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Abstract

Bihar has a very glorious past. Its past has a great
influence in Indian history. But over the decades this glory of
Bihar has been lost. Be it the reasons like politics, geography,
development or anything else. Contemporary Bihar seems no
longer reflecting its past. On the other hand, it is counted as
one of the most backward state in the country nowadays.

This project aims to understand the contemporary aspect

and realities of social life in Bihar and depict them through
Madhubani Painting.
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Introduction

Bihar, economically, educationally and
socially is one of the most backward states
of India, but also politically one of the most
important. This is not simply because this
state accounts for 54 Lok Sabha seats,
but also because the long process of
democratisation has inculcated a sense of
empowerment among the people.The
backward castes started sensing this
empowerment as early as in the mid-1970s—a
feeling which, in a way, bloomed fully in the
early 1990s with the advent of LalooYadav as
chief minister. When Laloo Yadav, during his
tenure as chief minister, implemented welfare
programmes for the lower sections of society,
especially the Dalits, even they began sensing
the change in the mid-1990s.

In a state where traditionally, political
power had remained monopolised by the
upper castes for a long time, this desire
to share power among the middle-caste
groups was bound to bring forth a process
of social and political change leading to the
realignment of newly emerging social forces.
This process started in Bihar in the mid-1970s,
initially a bit falteringly, but came into its full

form in the first half of the 1990s. But very
soon, during the era of the mid-1990s the
process of ‘de-alignment’ of these social and
political forces begun and the middle-caste no
more remained as one political group.

Poverty in Bihar: A statistical view

If poverty is defined as deprivation of
basic human needs - food, safe drinking
water, sanitation, health services, shelter
and education — then more than two-third of
Bihar’s population would be subsumed under
this category. Official statistics tell part of the
story. Bihar has the lowest literacy rate in the
country. Next to Orissa, Bihar has the highest
percentage of people living below the poverty
line. It has the lowest per capita income
among the major states of India. “Bihar’s per
capita income, which was about 60 per cent of
the average for India during the early 1960s,
declined to about 40 per cent in 1993-94 and
further to 34 per cent in 1997-98." The growth
rate of state domestic product for Bihar was
just 2.69 per cent per annum from 1991-92 to
1997-98 compared with 6 per cent for all the
major states of the country.

While the population growth rate in
India declined from 23.9 per cent during
the 1980s to 21.3 per cent during the 1990s,
corresponding estimates for Bihar increased
from 23.4 per cent to 28.4 per cent during the
same period. Consequently, the population
density of Bihar stands at a high level of 1102
as against 384 for the country as a whole. In
absolute terms, the number of those below
the poverty line in Bihar is still among the
highest; Bihar alone accounts for about one-
fifth of the country’s rural poor.

Poverty in Bihar: Historical Context

It is an often-quoted cliché that Bihar is
a land of riches, inhabited by mostly poor
people.The largest Gangetic plain with
its fertile soil, the huge water resources
available from a multitude of rivers that flow
through the region and the hard-working
human resource of the state ought to have
ensured the status of the truncated Bihar
(minus Jharkhand which was the industrial
powerhouse of the undivided state) as the
agricultural bowl of India.

Unfortunately, Bihar is today a land of
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From Past to Present

misery and poverty where agriculture has
turned out to be a loss-making proposition.
The result is a mass exodus of hundreds
of thousands of people who earned their
livelihood from agricultural land.

Why have things come to such a pass? We
can find some answers in the history of last
two centuries.

Colonial period

Bihar’s tragedy can be traced to the

British period when it was at the periphery

of the Bengal presidency. Introduction of

the Permanent Settlement meant that the
Zamindars were given the right to collect rent,
the revenue demand being fixed at nine-
tenths of the rent to be collected. Although
the revenue payable was fixed, exorbitant rent
extraction by subordinate agents, the ‘raiyats’,

meant that the tiller was barely able to subsist.

That explains why the peasants of Bihar were
abysmally poor.

It is quite evident that Bihar received step-
motherly treatment from the colonial masters.
While most of the capital investments were
made in Bengal, Bihar was systematically

denuded of its resources.

