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Abstract: Since time immemorial folk art has been the part and parcel of human life. A Mithila painting is one 
of such folk arts. This painting is exclusively executed by women of Mithila, the birthplace of Sita and the 
home of great medieval poet Vidyapati. The colours used in this painting are absolutely natural and manmade. 
The most elaborate form of this painting is Kohbar(nuptial chamber) painting, made during wedding. Earlier 
the themes of these painting were related to Hindu gods, goddess and mythological stories but later these 
changed from religious to the social and become a powerful medium for women to convey their outer world. 
The present article deals with the condition of women in male dominated Mithila society. It focuses on how 
female painters have addressed the gender issues and discrimination in their work .through these folk 
paintings.  

 
Introduction: India is rich in traditional legacies 
such as folk arts. A Mithila painting of Bihar is one of 
the famous folk arts of India. According to 
mythology, it originated since the times of Ramayana, 
when Raja Janak of Mithila instructed local artists to 
decorate his palace in preparations for the marriage 
of his daughter Sita to Lord Rama. How far these 
legends are true, no one knows but from the presence 
of this art in the ancient literature of Mithila, it can 
be inferred that this is a very ancient art. Yves 
Vequaud observes that “..........this tradition was at 
least several decades old, if not the three millennia”. 
It traditionally has been the ceremonial paintings as 
during various festivals and family ceremonies, the 
women would paint the walls of the houses and huts. 
This folk painting is the creativity of women folks. 
Thakur Upendra says- “it is an exclusive jurisdiction 
and monopoly of the women artists of Mithila and 
there is perhaps no other country in the world where 
folk painting is mastered by women folk only”. On 
the role of a woman in this art, Yves Vequaud claims, 
“.... the women of Mithila and only the women have 
painted this folk art ....”.  The art is carried forward 
from one generation to the other. Generally mother 
teaches the art to her daughter. Shashikala Devi (one 
of the famous artists Mithila Paintings) recalls, 
“Painting is in our culture- my mother used to paint 
and I started painting with her”. The entire colour 
scheme of this painting is indigenous and is prepared 
by natural sources. Though earlier the main theme of 
these painting were related to mythological stories of 
Hindu Gods and Goddesses but later the theme 
shifted to women related social issues and became  an 
important medium for women painters to express 
their own  problems. India is proud of artists such as 
Sita Devi, Ganga Devi, Bua Devi that this art has 
produced. The present work is based on the 
qualitative method.  
Social Issues Reflected in Mithila Painting: 
Purdah: Keeping women under the veil is still a 
prevalent practice in many parts of India. Rani Jha, a 
famous Mithila artiste addresses this social evil 

