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Abstract
Kalighat paintings, emerging in the nineteenth century around the Kalighat
temple in Kolkata, represent a significant transformation in the tradition of
Bengali folk art. Created by itinerant patuas (scroll painters), these artworks
mark a shift from rural narrative scrolls (pats) to urban, single-panel
compositions tailored for a growing market of pilgrims and city dwellers. The
aesthetic essence of Kalighat paintings lies in their remarkable synthesis of
tradition and modernity, characterized by bold lines, minimal background,
fluid brushwork, and vibrant yet controlled use of colors. Unlike earlier pat
traditions that depicted mythological narratives in sequential formats,
Kalighat paintings often focused on singular iconic figures, including deities
like Kali, Durga, and Krishna, as well as contemporary social themes. The
patuas adapted their art to reflect the changing socio-cultural milieu of
colonial Bengal, incorporating satirical and critical representations of babu
culture, gender relations, and moral decadence. This fusion of sacred and
secular subjects highlights the dynamic and adaptive nature of folk aesthetics.
The visual language of Kalighat art is deeply rooted in simplicity and
expressiveness. The use of sweeping brushstrokes, rhythmic contours, and
exaggerated features contributes to a sense of immediacy and emotional
appeal. The absence of intricate detailing or elaborate backgrounds directs
the viewer’s attention to the central figure, thereby enhancing its symbolic
significance. This stylistic economy is not merely a technical choice but an
aesthetic principle that underscores clarity, accessibility, and mass appeal.

Furthermore, Kalighat paintings challenge the rigid distinctions
between “high” and “low” art. Although initially dismissed as bazaar art by
colonial elites, they are now recognized for their innovative approach and
profound cultural commentary. The patuas, as both artists and storytellers,
played a crucial role in shaping this aesthetic tradition, blending visual artistry
with performative narration.

In conclusion, the aesthetics of Kalighat paintings embody a unique
confluence of folk tradition, urban sensibility, and socio-political critique.
Their enduring appeal lies in their ability to communicate complex cultural
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meanings through a deceptively simple yet powerful visual form, making them
an essential subject of study in the discourse of Indian folk art.

Discussion
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