British rulers systematically destroyed
the occupation of rural artisans of Bihar by
flooding the market with cheaper machine
made products manufactured in the
metropolitan centres. That explains why, even
in the early twentieth century, many jobless
artisans of Bihar headed towards Calcutta in
search of employment (Sharma 2005: 962).

The statistics of migration from Bihar are
alarming. According to 1921 census, whereas
4, 22,000 people came to Bihar, 19, 17,000
went out of Bihar. Because of these migrants,
the foundation of money order economy in
Bihar was laid in the nineteenth century. In
1987, Rs. 7, 22,070 came to Gaya by money
order (Choudhary and Shrikant 2001: 25). In
1896-97, the remittances to the Muzaffarpur
district alone accounted for Rs. 15 lakh, which
increased to Rupees 34 lakh in 1910. In 1911,
Saran district received Rs. 51 lakh through
money order. For the whole of Bihar, money
order remittances were as high as Rs. 4.21
crore in 1915, which increased to Rs. 6.66
crore in 1920 (ibid).

The migration was not limited to Calcutta
or Assam alone. Many went as far away

as Fiji and Mauritius. During 1910-11, the
colonial government recruited 11,676 people
for indentured labour in these islands; out
of them more than half were from Bihar

and 3,473 were from the erstwhile Shahbad
district alone (ibid). Many of those who did
not migrate were left with no option but to
take a loan for subsistence from the land-
owning class, which they were never able

to return even in the long run, due to their
being heavily in debt. This led to a system of
informal bondage that tied the cultivator to
the landowner for the rest of his life.

Post-colonial Bihar: Congress Era (1947-89)

Even after independence, undivided
Bihar could not benefit from its rich mineral
resources (in the Jharkhand region) because
of the freight equalization policy of the
Government of India which fixed the rate of
raw materials for industrial establishments
across the country, without any special
benefits for the state where the mineral
deposits existed. So the state of Bihar could
not leverage its locational advantage.

Politically, Bihar has been bereft of leaders
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who had the vision to set the state on the path
of development. Successive chief ministers

of the state, with rare exceptions, indulged in
caste politics.

These caste leaders spawned a coterie
of caste followers who became rich and
powerful, while letting most of their caste
brethren languish in poverty. That is why
what we see today is a creamy layer in every
caste group,

Traditionally, political power had remained
monopolised by the upper castes for a long
time, this desire to share power among the
middle-caste groups was bound to bring
forth a process of social and political change
leading to the realignment of newly emerging
social forces.

This process started in Bihar in the mid-
1970s, initially a bit falteringly, but came into
its full form in the first half of the 1990s. But
very soon, during the era of the mid-1990s the
process of ‘de-alignment’ of these social and
political forces begun and the middle-caste no
more remained as one political group.

The Process of Empowerment in Bihar

With nearly 80 per cent of the population
depending upon agriculture for their
livelihood, it formed the mainstay of Bihar’s
economy. But agricultural land remained
monopolised by the three upper castes-the
Rajputs, the Bhumihars and the Brahmins.
The upper layer of the backward castes,
namely, theYadavs, the Kurmis and the Koeris,
were left with very little land. But for some
exceptions, other lower castes were largely
landless. During the pre-independence period,
the state witnessed strong movement for land
reforms, which continued for a long time. The
movement was led by leaders of the Kisan
Sabha formed in the year 1920.The leaders
of the Kisan Sabha demanded abolition of
the zamindari system, minimum wages for
agricultural labour, licensing of moneylenders’
security to the tenant cultivator and other
reforms. Since it was mainly the upper castes
who owned land and wielded social and
political power, such movements inevitably
got directed towards them. On the other hand,
it was mainly the backward castes owning
some land, who formed the backbone of

the movement, as they perceived a direct
benefit from such reforms. Though it could
not be carried to its desired results, some
redistribution of land as a result of the
Bhoodan movement led to the breaking of
the hold of the upper castes over land to a
great extent.

