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Abstract : The illustrated tradition associated with the Chaurapanchasika offers a rich visual field for examining how the female
body, desire, and spectatorship are constructed in early North Indian painting. This paper analyses selected Chaurapanchasika-
related miniatures to explore how Champavati’s body is represented through posture, costume, gesture, and spatial setting, and how
the dynamics of gaze shape the viewer’s engagement with her image. While the paintings clearly aestheticize the heroine in
accordance with ideals of beauty and §rngara rasa, they also introduce subtle forms of agency through her controlled gaze, expressive
gestures, and emotional presence. By combining close visual analysis with concepts drawn from feminist discussions of
spectatorship and South Asian aesthetic traditions, this study argues that Champavati is not merely an object of erotic admiration
but a figure who negotiates her own visibility. The paper suggests that Chaurapanchasika imagery stages desire as a complex visual
experience in which body, emotion, and agency coexist rather than collapse into passive idealization.
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INTRODUCTION

The Chaurapanchasika, attributed to the eleventh-century poet Bilhana, is structured as a series of remembered moments of love
narrated by a male speaker awaiting punishment for his forbidden relationship with a princess, commonly identified as Champavati.
The poem’s emotional intensity, shaped by longing, separation, and desire, has contributed to its enduring appeal across literary
and visual traditions. Its afterlife in painting is particularly significant. A group of early North Indian miniatures, often discussed
under the category of “Chaurapanchasika style,” does more than illustrate poetic verses; it constructs a visual language through
which femininity, desire, and spectatorship are carefully staged.

This paper examines how the female body and gaze are represented in Chaurapanchasika-related paintings. Rather than treating
Champavati simply as a decorative or eroticized figure shaped by male fantasy, the study argues that these images often introduce
moments of emotional depth and subtle agency. Through posture, gesture, costume, and the direction of her gaze, Champavati
appears not only as the beloved who is seen, but also as a subject who shapes how she is seen. The paintings thus create a tension
between aesthetic idealization and lived emotional presence. By focusing on visual details and compositional strategies, this paper
proposes that Chaurapanchasika imagery offers a nuanced construction of femininity—one that accommodates sensuality while
also allowing for introspection, control, and psychological presence. The female body becomes not merely an object of admiration
but a central site where desire, agency, and spectatorship intersect.

NEED OF THE STUDY.

The study of Chaurapanchashika art is important for understanding the emotional and cultural aspects of early Indian miniature
painting. Although Indian art has been studied in terms of style and history, less attention has been given to the representation of
female figures and the role of gaze and expression.

The character of Champavati allows deeper exploration of themes such as emotion, desire, and identity in visual form. This study
is necessary to analyse how these elements are presented and interpreted. It also helps in understanding traditional artworks through
modern perspectives like gender and visual analysis, making the study relevant in both historical and contemporary contexts.

Literature Framework

Scholarly discussions of the Chaurapanchasika have traditionally emphasized its literary qualities: its lyrical language, structure of
memory, and themes of erotic longing. Within art history, attention has been directed primarily toward the stylistic importance of
Chaurapanchasika-related miniatures in the development of early North Indian painting. These works are frequently cited in relation
to formal qualities such as line, color palette, costume types, and regional stylistic evolution. Museum catalogues and survey texts
often describe the paintings as romantic, sensuous, or poetic in tone. However, relatively little scholarship has focused specifically
on the gendered dimensions of representation within this corpus. While Champavati is consistently recognized as the emational and
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visual center of these compositions, she is more often discussed as an idealized beauty than as a subject with emotional depth or
agency. Broader studies on women in Indian painting have addressed feminine ideals, nayika typologies, and the aesthetic
construction of $rngara, yet these frameworks are rarely applied in a sustained manner to Chaurapanchasika imagery. This paper
seeks to address that gap by offering a gender-sensitive reading of selected paintings. Instead of treating these works only as stylistic
or illustrative artifacts, the study approaches them as complex visual constructions that shape how the female body is seen and how
desire is organized. Through this approach, the paper contributes a more nuanced interpretation of Chaurapanchasika art,
foregrounding issues of body, gaze, and emotional presence.

