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Ny ABSTRACT
5 et The paper explores how the visual art forms, particularly the Amar Chitra Katha and the
updates early 20th-century calendar art, contribute to the gendered perception of Indian

womanhood. The study analyses the illustrations of Sita to investigate the role of visual
narratives in constructing the notion of womanhood through three dimensions of Sita: as

Received 28 January 2026 pious and divine, sensually idealised subject, and an intellectual figure with voice and
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Published 16 April 2026 agency. This ch-anging-repre.sentation of Sita can thus be undertstood asa Rart of abroader
cultural paradigm shift which challenges the gendered patriarchal notions and opens
CorrespondingAuthor spaces for reconstruction, negotiation, embodiment and agency. Building on Rudolf

Dr. M. Angkayarkan Vinayakaselvi, Arnheim’s theory on ‘Visual Thinking’ and Geetha Kapur (2000) theoretical notions

regarding visual culture, the analysis focuses on how attire, postures, body movements,
DOI curves, positioning, colour, and tone are used to convey the changing perception of
womanhood. The study hypothesises that these visual illustrations have contributed to
the dynamic visual codification of womanhood, which brings socio-cultural attitudinal
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1. INTRODUCTION

Womanhood is often identified as a social construct, a matter of norm relevance, shaped by historical, cultural, and
social norms defining what it is to be a woman. Jackson (2010), Jenkins (2016). Butler (1990), Butler (2004) defined
gender and the norms of femininity and womanhood as performative acts framed through repeated actions, roles and
behaviours carved out from the stereotypical social order and cultural institutions against women, prefiguring the
passivity and fluidity of the construct. These performative frameworks are guided by literary and cultural productions.

How to cite this article (APA): U, L. N,, Vinayakaselvi, M. A., and Abinaya, R. (2026). Visual Narratives in Constructing Indian 371
Womanhood: Visualisation of Sita in Amar Chitra Katha and Early 20th-Century Indian Calendar Art. ShodhKosh: Journal of Visual
and Performing Arts, 7(1), 371-380. doi: 10.29121/shodhkosh.v7.i1.2026.7050



https://www.granthaalayahpublication.org/Arts-Journal/index.php/ShodhKosh
https://www.granthaalayahpublication.org/Arts-Journal/index.php/ShodhKosh
https://www.granthaalayahpublication.org/Arts-Journal/index.php/ShodhKosh
https://doi.org/10.29121/granthaalayah.v9.i6.2021.3923
https://dx.doi.org/10.29121/granthaalayah.v10.i3.2022.4503
https://dx.doi.org/10.29121/shodhkosh.v7.i1.2026.7050
mailto:vinayakaselvi@cutn.ac.in
https://dx.doi.org/10.29121/shodhkosh.v7.i1.2026.7050
https://dx.doi.org/10.29121/shodhkosh.v7.i1.2026.7050
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0009-0004-8144-7468
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6825-9102
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8770-6628
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.29121/shodhkosh.v7.i1.2026.7050&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-04-16
mailto:lakshminairu@bdu.ac.in
mailto:vinayakaselvi@cutn.ac.in
mailto:abinayarenganathan@gmail.com

Visual Narratives in Constructing Indian Womanhood: Visualisation of Sita in Amar Chitra Katha and Early 20th-Century Indian Calendar Art

Visual representations in art and literature in Indian popular culture have played a crucial role in shaping social
perception, concepts and values about gender roles and femininity. Simultaneously, the visuals are influenced and
framed by the cultural narratives that shape the gendered perception of womanhood, as it reflects and reinforces the
society and cultural norms about femininity, virtue and female identity. On the whole, these gender representations are
deeply entrenched in cultural symbols, myths, and iconographies, which contribute to the notion of how womanhood is
constructed and propagated across diverse periods. Women, in particular, were often depicted through the prism of the
existing social norms and expectations of the time Thacker (2018). In addition, the visual representation and the
construction of the notion of womanhood evolve along with the contemporary feminist voices and call to reclaim
women'’s agency and critique the gendered, traditional, passive and objectified view of Indian womanhood in the
conventional and stereotypical narratives and endorse for a more inclusive approach that embraces the shifting
perspectives Chakravarti (2018), Mohanty (2003). This change in perspective is accentuated by the contemporary
women’s movement and empowerment to define themselves, to make independent choices and opinions, rather than
being a perfect fit for the traditional gender roles.