With a bit of land and with the
diversification of their occupational patterns,
these backward castes were able to improve
their economic status and emerged as a
newly rich rural agrarian class, popularly
known as the "Kulaks’, and started to play an
important role in the social and political
spheres. On the other hand, such struggle also
sowed the seeds of a sense of empowerment
among the people.This assertiveness kept
on growing in some form or the other with
various social and political movements, but
took on a particularly intense form in the
mid-1970s with the movement led by
Jaiprakash Narayan in which, though it was
an all-India movement, Bihar played a leading
role and provided the backbone.

The social struggle in the mid-1980s and
1990s, particularly in central Bihar, certainly
inculcated a sense of empowerment among
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the deprived people actively associated with
it though it could not bring about major
changes in the social, political and economic
spheres.This has been reflected in the various
elections held during the period 1990-2000.
The increasing number of contestants in the
successive Vidhan Sabha and Lok Sabha
elections, and the increasing turnout over the
years, bears testimony to it.

An overview of Bihar economy 1980-2010
Pre-Bifurcation Bihar

Bihar's economy till the 1980s was largely
agricultural in both output and employment,
like much of the rest of India. After the mid-
1980s, a decline in relative per capita output
between Bihar and India is seen as Bihar’s
economic growth was appreciably slower than
India’s. Laloo Prasad’s RUD came to power in
1990, and the relative output for Bihar settled
down to about 35% of the national per capita
income for the rest of the 1990s. This growth
was accompanied by large structural changes
in the economy with the services sector
emerging as the dominant sector in national
income; similar transformations also took

place within Bihar.

The limited expansion in output in Bihar
may be primarily attributable to the lack of
expansion in the non-agricultural sector.
Employment statistics clearly show that the
non-agricultural sector was unable to draw
people out of agriculture. Agriculture in Bihar
performed better than the national average
in the 1980s but had begun to stagnate in the
mid- to late 1990s. The failure of growth in
Bihar was largely a failure of the services and
industrial sectors to expand.

Bihar: 2000-2005

The political bifurcation of erstwhile Bihar
into today’s Bihar and Jharkhand brought to
fore the need for norms on how financial and
infrastructural resources would be shared
across the two new states. For practical
reasons, and also to favour the newly created
state of Jharkhand, this process of bifurcation
was very asymmetric — while all physical
assets were distributed on an ‘as is, where
is” basis, financial liabilities were distributed
using population norms. Thus, Jharkhand
inherited three-fourths of all the assets of

Visualizing Contemporary Bihar Through Madhubani Painting

the erstwhile Bihar and picked-up only a
fourth of all liabilities. Bihar grew absolutely
and relatively poorer simply due to this
bifurcation. At the time of bifurcation, serious
concerns were expressed about whether the
‘reduced’ Bihar could even form a viable state
on economic grounds.

Bifurcation implies a huge setback to the
industrial sector — that constituted 24% of
GSDP for undivided Bihar but only 4% of
GSDP for divided Bihar.Thus, bifurcation
implied an accentuation of the role of the
services and agriculture sector in generating
national income. Thus, the economy changed
in a fairly major way and lost a large amount
of its industrial sector to Jharkhand.

One of the immediate consequences of
bifurcation for Bihar was that its economy
became much more sensitive to shocks such
as floods. While earlier about 565% of Bihar
had been flood-prone, with the reduction in
land area, 73% of the area after bifurcation
was flood prone. What this meant is that
the opportunities to tackle the shortfall due
to floods fell and had to be forthcoming
from a much smaller area making such
possibilities remote.



Bihar post 2005 Elections

The pace of growth in per capita income
has been the highest in the post 2005 period.
While there have been annual fluctuations in
the rate of growth, the period 2005-10 saw a
compounded annual growth of 8.6% for Bihar
that was significantly higher than the growth
seen for India (7.04%) over the same time.

This growth further accelerated over
the period 2010-12 when Bihar has been
returning compounded annual growth rates
in per capita income of almost 14%! For a
state that has been systematically growing
well below the national average this has been
a significant change in the level of economic
activity since 2005. Population growth in Bihar
is expected to remain high in the next decade
as a key determinant of the population growth
rate is the total fertility rate. The total fertility
rate consistent with a population that is no
longer expanding is 2.1 children per woman.
Data from the National Family Health Surveys
(NFHS) shows that while the total fertility
rate for women in India went down from 2.68
children per woman in 1998-99 to 2.50 children

per woman in 2005-06, for Bihar it went up
from 3.7 to 4.0 children per woman.

