
| began adapting their ritnal wall paintings to the new
requirements and the commercil possibilities of

pintng on paper.

But there was a problem, Maithila soctety was Ganel
remains) deeply patriarchal and conservative, making
idifficult for women 1o travel 1o Delhi or else where
to sell their paintings, Diealers i Delhi, howeversoon
recagnized that there were urban and tourist markets
for the pamtings and started coming o their villages
demanding 20 to 50 paintings of a lew familiar images
bur affering only three or four rupees each, Given these
paltry sums, in order o generate usetul income most
woren were forced 10 produce reperitive paintings
as vapidly as possible, As @ result, by the late 1970 -
just 10 vears after the brilliant beginning-the marker was
glutted with crude work, the ceeative impetus was gone,
andl the painting tradition was growing sale and dying,

Totally unaware of this, a young American
anthropologist, Raymond Owens, came o Madhubani
i 1976 1w study water issues. A few weeks earlier he
b heard a atk by the great Indian anchropologist, M.
N. Srinivas, arguing that anthropologists should not
just study villages, but should also be of use ta villages,
Moved by this idea, and hearing abour the problems
with the dealers, Owens shifted his project from water
to working with the paneers, Going around the villages
he encouraged women to take their tme, do their
best wark, paintings they really cared about, and our
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OF respect tor them and (he quality of their work, he
agreed 10 pay the prices they ser, often 20 to 30 1imes
what dealers would pav. In additon, he explined he
would bring the paintings to the US, iy 1o sell tham
there, and promised the artses the profits from the sales
ol their paimuings — in effect, 4 second payment far theis
worlk,

When Owens returned 1o the US in 1977 with the
first 35 paintings he had boughr, he and seversl friends
stunned by their ey, tounded
the non-profit pro bono Ethnic
Ares Foundation (FAF) o APONSOE
exhibitions of the paintings aied to
hold the fiunds unril Owens’ next
tip to Madhubani, when he would
distribute the profits o the painrers
whose paintings had been sold and
would buy mre patnrings, Over the nexr 23 vears the
EAF organized numerons exhibitions o US colleges,
umversities, - museums and  professional meetings,
Phey also veganized talks ar gatherings of potentially
interested peaple. Dunng thar perind Owens made sx
maore extended tripy to Madbubani using his personal
and grant funds, He also made nwo hlms aboue the
padseers ("Five Painters” und ".\lunni"'.l'nl}uum.uul.\'.

there was 4 nine year gap m the 1990 when he was

“The MAI is entirely free:

working space, materials,

instruction, and a collegial
atmosphere are all provided,
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caught up in other projects bue e fmally gor back to
Madhubani for six months, Octaber 1999 1o March
2000, Again he eficouraged the artists. purchased
mule pamntings-now for the much higher prices they
requested, Ra. 300 10 2,000 1nd distributed o lakly of
rupees in second payments w che artises,

Ovwens died in July 2000, The artists were dismayed.
Phey had a lost 4 friend. a supporter, and yecess rathe
high priced US market fur their paintings, However,
m fate 2001, the EAF learned thay
Owens had lefe 4 small bequest o
contnue whae he had been domg,
Three close EAF colleagues, Prof,
Parmeshivar Jha, Rurgers University;
Prof, Joseph Elder, University of

atis, 1pe . Y.
B Wisconsing and myselt, just retired

rom the University of California,
Berkeley, went to Madhubani for mwo  weeks in
December 2001 and fanuary 2002 1o participate in 4
memorid (o Owens and 1o discuss the CUTTENT St tion
with the arts, Listening w the artises it became clear
that several major problems had developed  during
Wwensnine year absence and hud BrOwWn worse since
his death. Dealers hal dgain ken over the market and
wete agatn exploiting the artisys, paving dirtde and ar
tmes only with promises for thel paintngs. The very
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‘h WATCST  womeh

had no  c¢hoice

it o continue

making the
mass  produced
inmges,  omany
of the carlier
leading  arcists

had  died  or
were mbrm,
and few  younyg
women were
still interested in
learning to paint
the  waditiona]
way from their

mothers,  older

sisters, of aunts,
Thunks 1o the increased educational opportunities and
greater aceess 1o the media the young women were far
maore interested in studving commerce, English and
moving to the ciry,