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The Indian calendar art has been a major influence in shaping the visual culture and religiosity in India. The term
calendar art was mostly used in the mass production of colour prints that “primarily refers to mass-produced colour
prints, encompassing a variety of other forms like cinemas, advertising hoardings, film stars cut-outs, decorative prints,
postcards, greeting cards etc.” Uberoi (2006), p. 49-50). Scholars like Mitter (1994) and Uberoi (2006) propose that the
influence of calendar art can be traced back to the portraits produced in Ravi Varma's lithographs, which consciously
combined the local Indian aesthetics with the colonial visual arts, creating a hybrid style that resonates in cultural
settings. The calendar art faced a linear growth in the mid-nineteenth century, exemplifying the artistic sensibilities and
socio-cultural emotional landscape of the country. These calendar arts from unnamed and mostly amateur artists created
lithographs, letterheads, postal cards, calendars, and labels of merchandise through the representation of Indian women
primarily, from featuring the picture “Bharat Mata” or the “Mother India” to the mythological characters Ramaswamy
(2010). Kapur (2000) notes that a particular orientation of the majority of calendar artworks was placing women in the
submissive role of chaste and obedient women. This form of idealization and essentialization in visual representation
also contributed to the construction of the image of Gods, lacing them with middle-class identity and patriarchal politics,
making them relatable and localized Jain (2007).

Similarly, the introduction of Amar Chitra Katha (ACK) in 1967 marked a crucial moment in shaping India’s visual
and cultural imagination. Literally meaning 'immortal picture stories, ' these comics brought mythological, historical,
and cultural narratives to a wide audience, especially younger readers, through simple and engaging illustrations.
Conceptualised by Anant Pai, ACK was not just a publishing venture but also a cultural project that played a key role in
shaping ideas of Indian identity. As Chandra (2008) argues, the series must be understood as part of a larger cultural
production, strategically started and marketed by Pai as an ideological project. This cultural positioning also resonates
with Anant Singh Kapur’s argument that comic books represent a form of modernity rooted in mythology, where “comic
book characters—traditional and digital—are the new cult, the new religion” Kapur (2007). However, Kapur’s claim that
India is uniquely driven by myth and possesses an unparalleled mythological richness reflects a hyperbolic assertion
that, as critics note, risks reproducing older colonial stereotypes about India’s cultural identity Kapur (2007). With over
400 titles published in more than 20 languages, ACK became a cultural phenomenon, focusing on retelling Indian epics,
mythology, history, and folklore, shaping the visual culture of Indian art and literary forms. ACK also introduced
simplified versions of Hindu Mythology and heroes with much emphasis on how it has influenced the Indian cultural
identity Karline (2009). While some female characters like Shakuntala are shown with a certain degree of agency that
subtly challenges patriarchal norms, Sita is largely portrayed within traditional expectations Chandra (2010). As
Ramaswamy (2010) notes, Sita in ACK is consistently depicted as self-sacrificing, obedient, and morally pure, reinforcing
her position as the ideal woman. This portrayal becomes significant when read alongside alternative literary retellings
that attempt to reclaim her voice and agency. In contrast, ACK’s visual language simplifies her character, often reducing
her to a symbol of patience and virtue. As a result, these comics do not just retell stories but actively participate in shaping
and reinforcing a fixed, culturally accepted image of womanhood.