Things which went wrong in Bihar

The Zamindari System and the Permanent
Settlement of 1793.

The step-motherly treatment meted out to
Bihar by the Central Administration during the
British Rule as well as during the Plan periods
after Independence.

The Freight Equalization Policy of 1948.

The unwritten policy of non-performance
during the 1990-2005 period.

Apart from the disadvantages arising
from the policies mentioned above, Bihar’s
economy has historically been faced with a
number of challenges — the loss of resources
from bifurcation, repeated flooding, Naxalism,
etc. In fact, the state government has been
attempting to negotiate a ‘special category’
status with the central government to access
central government and other funds on more
favourable terms, citing challenges

such as the Kosi floods. While there
may remain ambiguities about whether
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Bihar merits support under the ‘special
category’ status.

There is little doubt that Bihar has faced
significant barriers to growth. What made
these barriers insurmountable were the lack
of support from the central government,
before and after Independence, and the lack of
leadership in the state itself. This meant that
the meagre resources available for relief and
rehabilitation were often wasted and Bihar
frequently performed, not only far below
its potential, but also far below what was
required for it to catch up.



Interviews

Primary Study

After going through the entire history of
Bihar and its development my primary goal
was to visit Bihar and meet some people as
to understand, how they see the modern
Bihar. A list of some questionnaires were
framed like; Where is the contemporary Bihar
stands on a scale of development? How well
media portray its reality? How responsible is
government and its people for the image of
Bihar? These were the basic questions asked.
I met with Dr. D.M.Diwakar. He is the Director

of A.N.Sinha Institute of Social Studies, Patna.

He said,

“One cannot put Bihar in a single frame
of time and talk about its development and
progress. Statistical data will assert its validity
that Bihar is backward and poorest state. But to
understand Bihar one need to understand the
path it has travelled through. Bihar has been
facing poor governance and been effected by
bad policies since ages. Contemporary Bihar is
growing and the young generations are leading
Bihar now.”

“Bihar has a bad image and media

has consistently played the major role in
projecting a negative image of it. They say
Bihar has crime, scams, poor and illiterate
people. | find it ridiculous. Every state in
India has crime. Bihar is not on the top list

in crime and scams. Yes, it has low literacy
rate but. Its the only state to produce highest
no. of IAS and IPS. Mafia and underworld,
they originated in Mumbai but it was never
projected as a city of crime.”

In an another interview:-

“Contemporary Bihar is growing, its
growth rate is slow. Even today this state
is setting trends and changing the face of
development. IIM Ahmedabad student has
won panchayat election in Alawarpur to
change the face of poor village. Nalanda has
the most high-tech, wi-fi zone post office.
Patna has the biggest 20 km free wi-fi zone.
Arariya is the cleanest village with dustbin at
each house door.”

“An IAS in Champaran has adopted a
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village to change its image. Harnaut, Nalanda
has a village having more than 500 lITians.
Each year 15 students crack IIT-JEE. They are
taught by ex-1lTians of this village at free
of cost. Super 30 run by Anand Kumar and
IPS Abhayanand at free of cost for poor. The
current generation is changing the face of
Bihar’s identity. Media and every individual
should stop negative branding of bihar.”
—Sanjay Kumar (Chief news editor,
Doordarshan, Patna)

“Bihar has faced poor governance and
ignorance from central government since
ages. Laloo is the biggest hero (nayak) of
social empowerment in Bihar, but not on the
scale of development. Contemporary Bihar
is complex to simply understand in terms
of politics. The feudal society of Bihar is still
haunting it”

— Shrikant (Director), Jagjivan Ram
Institute of Parliamentary Studies and Political
Research (Patna)



“l lived in Bombay for 15 yrs and am
now running a boutique and a restaurant in
Patna. | have found people in Bihar as hard
working and happy. People have money too
for investments. But they have their own pace
of life style and usually gets less effected
by others. It took me days to get my film
editing done here. Because the people here
have always some other things to do as well.
Development is slow but youngsters are
coming back to contribute. Bihar hasn’t that
level of slum as in Mumbai.”