through her paintings. Her painting (fig-1) titled 
“Before We Could Only Peep through the Curtain, Now 
Together We Are Breaking through the curtain” gives a 
strong message to the society. In the painting, there 
are many eyes peeping through the curtain and four 
women at the centre who have torn the black curtain 
to see the outer world. The artiste through this piece 
of art tries to convey that it is a time for women to 
break free from these norms and to tear the veil. This 
purdah (veil) is generally observed by the women 
when the elderly male members are present to 
reinstate their seclusion from men. It becomes a 
practice to suppress women within the family and is 
indicative of their subordinate status. This tends to 
restrict women’s mobility to work outside the house. 
Rani Jha, the artiste herself has faced this in her life 
and was barred from receiving an education. She, 
however, fought against all odds, and managed to 
complete her higher education.  
In another painting of Rani Jha’s, titled “Changing 
women” (fig-2), one perceives the Indian woman’s 
“change” over the years. On the extreme right of the 
painting, a traditional woman wearing heavy jewellery 
has her face covered with a veil and is surrounded by 
many children. The second picture shows the next 
generation: the woman has not covered her face; 
however she keeps her hair covered and has four 
children. The next lady wears a hair bun and drapes a 
sari over only her shoulder, and has two children 
beside her. And the last is a modern Indian woman 
wearing a sleeve-less blouse, and her face and head 
uncovered. She carries a mobile, wears no bangles but 
wears a wristwatch instead. She has one girl child next 
to her. This purdah practice is also depicted in another 
painting of Rani Jha titled “Gazing the moon” (Fig-3). 
Here a woman is depicted in a beautiful dress, wearing 
ornaments, in a rich house. But she does not have the 
freedom and is confined to her home. She is gazing at 
the moon in the limitless sky and appears to desire the 
same for herself.  
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Lack of Education: In Mithila, girls were not given 
education as parents thought they had to do only 
house hold work. They would also think that after 
giving education to girls, they will have to pay big 
dowry for their marriage. The lack of education for 
girl has been shown in the painting of Vinita Jha(fig-
4). In this painting the girl is taking part in household 
chores and helping her mother in grinding the grains 
while the male child is sent to school. This was 
prevalent across all castes in Mithila. In Dulari Devi’s 
painting (fig-5) too, the same issue has been 
addressed. Here a girl child is accompanying her 
mother to the paddy fields instead of going to school. 
However in a painting of Ganga Devi titled “Life 
Cycle”, a girl has been shown going to school with her 
brother.    
Female Foeticide and Infanticide:  Female 
foeticide has also been shown in many Mithila 
paintings. Rani Jha in her painting titled “Abortion 
Clinic” (fig-5) depicts female foeticide very 
elaborately. A pregnant lady is being examined by a 
doctor using an ultrasound machine. The (female) 
doctor has been compared to a snake destroying the 
female foetuses. There are nurses helping the doctor; 
other female family members are seen weeping 
helplessly. The same theme has been depicted in the 
painting of Ganjeshwaran, 2010 also. He depicted a 
tree filled with unborn females, with a woman 
thinking that it is better to be a tree than a woman.  
In another painting of Rani Jha titled “Female 
Infanticide” (fig-6) shows the effect of female 
foeticide.  In the painting one hand is killing the 
female foetus and the other hand is blessing the male 
child. This shows the preference for male child over 
female child.  Due to this practice there is an 
imbalance of gender in the society. It leads to a 
rigorous search of a bride for a son.  The painting also 
shows the other issues like-aggressive behaviour of 
male as not finding a female for marrying (as having 
sex is a natural desire),so many men marrying a 
woman, female trafficking, rape etc. 
The preference for boys by family members is shown in 
Amrita Jha’s painting titled “Curse begins” (fig-7). 
According to her “Usually, a mother-in-law starts to 
curse the day she knows that her daughter-in-law is 
carrying a girl child in her womb and becomes 
extremely happy if she is carrying a male child.”  In 
her painting, two women –one with girl child and other 
with a boy facing each other. The woman carrying the 
girl child is surrounded by horizontal line of snakes 
which shows the future of the mother and the girl child 
after birth. On the other hand the woman carrying the 
boy child is surrounded by lotus flowers. This painting 
symbolises how birth of a girl child is considered a 
doom for the family and is considered a burden in 
Indian society. They are still killed in the womb or after 
birth. The mother hardly has a say as she has to do as 