Theoretical Framework

This study draws upon two complementary perspectives: feminist ideas about visual spectatorship and indigenous South Asian
aesthetic concepts. These frameworks are not applied mechanically but are used as interpretive tools for understanding how meaning
is constructed within the images. The concept of the gaze is useful in analysing how visual representations organize relationships
between viewer and subject. Images are never neutral; they position the viewer in particular ways and structure how bodies are to
be seen. Many artistic traditions have historically constructed women’s bodies for admiration and consumption. This perspective
allows us to ask critical questions of Chaurapanchasika imagery: whose desire shapes the composition, how the female body is
framed for viewing, and whether the heroine has any control over her visibility. At the same time, it is essential to situate these
paintings within their own cultural and aesthetic traditions. Classical Indian aesthetics emphasize the evocation of rasa, with §rngara
(erotic sentiment) occupying a central position. The depiction of feminine beauty, expressive gesture, and emotional mood is crucial
to the successful communication of this aesthetic experience. The tradition of nayika-bheda, which categorizes heroines according
to emotional states such as longing, anticipation, or coyness, further informs how viewers interpret bodily posture and facial
expression. Bringing these perspectives together allows for a balanced reading. The paintings can be understood as aesthetically
grounded in §rigara while also being open to critical examination of how femininity and spectatorship are constructed. This dual
approach makes it possible to see Champavati not only as an object of desire but also as a figure who participates in shaping the
visual encounter.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This paper is based on close visual analysis of selected Chaurapanchasika-related miniature paintings reproduced in museum
collections, catalogues, and academic publications. The study does not aim to provide an exhaustive survey of all surviving works
but focuses instead on identifying recurring visual strategies across representative examples. Attention is paid to bodily
representation (posture, gesture, costume, and facial expression), spatial setting (terraces, palace interiors, gardens), and
compositional elements such as gaze direction and figure placement. These visual details are treated as interpretive evidence rather
than decorative features. Through this approach, the analysis seeks to demonstrate how meaning is constructed through subtle
artistic choices and how these choices shape the viewer’s understanding of femininity, desire, and emotional presence.

Visual Analysis and Discussion

The Female Body and ldealized Beauty In Chaurapanchasika-related paintings, Champavati’s body is consistently idealized
according to established conventions of feminine beauty. She is often depicted with a slender waist, gently curved posture, long
braided hair, and carefully emphasized bodily contours. These features resonate with classical literary descriptions of the beloved
and appear to translate poetic admiration into visual form. The body becomes a site where memory and desire converge, shaped by
the lover’s admiration and longing. Yet this idealization is not purely ornamental. The careful construction of bodily form invites
attention to how the figure occupies space and communicates emotion. Champavati’s posture is rarely rigid; instead, it suggests
movement, hesitation, or emotional tension. Her body is presented not only as beautiful but as expressive. (see Figure 1)
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Figure 1
Chaurapanchasika miniature depicting Champavati’s idealized posture and bodily form. Reproduced from Chaurapanchasika:
The Birth of Rajput Painting, Rooftop (The Heritage Lab)

Costume, Gesture, and Emotional Expression

Costume plays a significant role in shaping Champavati’s presence. Across different compositions, her garments vary: in some
images, her lower garment resembles a dhoti-like drape or fitted trousers, while in others she wears a flowing skirt paired with a
contrasting translucent cloth. Her upper body is often covered with a sheer blouse and a delicate dupatta or odhani. These translucent
fabrics create a visual interplay between concealment and revelation, heightening the emotional and aesthetic atmosphere without
relying solely on overt eroticism. Bilhana, when depicted, is distinguished through a different sartorial vocabulary. He often wears
a cap, a long coat, fitted trousers, and pointed footwear, marking his identity and reinforcing the contrast between the male admirer
and the female beloved. This visual differentiation supports the emotional structure of the narrative: Champavati remains the central
presence, while Bilhana appears as the figure shaped by longing. The interplay of costume and gesture creates a visual dialogue
between visibility and restraint. (see Figure 2) Emotion in these paintings is communicated through gesture as much as through
facial expression. Champavati’s hand movements, the tilt of her head, and the positioning of her limbs convey subtle psychological
states. A recurring motif depicts her advancing with her feet while turning her head away in coy retreat. This bodily contradiction—
movement toward the beloved paired with an averted gaze—beautifully encapsulates the tension between desire and restraint. Such
gestures suggest not passivity but control over how she is perceived.
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Figure 2
Champavati in Chaurapanchasika miniature, illustrating costume styles and expressive bodily gesture. Reproduced from
Chaurapanchasika: The Birth of Rajput Painting, Rooftop (The Heritage Lab)