— Rekha Singh Owner at Masala Junction
Restaurant, Patna. Also a filmmaker.

“The condition of art college in Bihar is the
same, as in other parts of the country. Bihar
has less industry. Less employment, hence
less exposure. Students still has to go out of
the state for work and exposure. In terms of
quality of works, students here are nowhere
less than others.”

— Ajay k Pandey (Assistant Professor in
College of Arts and Crafts, Patna.)

Visualizing Contemporary Bihar Through Madhubani Painting

Current issues in Bihar

Distress migration.
Unemployment.

Few small cottage industries.
Irrigation problems for agriculture.
Complex seed license act.

Few institutes for higher education.
Insufficient infrastructure.



Graphic Novel and Film Review

Secondary Study

“Books aren’t made of pages and words. They
are made of hopes, dreams and possibilities”

Stories are the powerful medium to
communicate messages. However with
my project the aim is to understand the
contemporary life and communicate them
through stories.

Nevertheless, as a part of secondary study
and prepare myself for the storytelling part
of the project, | read couple of Books and
watched some movies. Some were fictional
stories, some were inspired from real life.
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Graphic Novel

Corridor
Somnath Banergy

The story structure is non linear. Four
characters, their life incidences, and dreams.

In the heart of Lutyens’ Delhi sits Jehangir
Rangoonwalla, enlightened dispenser of tea,
wisdom and second-hand books. Among
his customers are Brighu, a postmodern Ibn
Batuta looking for obscure collectibles and a
love life; Digital Dutta who lives mostly in his
head, torn between Karl Marx and an H1-B
visa; and the newly-married Shintu, looking
for the ultimate aphrodisiac in the seedy by-
lanes of old Delhi. Played out in the corridors
of Connaught Place and Calcutta, the story
captures the alienation and fragmented reality
of urban life through an imaginative alchemy
of text and image.
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| See The Promise Land
Arthur Flowers, Manu Chitrakar

A poetic narrative of MLK(Martin Luther
King Jr.), done in Patua art style illustration.
Within the texts are quotes and section of
speeches by king. Colloquial grammar and
sophisticated vocabulary.

“This what makes Martin Luther King
I

specia

Layout is interesting, Images are flowing in
horizontal direction where as texts in vertical.

Use of black background is deliberately
chosen according to the context. In the page

where King was shot, the page is completely

black, except for four white text boxes.

CAPIT ALLWITH
THEMARCHON
WASHINGTON.

KING'S SHINING HOUR.

ACOALITION OF CIVIL RIGHTS
ORGAMIZATIONS DECIDETO
MARCH 0N WASHINGTON TO
PUBLICIZE THE STRUGGLE AND
DEMAND GOVERNMENT ACTION.

Itis the largest gathering of pro-
testors in the nation’s history.

ORIGIMALLY DESIGMED TO DIRECT-
LY CHALLENGE THE GOVERNMENT,
IT1S DEMILITARIZED AFTER MAR-
T MEETS WITH KENMEDY.

HE |5 ACCUSED OF SELLING
OUT. THIS HURT HIM,
THIS HURT HIM BAD.

But it all come through for him
when he give them | Have a Dream.
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Adi Parva: Churning of the Ocean
By Amruta Patil

“To know if a tale is worth its weight in
gold, check if it reveals itself threefold. In
your bloodstream. In the town square. In the
turning of galaxies. If it does: Gold. If it makes
you giddy just to think of the scope of the
tale: Gold.” With these words in the preface,
Amruta Patil sets a ruthlessly high bar for her
retelling of the Mahabharat in sequential art.