per husband and in-laws wishes. Sometimes, the 
mother also discriminates against the girl after birth. 
Jha recalls, “My brothers, they would all eat. Only then 
would I get food. This wasn’t my mother’s fault....it 
was the norm of that period. That first the boys should 
be given good food, and the girls would get whatever is 
left over” 
The problem of Girl Marriage and dowry: In 
Mithila, a daughter’s marriage is a matter of great 
trouble. It is said that a father sleeps soundly only 
after his daughter has been married off. In the 
painting of Shalini Kumari titled “Betiyan Parayi Hoti 
Hai” (fig-8), the condition of a woman after marriage 
has been depicted. A bride sitting on a palanquin is 
taken to her husband’s family. The woman even after 
losing her father’s family doesnot gets due respect 
and rights in her in-laws family. Two types of 
footsteps –one facing the father’s family and the other 
facing the husband’s family have been shown. These 
footsteps show the dilemma of the bride who thinks 
of going back to her father’s family but cannot as in 
our society, a daughter is considered “paraya dhan” 
and after marriage she belongs to her husband’s 
family only. When sometimes, a woman can’t live in 
her husband’s family, she generally looks to the 
father’s family for support but she is often 
disappointed. The treatment the married daughter 
receives from her parents depends on the status of 
her sasural(in-laws family). Ganga Devi, the  
renowned Mithila painter, who has been awarded the 
“Padmashree” for her work “Circle of Life” recalling 
the humiliation in her husband’s family, said -“ Once I 
told my husband : “ We should keep contact otherwise 
the bastiwallas (neighbours) will think badly of you.” 
But he said: “I married a second time because I didn’t 
like you. I will not let you live here.”... ...People advised 
me to go to my brother’s family and live comfortably. 
...I said: Even if I have to beg, I will live here...” 
In the painting of Roopam Kumari, titled “From 
marriage to bride Burning” (fig-9) the real picture of a 
lady in her in-laws family has been depicted. In the 
painting, a woman is mistreated by her mother in-
law. She does all the household work; still her mother 
in-law shows a reprimanding finger at her. In the last 
scene, the husband is pouring kerosene oil on his wife 
while his mother is striking the match-box. Through 
the painting, Roopam has focused on girl’s marriage 
and her pitiable condition in her own husband’s 
family. For a girl’s marriage, the groom is chosen by 
family members and the consent of the girl is hardly 
taken. Even after marriage, girl works day and night 
in her in laws family with no recognition. The bride 
not carrying heavy amount in dowry is tortured 
mentally and physically and sometimes loses her life 
by killing herself if not killed by the in-laws.  
Health Related Problems of Woman: In Mithila, 
women’s health is always neglected. They are hardly 
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taken to doctors and sometimes discussing women’s 
related health problems is considered a taboo. In 
Mithila society, even the natural process of woman’s 
menstruation is considered taboo and during this 
period she is considered impure and dirty and so 
debarred from household works. This condition 
impacts the mental and physical health of the 
woman. After completing the menstruation period 
the girl has to take the ritualistic bath to become 
pure. In the painting series of Ganga Devi titled 
“Cycle of life series” there is one painting titled 
“attaining the puberty” (fig-9) where a young woman, 
with flaming hair and an ocean-like aura of the fine 
stream of water, stands on a painted magical diagram 
representing the female organ smeared with 
menstrual blood is being given the ritualistic bath on 
attainment of puberty. Here through this painting 
one can see how menstruating girl is treated by other 
women of the family.  
The pregnant women deliver with the help of mid-
wives in their home only. Sometimes the mother and 
child die due to lack of the right medicine or 
treatment. In the painting of the same series of “Cycle 
of the life” of Ganga Devi, the situation of a pregnant 
lady has been depicted. Here in the painting a 
pregnant mother lies on the ground holding a bunch 

of mangoes to safeguard her fertility and the child 
inside her womb anxious to be born, and prays with 
folded hands: O God, release me from this hell”. Two 
women help to deliver and cut the umbilical cord, 
while the newly born child lies on freshly harvested 
paddy stocks and a pair of parrots make love in the 
air, indicating genesis. In Mithila, the newly born 
children are also not taken to hospital for vaccination 
etc. But the trend has changed now. These days 
mothers with their children are taken to hospital. 
This can also been seen in the painting of Dulari Devi 
titled “Mother and child at the health care centre. (fig-
11) 
Thus we see that how the painters of Mithila have 
shown women’s problems through their works. They 
have spread the awareness against the women-biased 
discrimination.   One can amaze to see the innovative 
and wonderful skills of these women painters from 
villages or small towns. Through these paintings, they 
have also expressed their inner desires and aspiration 
and condemned the patriarchy. They have shown the 
actual realities of our society that while on the one 
side, women in India are worshiped on the other side 
they are neglected. However many paintings also 
showed that the condition of women in family and 
society has 

improved in all these years. 
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Fig 12 Mother and child at the health care centre 
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