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Evolution of Indian Aesthetics:
From Ancient to Contemporary Art Forms

Ameera Sara Thomas
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Khajuraho Temples: Eroticism
and Spirituality in Stone:

Another example which can
be cited for showing this classical
Indian aesthetics is the Khajuraho
group of monuments which were
built in the time period ranging from
950-1050 C.E. The temples of
Madhya Pradesh are known for their
explicit and highly detailed sexual
figures. Nevertheless, juxtaposition
of sensuality with complexly artistic
religious topics is a demonstration of
integration of the material and the
divine in the Indian painting.

According to Khajuraho by
Vidya Dehejia; “these temples are
famous for excessive expressions
concerning carnal passionate, celes-
tial symbols and divine exhilaration.”

Khajuraho shows how clas-
sics accepted double nature of man-
kind and turned that into a stone art
form.

Bharatanatyam and Kathakali:
Dancing the Divine:

This period was a time when
classical Indian artworks such as
Bharatanatyam and Kathakali were
sculptured. The Natyashastra by
Bharata gave an elaborate treatise
on performing arts which resulted
in writing down of today’s dance
forms.

The Dance of Shiva accord-
ing to Ananda K. Coomaraswamy
is “Classical Indian dance is more
than art. It is the path to enlighten-
ment”.

The dances have numerous
indicators wherein the moves or
movements reflect heavy philoso-

phies and spiritual aspects of life. In
their elaborate dresses and make-
up the performers become living
sculpture representing the gods and
heroes and their fables.

Paintings and sculpture in In-
dia were not simply a demonstra-
tion of the artist’s capacity but deep
channels reflecting the spirit and
principles of the epoch. There are
many other examples that are rep-
resentative of the depth, beauty, and
lasting effect of the “golden” era of
classical Indian aesthetics.
Medieval Art: Fusion of Cultures

Indian art experienced an
aesthetic revolution during the me-
dieval era which involved dynamic
cultural interactions. The period from
about the 7th to 18th century was
marred by foreign invasions, trad-
ing, traveling and so on. The blend
of different cultural ingredients had
a strong effect on art which, in turn,
manifested the complexity and so-
phistication of the day.

Mughal Miniatures: Perfect fu-
sion of Persian- Indian aesthet-
ics:

One of the greatest represen-
tations of this fusion is Mughal min-
iature paintings, which blossomed
under the supervision of the Mughal
emperors. Mughal rulers were of
Central Asian and Persian descent
but got involved in India’s culture.
This resulted into a fusion of Per-
sian and Indian styles in painting.
These were some cultures and this
art represented different cultures
which showed the perfection in ev-
ery little detail about the Mughal
court life.
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A classic example of minia-
ture art in Mughals is the
“Padshahnama,” which is a royal
chronicle ordered for emperor Shah
Jahan. It depicts magnificence of
Mughal court by using detailed
drawings and inscriptions of Persian.
The combination of Persian tech-
nique, Indian theme, and subject
formed an unusual style that caught
the flavour of that age.
Indo-Islamic Architecture: Ar-
chitectural Marvels That Bridge
Cultures:

The medieval era in India saw
the emergence of so called Indo-Is-
lamic architecture that employed
aspects of both local and Islamic
styles. An illustration of this meld-
ing process is evident at the Qutb
Minar in Delhi. This UNESCO
World Heritage Site features intri-
cate Islamic calligraphy on its walls
alongside Hindu motifs, signifying the
harmonious blending of diverse ar-
tistic traditions.

Percy Brown, in his seminal
work “Indian Architecture: Islamic
Period”, underscores Islam’s con-
siderable impact on India in terms
of architecture. According to him,
this meeting of styles resulted into
“areconciliation of the two warring
parts in a perfect harmony.”

To conclude, the Indian me-
dieval art represents a mixture of
different cultures that resulted in vi-
brant artistic expressions. This syn-
thesis resulted in such masterpieces
as the Mughal miniature paintings
and Indo-Islamic architecture. This
era is a testimony to India’s capa-
bility to assimilate and transform it



into something unique and indig-
enous through mixing various art
forms. This is one part of India’s
great story about art, which cel-
ebrates its diversity and creative
evolution.