Story of Mahabharata Stretches into
infinity before the birth of Pandavas. Stories
are nested within stories. The story is from
a women narrator perspective (The river
Ganga). It brings women of Mahabharata
in forefront. Bold and striking colours and
beautifully painted imagery.
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Turning The Pot, Tilling The Land
Kancha llaiah

Who discovered the first detergent soap
in India?
Who created scripts as they crafted pots?
Who selected and standardised most of the
food items we eat today?
How did cotton come to be spun into cloth?
Who originated the science of making
leather out of animal skin?
In this book, Kancha llaiah throws light
on the science, art and skill of adivasis,
cattle-rearers, leatherworkers, potters,
farmers, weavers, dhobis and barbers.
The book documents the contributions
to the betterment of human life by castes
and communities despised as ‘lowly’ and
‘backward’.

Recently, students opposed to reservation
in educational institutions expressed protest
by polishing shoes, sweeping the roads and
selling vegetables. Why such resentment
against labour? Could these students make
shoes or till the land? Could they make a pot?
This book—with stunning illustrations by
Durgabai Vyam—is the first ever attempt to
inculcate a sense of dignity of labour among
India’s children.
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Naina Jogin (The Ascetic Eye)
Praveen Kuma

In Madhubani, people struggle against
trying circumstances to eke out a living. Many
have taken to painting to survive.They paint
the traditional motives (erstwhile painted on
cow dung textured walls of huts and closely
associated with ritual) unto paper. These

paintings are then sold in markets in India
N and abroad. While many painters repeat
certain traditional motives other artists boldly

expand the scope to include contemporary
themes. The film is about these painters,
THEM DS § a8 Pvi R WP : their circumstances, their inspirations and
R T Sy S——- their works. The film grows to completion
by a criss-crossing of narratives stitched
together by sights and songs of the milieu
- that births these artists. The central line of
Afilm by Pravesn fumar . the film is the Khobbar ritual in which a

AL Ar Podaiem 2 newly married couple spends three days and
nights in the painted Khobbar Ghar before
they may consummate their marriage. This
vigil over desire provides the film with a
mysterious energy...

e . e pu i Fa puaae

Vg pab-Lani o i) pPost il 0 P A s S
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A study of Mithila/Madhubani Art

Introduction: A brief history

No region of this great country is
untouched with the creativity of the women.
We see the example of phulkariin Punjab,
warli in Gujarat, chikan embroidery in
Lucknow, weaving in the North-east, kantha
in Bengal, miniature paintings in the state
of Rajasthan, kethari, sujani and of course
mithila paintings in the Mithila region
of Bihar.

The Mithila painting is one of the living
creative activities of the women of this
region. It is a famous folk painting on paper,
cloth, ready-made garments, movable
objects etc., mainly by the village women of
Mithila. Originally it is a folk art, practiced by
the women of all castes and communities,
including the Muslims, on walls and floors
using the natural and vegetable colours. Later
some people took interest in it and motivated
the women to translate their art from walls
and floors to the canvas and now the new
form has given this a very distinct identity
in the art world as well as in the market. This
folk art has a history, a cultural background,
women'’s monopoly and distinct regional

identification. Where is Mithila? What is the
cultural and historical significance of this
land? Why is it that this art is that special in
Mithila? These are the few questions that
deserve an answer before anything can be
written about this art form.

Far away from Indian big cities and the
modern world lies a beautiful region once
known as Mithila. It was one of the first
kingdoms to be established in eastern India.
The region is a vast plain stretching north
towards Nepal, south towards the Ganges and
west towards Bengal. The present districts of
Champaran, Saharsa, Muzaffarpur, Vaishali,
Darbhanga, Madhubani, Supaul, Samastipur
etc., and parts of Munger, Begusarai,
Bhagalpur and Purnea of Bihar cover Mithila.
It is completely flat and free from rock or
stone. Its soil is the alluvial slit deposited by
the river Ganges, a rich, smooth clay dotted
with thousands of pools replenished by the
monsoon, the only reservoirs until the next
monsoon. If the monsoon is late or scanty,
the harvest is in jeopardy. But if the rain god
is kind, the whole plain bursts into green
from October to February, dotted with man-

