
An Art for Everyone:  
The Rāmāyaṇa Scrolls of Bengal

For hundreds of years India’s villages have been sites of rich cultural production, 
especially paintings of varied forms, representing the imaginative, spiritual and 
historical experience of common people. A particularly fascinating art tradition is that 
of the painted scrolls of Bengal in eastern India. These paintings on fabric mainly depict 
mythical subjects but often contemporary ones as well. What is remarkable about these 
is that they are sequentially painted frames, somewhat like the modern comic strip, the 
whole scroll building up to a story. My special interest lies in the depiction of India’s 
great epic, the Rāmāyaṇa. This ancient story appears in many versions all over India and 
even outside India. The scroll paintings from Bengal have their very special, often very 
original way of shaping and telling the story. That is what I’ll be talking about with
illustrations of the paintings.
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