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Abstract 

This paper examines how British colonialism shaped the institutional 

structures, pedagogies, materials, and aesthetic values of art 

education in India from the mid-19
th 

century through the early 20
th
 

century, and how Indian artists and schools responded by adapting, 

resisting, and hybridizing those influences. Focusing on key 

institutions, notable by the Madras school of art (1850), followed by 

the Government college of art in Calcutta (1854), the Sir J.J. School 

of art in Bombay (1857) and the Mayo School of Art in Lahore (1857). 

The paper argues that colonial art schools introduced European 

academic techniques and crafts/design agenda that simultaneously 

enabled new possibilities and produced cultural hierarchies that 

Indian modernists contested. The concluding sections discuss long 

term legacies in postcolonial art education and contemporary debates 

about decolonising curricula. Primary and secondary sources include 

archival materials, instructional histories and recent scholarship on 

art and nationalism in colonial India. 

Keywords: Colonial art education, Sir J.J. School of Art, Mayo 

School of Art, Bengal School, Redgrave curricula, aesthetics, 

nationalism, decolonisation. 

Introduction 

The establishment of colonial art schools in India during the 

nineteenth century marked a decisive shift in artistic practice 

and aesthetics. These practices emphasized symbolic expression, 

spiritual meaning and stylized convention over naturalistic 

representations. With the establishment of art schools by the  
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British beginning with the Madras school of art (1850), followed 

by the Government college of art in Calcutta (1854), the Sir J.J. 

School of art in Bombay (1857) and the Mayo School of Art in 

Lahore (1857) a new framework was imposed that sought to 

modernize Indian art in line with European standards.    

     The introduction of these schools was not a neutral act of 

knowledge transfer, rather it was embedded in the colonial 

―civilizing mission‖ that sought to replace indigenous artistic 

practices with European academic standards. Traditional art was 

increasingly relegated to the category of ―craft‖, while Western 

naturalism was elevated as the benchmark of ―fine art‖. This 

ideological hierarchy disrupted centuries old aesthetic systems 

and marginalized artisans whose practices did not conform to 

academic norms. 

     The paper adopts a historical institutional methodology 

combining archival sources, institutional histories and critical 

secondary literature. It aims to go beyond a single casual 

narrative by showing how colonial educational policy 

intersected with local agency, market demands and nationalist 

politics to produce uneven but durable transformations in Indian 

art and aesthetics. Key debates addressed include: Were the 

colonial art schools primarily instruments of cultural 

domination, or did they inadvertently create conditions for anti-

colonial modernisms? How did curricula change the meaning of 

‗skill‘ and ‗taste‘ in colonial Indian contexts? And finally, what 

remains of those transformations in contemporary art education?  

Yet, this imposition was not passively accepted. Indian artists 

and intellectuals responded in complex ways. Raja Ravi Varma, 

for example, embraced European naturalism but infused it with 

mythological themes, creating a hybrid aesthetic that appealed to 

both colonial and Indian audiences. In contrast, the Bengal 

School under Abanindranath Tagore and later the experiments at 

Shantiniketan under Rabindranath Tagore resisted colonial 

pedagogy by reviving indigenous forms and philosophies of art.  

Literature review
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Scholars have approached colonial art education from a variety 

of perspectives, institutional histories ( founding dates, 

curricula, administrative motives), studies of techniques transfer 

(introduction of oil, perspective, anatomical training), and 

cultural critiques that locate these institutions within larger 

imperial projects of knowledge production and aesthetic 

hegemony. Recent scholarships highlight two complementary 

insights. First, British style academic training deliberately 

prompted European aesthetic norms (academic realism, linear 

perspective, life drawing) to create artisans and visual outputs 

compatible with colonial markets and tastes. Second, Indian 

practitioners and reforms appropriated, resisted and hybridized 

these norms to forge national styles and new modes of 

representation. These interpretations emphasize agency on the 

part of Indian artists while recognizing the asymmetries 

embedded in colonial cultural institutions. 

Foundational histories and institutional studies: Early 

institutional accounts and school chronicles provide the baseline 

facts: the founding of the Government Schools of Art in 

Calcutta, Madras and Bombay in the mid-19
th

 century; the 

establishment of the Mayo School of Industrial Art in 1875, the 

emergence of Sir J.J. School of Art as a major training centre in 

Bombay. Institutional studies document principals, 

administrative structures and shifts in teaching emphases 

(Industrial design vs. Fine Arts). Recent institutional histories 

and archival projects are particularly useful for reconstructing 

administrative rationales and curricular emphases. 