made ponds where beasts and peasants bath
beneath ancient vatvrikshas. Madhubani is
the heartland where the paintings are more
profuse than elsewhere. “The region’s rich
vegetation so impressed ancient visitors that
they called it Madhubani, ‘Forest of Honey’
(Vequaud, Yves 1977)" the name of the most
acknowledged district for this painting. In this
mythical region, Rama, the handsome prince
of Ayodhya and incarnation of the Vishnu,
married princess Sita, born of a furrow her
father King Janaka had tilled. Mithila is that
sacred land where the founders of Buddhism
and Jainism; the scholars of all six orthodox
branches of Sanskrit learning such as
Yajnavalkya, Bridha Vachaspati, Ayachi Mishra,
Shankar Mishra, Gautam, Kapil, Sachal
Mishra, Kumaril Bhatt and Mandan Mishra
were born. Vidyapati, a Vaisnav poet of 14th
century was born in Mithila who immortalized
a new form of love songs explaining the
relationship between Radha and Krishna in
the region through his padavalis and therefore
the people rightly remember him as the
reincarnation of Jaideva (abhinavajaideva).
Karnpure, a classical Sanskrit poet of

Bengal, in his famous devotional epic, the
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Parijataharanamahakavya gives an interesting
account confirming the scholarship of the
people of Mithila. Krishna tells his beloved
Satyabhama, while flying over this land on
way to Dwarka from Amravati,

“O lotus-eyed one behold! Yonder this is Mithila,
the birthplace of Sita. Here in every house
Saraswati dances with pride on the tip of the
tongue of the learned”

Mithila is a wonderful land where art and
scholarship, laukika and Vedic traditions
flourished together in complete harmony
between the two. There was no binary
opposition.

The tradition of wall paintings as well
as surface paintings for beautification of
dwellings and ritual purposes in Mithila
is believed to have survived from the epic
period. The women artists, according to the
old age tradition, are the sole custodians who
practice this folk painting passing down for
generations from mother to her daughter.
They have been retaining this great art form
in the region since time immemorial. The

girl learns to play with the brush and colors
at an early age that finally culminates in the
kohabar, which acquires great sanctity in the
social life. All religious ceremonies relating to
the marriage are performed in the kohabar.

The present form of Mithila paintings,
also called Madhubani paintings, are the
translation of the wall paintings, floor
paintings and terracotta idols onto paper or
canvas23.This experiment is not very old. In
the late sixties, twentieth century, in order
to create the job opportunity for the women
to face the cruel challenge of the terrible
drought, some women were approached to
translate their art from walls, floors and other
form of creativity to the paper or canvas.
They did and it worked miraculously. At first
when the ritual was fixed on paper it had
a very small audience at the receiver’s end
but it certainly opened a new world of art
appreciators and also potential buyers of their
artworks in the world. This was a great success
and a ticket to trade. Since then the painting
medium has diversified. Wall paintings were
transferred to hand made paper (which was of
poster size) and gradually it laid the way for

Visualizing Contemporary Bihar Through Madhubani Painting

other mediums and motifs like greeting cards,
dress materials, sun-mica etc.

Madhubani painting is an emblematic
expression of day-to-day experiences and
beliefs. As such, symbolism, simplicity
and beauty hold them together in a single
school of traditional art. The symbols that
these Maithili painters use have their
specific meanings as, for instance, fish
symbolize fertility, procreation and good
luck, peacocks are associated with romantic
love and religion, and serpents are the divine
protectors. Characterized by vibrant use of
colour, underlying symbolism and traditional
geometric patterns supporting the main
theme, the Indian folk art form of Madhubani
succeeded in creating a place for itself in
the international house of fame and now
recognized worldwide.
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Present scenario of Madhubani Painting

The present Madhubani practice has
reached to its saturation. However, it
has gained worldwide fame but modern
commercialization has caused serious harm
to this art. The women and men are learning
this art from the markets in towns and
metropolitan cities. The trainers themselves
do not know the essence and aesthetic beauty
of this folk art and they teach their students in
utter ignorance. Some of them do not know
the colour combination, obtaining the colour
from the nature, preparing the background,
relationship between rhythm, colour, songs,
rituals, dance and the art of painting.The
themes and designs of the paintings are, now,
in most of the cases decided by the buyers.
The buyer-centric approach has caused

serious threat to the originality of colour,
design, motif, and sensitivity of this great
art form. Commercialization of this art has
created the interest of several males in it. They
have been now also painting without knowing
the significance of women in it. For them it
is an industry that can easily provide a job
opportunity for them.They are willing to paint
anything as per the requirement of the buyers
in the name of Mithila painting.