Gaze and Agency
The question of gaze is central to understanding these images. Champavati is clearly positioned as a figure to be admired, yet she
is not always portrayed as unaware of being seen. In some compositions, her gaze is directed outward or sideways, creating a sense
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of consciousness rather than submission. At other times, she appears absorbed in her own thoughts, looking downward or engaging
with flowers, suggesting introspection. These variations complicate the notion that she exists only for visual consumption. Her gaze
functions as a regulating device: through it, she negotiates her visibility. Moments where she looks away, turns her head, or appears
emotionally withdrawn suggest that she retains a degree of control within the visual encounter. The paintings thus create a dynamic
relationship between viewer and subject rather than a one-sided act of looking. (see Figure 3)

Figure 3
Champavati and Bilhana in Chaurapanchasika miniature, demonstrating reciprocal gaze and expressive gesture. Reproduced
from Chaurapanchasika: The Birth of Rajput Painting, Rooftop (The Heritage Lab)

Setting, Space, and Emotional Atmosphere

The settings of these paintings further deepen their emotional complexity. Many scenes are located on palace terraces—spaces that
are neither fully private nor fully public. This liminal environment heightens the atmosphere of anticipation and vulnerability. The
frequent presence of a bed within the composition, even when no physical intimacy is shown, functions symbolically. It signals
desire, expectation, and emotional tension rather than depicting action directly. In several images, Champavati is shown alone on
the terrace, plucking flowers, standing near a tree, or gazing outward. These moments of solitude are especially evocative. They
suggest waiting, longing, and emotional presence. Her interaction with the natural environment gives her psychological depth; she
appears not merely posed but engaged with her surroundings. The overall impression is of careful artistic deliberation. Settings,
costumes, and gestures work together to create scenes that feel emotionally coherent rather than decorative. The paintings
demonstrate that Chaurapanchasika imagery is not simply about beauty but about the thoughtful staging of emotion, desire, and
presence. The frequent presence of the bed within these scenes signals emotional anticipation rather than direct action (see Figure
1&4).

Figure 4
Champavati seated within a pavilion setting with the bed prominently visible, Chaurapanchasika miniature illustrating spatial
atmosphere and emotional solitude. Reproduced from Chaurapanchasika: The Birth of Rajput Painting, Rooftop (The Heritage
Lab)
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Conclusion

Chaurapanchasika-related paintings construct the female body as a central site of beauty and desire, yet they do not reduce
Champavati to a silent object of admiration. Through posture, gesture, costume, gaze, and spatial placement, these images offer a
nuanced portrayal of femininity that accommodates both sensuality and subjectivity. Champavati is shown as desirable, but she is
also shown as emotionally present—waiting, reflecting, hesitating, and responding. The careful attention given to gaze is
particularly significant. By depicting moments where she looks away, looks outward, or appears inwardly absorbed, the paintings
allow for an interpretation in which she participates in shaping the visual encounter. Desire is thus not imposed upon her body
alone; it is negotiated through her presence. Reading Chaurapanchasika art through this lens suggests that these works are not
merely poetic illustrations or stylistic artifacts. They are complex visual narratives that stage the politics of seeing, feeling, and
remembering. Champavati emerges not only as the beloved of Bilhana’s verses but as a figure of emotional depth whose image
continues to invite thoughtful engagement.
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