Curricular scholarship: The Redgrave influence and 

pedagogical regimes:  Art education scholars have traced the 

circulation of metropolitan drawing syllabi, most importantly 

the National Course of Drawing Instruction developed in 

Britain, which became the template for colonial schools. The 

Redgrave syllabus emphasises staged, progressive mastery, 

standardised models and examinable competencies. Scholars 

argue that transplanting these syllabi redefined artistic skills as 

measurable technical proficiency, divorced from local 
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apprenticeship-based learning. This curricular standardisation 

formed a crucial mechanism for shaping taste and practice 

among a new cohort of trained artists. 

Aesthetics, modernity and nationalism: This scholarship 

reveals that nationalism did not simply reject colonial aesthetics; 

rather, it involved a selective appropriation and 

reinterpretation. The Bengal School, for instance, drew 

inspiration from Mughal and Rajput miniatures and from 

Japanese wash techniques, yet it remained a consciously 

modernist project shaped by the very institutional contexts it 

critiqued. The movement illustrates how colonial art education 

inadvertently laid the groundwork for cultural resistance by 

providing both the skills and the discursive spaces through 

which Indian artists could assert their own aesthetic identity. 

Scholars now highlight the ambivalence and hybridity of the 

nationalist aesthetic. 

Critiques and recent intervention: Recent literature 

complicates earlier teleologies that see colonial schools only as 

agents for domination. Scholars emphasize local agency: Indian 

teachers and princely patrons used colonial institutions to 

advance their own agendas, artisans incorporated academic 

techniques into commercial workshops and nationalist art 

makers selectively appropriated Western modes to construct 

new forms. Furthermore, contemporary debates on decolonising 

curricula situate colonial art education as an inherited structure 

whose racialised hierarchies and canon formations still shape 

pedagogy. Newer articles on the ―implementation and 

imposition‖ of curricula examine how policy translated 

unevenly on the ground, producing hybrid pedagogies rather 

than monolithic colonial culture. 

Methodology 

This paper is historical and analytical; it synthesizes secondary 

literature (institutional, histories, museum catalogues, scholarly 

articles) and primary archival summaries where available 

(institutional founding documents, contemporary critiques 

reproduced in secondary sources). Comparative analysis 
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examines curricula, teaching personnel, patronage structures and 

the visual outputs associated with different schools, while 

thematic analysis traces recurring motifs: techniques transfer, 

crafts vs fine art binaries, commercialization, nationalist 

aesthetics and postcolonial legacy. 

Colonial foundations: institutions, aims, and curricula 

The rise of government and municipal art schools: By the 

mid19
th

 century, the British colonial state and municipal bodies 

established formal art institutions in major urban centres. The 

Sir J.J. School of Art, Bombay, a leading exemplar of Britain‘s 

municipal art school model in India, It introduced systematic 

drawing classes, ateliers for decorative painting, modelling and 

design and was steered by figures such as John Griffiths and 

John Lockwood Kipling in its formative decades. These schools 

combined art instruction with design training geared to crafts 

and industry as part of a colonial modernization agenda. 

     The Mayo School of Art similarly embodied a colonial 

pedagogic model, organized to raise technical standards in crafts 

and provide craft instruction that could serve imperial markets 

and public works. British administrators and teachers structured 

curricula around drawing from casts, pattern design, ornaments 

and the reproduction technologies needed for commercial and 

state purposes. The emphasis often lay as much on craft 

improvement and design for manufacture as on the ―fine arts‖. 

Pedagogical content and material change: Colonial schools 

systematically introduced European materials and techniques, 

oil painting, life drawing from plaster casts and live models, 

linear perspective and anatomical study and they taught design 

principles derived from the south Kensington/Arts & Crafts 

model that British art education promoted. The pedagogical 

focus produced artists skilled in portraiture, realistic historical 

painting and reproduction techniques that found ready markets 

in print media and commercial reproduction. This shift had 

important downstream effects for instance, the uptake of oil 

painting and lithographic reproducibility enabled artists like 

Raja Ravi Varma to disseminate mythological and popular 
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images widely, altering the visual economy of religious and 

popular imagery in India. 