However, there are only few artists,
who still practices this art with sincerity.
There are only few who understand the true
grammar of this traditional art and paint with
contemporary themes without losing the
Madhubani essence.
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Book Study

The Art of Mithila
Yves Vequaud

The Book includes 88 Madhubani paintings
done by women of Mithila region in Bihar. It
starts with a brief history of this traditional
art form and explains the rituals and stories
behind various types of paintings.

The images are done in various styles with
bold colours and fine line styles. The abstract
representation of human body in paintings are
extra ordinary.
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Style exploration

“JTo Practice any art, no matter how well or badly, is a way to make your

soul grow. So do it.” —Kurt Vonnegut

The idea of this project was initiated from
the learnings | had during the internship at
Ranti in Madhubani district. The art form of
Madhubani is well known to the world. Its a
traditional painting. Earlier it used to be done
on floors and walls but now-a-days its done
on paper.

There are various styles in Madhubani
Art. Like Kachni, Bharni, and Godna. In all the
styles bright colours and fine lines are used.
No space is left empty. If any, filled with Floral,
Animal, Birds or geometric patterns.

Some of the basic geometric shapes used
in Madhubani Art is; Line, Cross ling, circle,
comma, Dash line and half circle.

For the learning part, my aim was to
understand the grammar of the Madhubani
Painting. Then the second approach was to do
some style explorations and practices of lines

to have better command over this art form.

| chose to practice the fine line works for the
detailing that is put on the background instead
of the floral and the other elements. As putting
too many things in background creates too
many focal points. So for the purpose of an
illustrated book | chose not to put too many
elements and explore with the patterns only.

Some examples;

Visualizing Contemporary Bihar Through Madhubani Painting
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Explorations using basic lines and
geometrical shapes with focus over fine line

works and strokes.
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Explorations Done during Learning at Ranti
in Madhubani district.
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Story and lllustration

Approach to story

After accessing all the information from
primary and secondary research, | began
working on the story part of the book. | put
down the major events that changed the face
of Bihar over a period of time and started
weaving the narrative around it.

The idea was to accurately depict the
contemporary reality without glorifying it
unnecessarily.

| wanted it to be a journey through stories
so that one could understand how time has
shifted and things have changed.

Another point i wanted to focus on was
the Transformation Phase of Bihar and Hope.
The book should give this positive sense of
change and development. As a resident of
Bihar | too believe that;

“Development is about transforming
the lives of people, not just transforming
economies.”

“Bihar is transforming towards growth, its
pace is slow. It needs change in individuals
mentality to break the barriers of feudal
society.”

Later on the phase of story development,
| took the real stories of people whom |
interviewed and developed them with some
fictional characters.

Plot Structures

Plot-1

One single story. Revolves around a
Zamindar and a Dalit caste family. The wife
of a Dalit elects herself for Mukhiya election
against Zamindar’s wife. Zamindar forces the
Dalit community to withdraw her name from
election. She doesn’t withdraw herself from
nomination and wins the election. Later a
change in behaviour of Zamindar is felt by the
entire Dalit community.

However the downside is that she wins the
election but most of her works are handled
either by her husband or son.

This still gives a little sense of
empowerment in women society.

Plot-2

Multiple stories. Based on real life
incidences, with some fictional characters and
incidences. An old Peepal tree as a narrator.
This tree recites different stories of different
times i.e. from dark times to changes it has
seen till now.
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Final Plot

While the first plot was very much centric
to one issue. it was difficult to show the entire
time line and issues that Bihar has gone
through.

Whereas | found plot-2 more interesting
as it had more chances to frame stories from
different time line and different issues. This
way it becomes easier to be effective. Peepal
tree as a narrator becomes the witness of all
the events.

Keeping in mind the plot progression,
theme and relevant information according to
the time line | began to pin down the stories.
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Sample illustration page
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Size of the book
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Sample layout of the book
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