As an initial response we agreed m re-essablish
Owens' practice of paving good prices Tor good
paintings, organizing  exhibitions i the US and
elsewhere and returning the income minus expenses (o
the artists as a second payment for their work,

Troubled by the lack of younger painters, promusing
arapid decline of the painting rradition, we proposed
to establish o free arvscheol. the Mithila Arv Instituce
(MAD), in Madhubuni. The idea canght on immediately
- thoughs with little assurance the school would last for
more than 2 or 3 vears, Santosh Kumar Das, the ane
local areist with a BFA from Barodaand having some
idea of an ant school curriculum, was selected e the
initial mscructor, An Advisory Board of Tocal artises and
educators met o help plan the school.

Thus in carly 2003 one Hoor in a modest building
across from the local women's college was rented, basic
furnishings and materials were gathered and Santesh
visited the surreunding villages urging young people 16
to 25 to apply 10 the MAL The students were selected
through a “blind” competition, On an announced
day, applicants gathered ar the MAT ar 10am. Each
was assigned a humber, given a4 sheet of paper marked
with that number, and four hours o do a painang on
the spot using whatever drawing or paindng pens and
colors they wished 1o, Afer four hours the paintings
were collected and passed o a pancl of sentor artises

1o seleer che 25 paintings that showed the mose talent.

The applicanss who had painted them were chen
interviewed o insure they understood that ic would be
a four-hour-a day, live-davs-asweek, year-long program
taught by senior Mirhily arsists.

Thar hirse year, 113 young people applicd (108 young
women), Now in its 1 1th vear, the MA@ bs sull running,
with 250 10 300 applicants annually, sill 95-99%
young womety, coming from over 6O villages as tar as 30
kilometers sy, Young people may not wait to leamn
their ancient waditionar home, but are certainly excited
to do 50 in a serious school taught by and serions artists.

The MAI ix enuirely frees working space, materials,
instruction, and a collegial atmosphere are all provided,
gratis, Unlike most government training programs, no
stipends are offered. The MAL provides travel costs
hetween home and school but students are expected o
come Tull tme because chey are serious about learning
their own tradidon, The first six months are devoted to
conteol of the maerials, drawing, and the tradinional
iconography, Dusing the next six months. with
continuing instruction and guidance, the stucents are
ftee to paint whatever they wash: the classic images or
contemporary paintings using teaditional iconography,
Many do both. At the end of the year the most talented
and serious stucents are offered a second year and a very
maodest monthly stpend.

The talent amel skill unleashed by the MAI has
been extraordinary. The graduates’ paintings  are
i exhibitions, private collections and  numerous
publications —most recently in a February 2013 "New
Generation” exhubition at Arpana Canr's. New Delhi
Acidemy of Fine Arts and Lierature and o 12 page
“Thematic Partfolia,” in the Spring 2013 issuc of Marg,
[rdia's most prestigiows art jourmal.

Closer to home many graduates ave teaching Mithila
painting in schools and workshaps i nearby villages
and stimulating new work and new energies amaong
the older village-based patnrers. Others are moving
to major cities like Delhi, Hydembad and Jaipur to
eatablish themselves as contemporary artists.

The continuing evolution and vieality of the Mithila
painting tradition derives most fundamentally from the
reservoir of skill and talent in the community. However,
it has been sustained and reaninued by three modest,
Inexpensive, and replicable mnovations: respect tor the
artists, reasonable returns for theie work and 4 setious
school taught by the local artists themselves, How many
other yulnerable rural aesthetic and cultoral traditions
could be re-energized by similar effores’ |
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