Aesthetics in practice: academic realism, commercialization 

and new publics 

Academic realism and Indian subject: Academic realism, 

with its modelling of form, use of chiaroscuro and naturalistic 

brushwork, became a dominant stylistic idiom among many late 

19
th

 century Indian painters trained within or influenced by 

colonial institutions. Raja Ravi Varma, though not a product of 

these schools per se, exemplifies how European techniques were 

adapted to Indian content; his oil paintings of Hindu 

mythological scenes and court portraits married western 

pictorial devices to Indian narratives, and lithographic 

reproductions of his paintings circulated widely across the 

subcontinent. This popularization altered aesthetic expectations 

and fuelled new mass markets for religious prints and calendars. 

Crafts, design, and colonial industry: The South Kensington 

model emphasized design education to serve industry; colonial 

art schools in India were charged with training artisans for 

government workshops and for export markets. This articulated 

art education with the colonial economy, students learned 

pattern drawing, decorative arts and technical crafts intended to 

standardize and improve production. While such training 

sometimes revived or systematized indigenous crafts, it also 

subordinated local aesthetic logics to marketable design 

imperatives. The craft/fine art distinction became 

institutionalized, privileging certain visual values over others. 

Resistance and revision: Bengal school, Shantiniketan and 

nationalist aesthetics 

 The Bengal school and cultural nationalism: In the early 20
th

 

century, artists associated with the Bengal School articulated an 

explicitly anti-academic response. They sought inspiration in 

Mughal and Rajput miniatures, folk traditions, and Asian ink 

wash techniques as a corrective to what they perceived as the 

cultural domination of European academicism. The Bengal 
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School linked aesthetic reform to nationalist sentiment, asserting 

an indigenous modernism rooted in precolonial visual traditions 

and spiritual values. This movement reshaped Indian art 

discourse and provided an aesthetic vocabulary for nationalist 

identity formation. 

Shantiniketan/ Kala Bhavan: pedagogy as cultural 

reconstruction: Rabindranath Tagore‘s Visva Bharti and Kala 

Bhavana represented a programmatic pedagogic alternative, art 

education at Shantiniketan foregrounded craft, local materials, 

open studio practice and an integration of art with rural life, folk 

forms and experiential learning. Teachers such as Nandlal Bose 

developed an approach that resisted the life class, cast and 

model habitus of colonial schools and instead emphasized 

natural materials, stylization, and an ecological embedding of 

art. Shantiniketan thus offered a model of art education 

explicitly framed as cultural reconstruction rather than technical 

acculturation. 

Case studies  

Sir J.J. School of Art 

Established in 1857 and institutionalized under municipal and 

later government control, Sir J.J. played a central role in 

introducing European academic practices in western India. 

Figures like John Lockwood Kipling shaped its early ateliers, 

which included decorative painting, modelling and crafts 

training. The student participated in the Ajanta copy project and 

public exhibitions. Over time, the school produced artists who 

integrated academic technique into Indian subjects and 

contributed to both colonial visual administration (decorative 

commissions, public works) and commercial art markets. It also 

later became a contested site where nationalist and modernist 

critiques emerged. 

Curricula and pedagogical profiles: Sir J. J emphasised life 

drawing, modelling and design, closely following metropolitan 

academic models. It trained artists who work in lithography, 

advertisement art, architectural ornament and portraiture, a field 
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that catered to colonial administration, princely patrons and the 

emergent Indian bourgeoisie.  

Impact on aesthetics and careers: Graduates from the school 

became key actors in Bombay‘s visual culture; they worked as 

illustrators for newspapers, designers for commercial firms, and 

in some cases, became modern painters. The school‘s technical 

orientation helped professionalise artistic labour and broadened 

the clientele for visual artists (from palace courts to public 

exhibitions and commercial agencies). 

Complications and Indian agency: Importantly, Indian 

teachers at Sir J.J. did not simply replicate European models. 

The school hosted debates about art‘s role in a colonial society, 

students adapted academic techniques to local subjects 

(cityscapes, nationalist iconography ) and formed networks that 

later contributed to regional modernism. Sir J.J. graduates 

played roles in both accommodating colonial visual demands 

and participating in nationalist art circles.  

Mayo School of Art  

Founded in 1875, Mayo was explicitly organized to raise 

standards in crafts and served as a model for other provincial art 

schools. It emphasized pattern drawing, applied design and craft 

skills that were thought to support native industries and colonial 

administration. The school‘s curricula and teaching staff 

reflected an orientation toward production and reproducibility 

rather than purely aesthetic self-expression, illustrating the 

colonial aim to instrumentally shape indigenous artistic labour. 