Modern & Contemporary Art: A
Spectrum of Expression

Transition into the modern
and post-modern eras of Indian aes-
thetics greatly revolutionized paint-
ings and sculpture. This is an epoch
where elements of tradition have
been mixed with modern creative
thinking and resulted in adaptive and
dynamic features to define Indian
Art.

Modern Art: The Bengal School
and the revival of tradition:

Bengal School of Art set up
by Abanidranath Tagore with the
collaboration of the great Indian poet
Rabindranath Tagore was instru-
mental in renewing traditional Indian
art disciplines. The Bengal school
was influenced by the earlier 20th
century nationalistic movement and
sought to revive artistic traditions in
India. The approach can be demon-
strated by Abanindranath Tagore’s
“Bharat Mata”, which was painted
in 1905. It depicts a simplistic icon
of India as a mother for the purposes
of evoking bondedness and spiritu-
alism.

As discussed in “Indian Art”
by Partha Mitter, this revivalist
movement aimed at injecting fresh
blood into old forms with a particu-
lar emphasis on Indian spirits and
modern-day practices. This showed
that modern Indian art can live side
by side with its classical past.
Contemporary Art: Globe and
the Global Stage: M. F. Husain
and Raza:

In mid-twentieth century, In-
dian contemporary art departed
from traditional subjects and meth-
odologies. Firstly, modernists lead-

ers such as Magbool Fida Husain
and S.H. Raza went abstract with
western modernism but without the
loss of touch with their origin iden-
tity in India.

The contemporary art scene
in India has seen a vital figure
emerge, who goes by the name of
Magbool Fida Husain and is at times
dubbed “the Picasso of India”. His
piece “Between the spider and the
lamp” shows how he combines mod-
ern abstraction with traditional In-
dian theme. It expresses the paral-
lel of modern-day city life and an-
cient Indian symbology, encourag-
ing viewers to decipher his art in
relation to their own culture’s per-
ception.

The dot, “Bindu”, was used
by S.H. Raza, who is well-known
for producing geometric abstractions
in bright colours for evocation of
cosmological and spiritual connota-
tions. His work, “Saurashtra,” re-
veals the artist’s attempt to bridge
the gap between the metaphysical
and the concrete, as discussed in
“S.H. Raza: Bindu Vistaar” by
Ashok Vajpeyi.

Other modern artists from
India such as Subodh Gupta, Bharti
Kher, and Jitish Kallat are globally
acclaimed. Indian art today is quite
diverse as there are a lot of works
that address modern global problems
while at the same time emphasizing
deep roots of the Indian culture.

The metamorphosis of Indian
aesthetics into a modem and con-
temporary art reflects Indian culture
that is fluid, and artists who embrace
convention as well as novelty. The
legacy that carries the nation for-
ward with this vast array of Indian
arts are these artists who reinvent
and expand the boundaries in defin-
ing Indian expressions.

The development of aesthet-
ics in Indian paintings and sculptures

is a journey into time that weaves
together the cultural fabric of India,
religious beliefs and philosophies of
the country, as well as social issues.
The journey starts with sacred sym-
bolism of the Indus Valley seals, goes
through the most elaborate frescoes,
including those in Ajanta and Ellora
caves; it ends with a combination of
various techniques and influences
that were used in Mughal miniatures
and works by modern Indian.

Throughout this evolution, a
common thread unites these diverse
artistic expressions: a strong sense
of tradition, spirit, and pursuit of eter-
nal beauty. Despite adopting the
external styles of expressions and
also embracing other forms of art,
the intrinsic linkage with the spirit
and the divine of an Indian art has
stayed unaffected.

Indian painting and sculpture
does not just relate to beautification
alone but to expressing the meaning
of Indian history, value system, and
culture. These pieces of art repre-
sent the spirit of the nation, which
successive Indigenous generations
can always identify with in a sense
that connects them to their ances-
tors.

As we conclude this jour-
ney through the evolution of Indian
aesthetics in the context of paintings
and sculpture, we are left with a
profound realization: Indian Art is
beyond just being locked up in mu-
seums and history books. It is the
embodiment of the nation’s survival
instinct and ingenuity which has con-
stantly adapted to meet the chal-
lenges of the modern day life. It is
the timeless beauty and eternal spirit
of Indian art that leaves many in
awe. Vividly, this remains one of the
most powerful legacies of creativ-
ity and linkage between art in the
Sub-Continent and Divine.
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