Discussion: hybridities, continuities, and ruptures 

The interaction between colonial art pedagogy and Indian 

practice cannot be reduced to simple domination or wholesale 

rejection. Three interlinked dynamics deserve emphasis: 

1. Hybrid technique and popularization: European 

technical methods (oil, perspective) were adopted and adapted to 

Indian iconography, producing new visual commodities (prints, 

calendar art) that reshaped popular religiosity and taste. Raja 
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2. Ravi Varma‘s career demonstrates how technology 

enabled both artistic flourish and mass commodification. 

3. Institutional stratification of aesthetic value: colonial 

curricula privileged certain media and methods (life drawing, oil 

painting, academic composition) while marginalizing vernacular 

practices. This institutional hierarchy had social consequences, 

for example, who gained access to training and how certain 

crafts were reclassified within design/industry categories. 

4. Nationalist counter pedagogies: The Bengal School 

and Shantiniketan did not simply reject technical skills; rather, 

they curated a selective revaluation of indigenous forms, 

materials and meanings. Their project was to rancher aesthetics 

within cultural selfhood and to provide alternative pedagogies 

that linked art education to national regeneration. 

     The institution‘s reconstitution as the National College of 

Arts after partition shows the adaptability of a colonial 

institution. These dynamics produced a layered legacy: 

postcolonial art education in India retained elements of colonial 

institutional structures (examination system, academy models) 

while also inheriting critical and reformist alternatives that 

influenced curricula and aesthetics across the 20
th

 century.  

The Bengal school as a response  

The Bengal school, often described as an aesthetic counter 

movement, emerged as a response to the perceived dominance 

of academic realism and the cultural politics of colonial taste. 

Important intellectual and institutional figures (including E.B. 

Havell, who advocated for Indian art‘s public recognition, and 

Abanindranath Tagore, who sought new registers of ‗Indians‘) 

shaped the movement.  

Origins and aims: Reforms in Bengal critiqued metropolitan 

academic training for being alien to Indian visual sensibilities. 

E. B. Havell‘s tenure and advocacy for Indian art traditions in 

institutional settings encouraged the revolution of indigenous 

modes, miniature painting techniques, wash painting, linearity 

and symbolic figuration. Abanindranath and his circle developed 
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a style that drew on Mughal and Rajput painting, Japanese 

nihonga influences, and a symbolic rhetoric of national identity. 

Aesthetic characteristics and contradictions: The Bengal 

School emphasised linearity, flatter pictorial space, subdued 

palette and an evocation of spiritual national themes, qualities 

posed as an alternative to western naturalism. Yet the movement 

was not a pure return to pre-modern forms; it mixed conscious 

historicism with modernist experiment. Critics later accused the 

part of the Bengal school of essentialising ‗Indians‘ and of 

romanticising the past, while defenders emphasised its creative 

syncretism and political function in nation building. 

Institutional dynamics: The Bengal School‘s influence was 

amplified by exhibitions, nationalist patronage, and a 

pedagogical network. It illustrates how alternative aesthetics 

often emerged not outside institutions but through them, through 

disputes over curricula, museum displays and exhibition politics. 

Table: timeline of selected institutions and movement 

   Year                 Institution/Movement               Significance                                         

1857     Sir J.J. Art School (Bombay)            Major municipal art  

                                                                        school Introducing     

 European pedagogy                                                                                    

1857   Art schools established in                    Early formation of            

        Calcutta, Madras and Bombay            formal art instruction  

                                                                  under colonial auspices              

1875   Mayo School of Art (Lahore)          Crafts/design-oriented 

                                                                       school Modelled on      

                                                                          South Kensington 

 1905            Bengal School of Art                National Aesthetics 

                                                                      Movement  reacting     

                                                               against academic realism 

1919       Kala Bhavana, Shantiniketan           Tagore‘s pedagogic 

                                                                 alternative emphasizing    

                                                               folk forms and pedagogy                                                          
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Comparative Worksheet of Curricular Components: South 

Kenigston model vs Kala  Bhavana 

 

South Kenigston Model 

 

Kala Bhavana 

Technical Skill 

Emphasis on drawing, painting, 

and sculpting 

Traditional techniques 

Emphasis on indigenous craft 

and techniques 

Art history 

Emphasis of personal style 
Cultural studies 

Emphasis on Indian art history 

and culture 

Style 

Encouragement of personal 

style 

Traditional style 

Adoption of traditional styles 

Collective work 

Focus on individual work 
Community Art 

Emphasis on collaborative 

work 

Aesthetic Theory 

Emphasis on Western aesthetic 

theory 

Philosophy 

Emphasis on Indian 

philosophy 

 

Timeline of Colonial and Nationalist art Institutions 

South Kenigston       Indian society of      Progressive Artist’s 

       Museum                Oriental Art                   Group 

 

                              1904                             1919 

      1851                                1910                         1930 

 

                Art Society of India                 Kala Bhavana
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Shantiniketan 

   

Rabindranath Tagore expanded Shantiniketan to Visva Bharti 

University, an international centre for learning.   

 Shantiniketan became a hub for the Bengal School of Art and 

the Indian nationalist Art movement.       

                                                       

 The British colonial Government wanted to promote industrial 

art and design for crafts, architecture, and applied arts in Punjab.  
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Mayo College of Art, Lahore 

Discussion: Consequences for Aesthetics and Long-term 

Legacies 

The colonial art school system transformed Indian visual culture 

in ways that were both coercive and enabling: 

1. Standardisation and professionalism: Institutional 

training standardised certain technical competencies and created 

professional pathways. This allowed a new cohort of artists of 

artists to enter emerging urban economies- illustration, design, 

and commercial art- and to participate in the visual production 

of modernizing society. 

2. Aesthetic displacement and revaluation: The 

preference for life-drawing, perspective and naturalistic 

representation shifted aesthetic hierarchies; some indigenous 

styles lost institutional prestige while others were reclassified as 

craft vernacular. At the same time, the institutional visibility of 
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Indian arts in museums and schools created opportunities for 

revaluation by nationalist intellectuals. 

3. Hybrid modernism and national narratives: Far from 

producing uniform colonial aesthetics, the institutional 

encounter produced a plurality of modernisms; students used 

academic skills for nationalist imagery, and movements like 

Bengal Schools created hybrid aesthetics that selectively 

incorporated and rejected colonial forms. 

4. Enduring institutional infrastructures: Many schools 

lasted beyond colonial rule, becoming foundational for 

postcolonial art education. Their buildings, collections and 

administrative systems continued to shape curricula and taste. 

Postcolonial debates over decolonising art education often target 

these inherited structures because they carry epistemic 

assumptions about canons, assessment and the status of certain 

media. 

5. Post colonial legacy and contemporary implications: 

The institutional forms and pedagogical precedents set during 

the colonial period persisted after independence: state art 

schools continued to teach academic drawing and design 

courses; examination and certification systems maintained their 

structure, and craft/design education remained tied to regional 

industries. Simultaneously, the nationalist projects of the early 

20
th

 century influenced curricula that foregrounded local 

materials, contexts, and histories. In contemporary India, 

debates over curricula, the role of craft, market pressures, and 

heritage conservation trace lines back to these earlier tensions. 

Recent moves, for example, museumification and digitization 

projects at historic schools, reflect renewed attention to these 

layered histories and the need to critically reappraise 

institutional legacies. 

Conclusion 

Colonial art schools in India were instruments of an imperial 

cultural agenda, introducing European materials, aesthetic 

norms, and design pedagogy that reshaped visual production. 

Yet these same institutions also equipped Indian artists with 
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technical skills and access to new markets, enabling creative 

adaptation. The rise of nationalist counter schools, the Bengal 

school and Shantiniketan, complicates any narrative of unilateral 

cultural domination: they reveal deliberate acts of retrieval, 

revolution, and pedagogic innovation that produced distinctive 

Indian forms of modernism. The result is a hybrid and contested 

legacy: institutional continuities from the colonial period remain 

visible in art education, even as their aesthetic premises have 

been repeatedly interrogated and reformulated by successive 

generations of Indian artists and educators. Long-term legacies 

are ambivalent. On the one hand, colonial schooling 

professionalized artistic practice and expanded opportunities in 

the modern urban economy. On the other hand, it contributed to 

marginalizing many pre-colonial forms and to institutionalizing 

hierarchies that persist. Contemporary debates about 

decolonizing art education must therefore attend to both 

curricula and to material infrastructures and to economic 

matrices that sustain certain aesthetic hierarchies. 
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