Sita, traditionally known through the Ramayana as the embodiment of idealised womanhood, has been critically
reinterpreted in modern retellings that foreground her subjectivity and agency. As Bhat (2021) comments, “flipping the
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narration and making Sita the one who tells her story is critical,” particularly in countering traditions that marginalise
her role by framing events as predetermined or ‘fated’ (p. 5). K. R. Srinivasa Iyengar (1987) exemplifies this shift by
centring Sita’s journey rather than Rama’s, beginning with “the mystical uniqueness of her birth / from the womb of
Mother Earth” (p. 646) and tracing her life as a continuum of endurance and self-realisation. This narrative reorientation
is theoretically significant, especially when read against the trope of Sita as the abla nari, which means vulnerable to the
sexually predatory Ravana and forcibly displaced to an alien land, Lanka, a condition that underscores both her
vulnerability and resilience Bhat (2021), p. 5). The emphasis on her experiential journey is further extended in Amit
Majmudar’s Sitayana (2019), which foregrounds her interiority, her emotions, reflections, and moral strength, thereby
repositioning her as an active agent within the narrative. In these reinterpretations, her final departure is not framed as
passive submission but as a conscious act of refusal, articulated when she calls upon her “divine Mother” to “take me
back to her abode” [yengar (1987), p. 647), marking a decisive withdrawal from patriarchal validation. Similarly, Madhu
Kishwar (n.d.) reinterprets the agnipariksha not as compliance but as defiance, suggesting that Sita’s trial exposes the
moral inadequacy of Rama rather than proving her purity. Kishwar’s poetic reimagining further reinforces this position,
presenting Sita’s repeated trials as a metaphor for resilience and the pursuit of freedom rather than submission.
Collectively, these reinterpretations destabilise the singular image of Sita as the “ideal wife,” reconstructing her instead
as a figure of resistance, autonomy, and narrative centrality within the evolving discourse of Indian womanhood.

Navigating these visual constructions, shifting changes in the perception of womanhood, the paper undertakes the
analysis of visual representations of the female body through the mythological character Sita in calendar art and Amar
Chitra Katha (ACK) in the twentieth century. The character of Sita functions as a critical site through which the notions
of femininity and gendered imaginations are closely evaluated, allowing for a deeper interrogation of how the dominant
ideals of womanhood are reproduced, negotiated, and transformed across the ages. Through the employment of visual
and textual analysis, by considering Sita as the pretext for the critical interrogation, the study analyses the shifts in the
visual and cultural imagination of women across three interrelated registers: Idealised and Chaste, the sensualised and
objectified, and the Wise and intellectual. The study thereby offers insights into how select visual media like Calendar art
and Amar Chitra Katha reflect evolving ideologies of femininity and societal expectations across time.

Figure 1

Figure 1 Varma (1900). Ram Pattabhishekam [Painting]. The Ganesh Shivaswamy Foundation, India.
https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/ram-pattabhishek-raja-ravi-varma/HQGZFLIoGR4PnA?hl=en

ShodhKosh: Journal of Visual and Performing Arts 373


https://www.granthaalayahpublication.org/Arts-Journal/index.php/ShodhKosh
https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/ram-pattabhishek-raja-ravi-varma/HQGZFLloGR4PnA?hl=en

Visual Narratives in Constructing Indian Womanhood: Visualisation of Sita in Amar Chitra Katha and Early 20th-Century Indian Calendar Art

Figure 2

Figure 2 Varma (1900). Sita and the Golden Deer [Painting]. The Ganesh Shivaswamy Foundation, India.
https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/sita-and-the-golden-deer-or-sita-suvarna-mrig-ravi-
varmapress/PwGt2H19QEqGCw?hl=en&ms=%7B%22x%22%3A0.5%2C

3. IDEALIZED AND CHASTE

Within the Indian cultural framework, Sita and her imagery encapsulate the notion of a perfect womanhood,
regularly depicted as the embodiment of piety, devotion, moral virtue and excellence. The origin of calendar art, which
was in the early 1920s, primarily selected and featured mythological characters to perpetuate the contemporary image
of Indian women, as ethically good and morally sacrificing like Sita Gamberi (2014). This reflects the concept of 'aesthetic
iconicity' stated by Kapur (2000), where a female body is employed to visually represent the cultural and spiritual
concepts, thus creating an archetype that resonates with the metaphorical character in the social structure. This section
analyses the Figure 1, Figure 2, and Figure 5 by Ravi Varma, which embody the visual narration of Sita as a chaste and
idealised figure in Indian mythological art, where she becomes an archetype of purity, devotion and femininity adhering
to the norms of socio-patriarchal and religious ethos of India.

The figures, such as Ram Pattabhishekam (1900) and Sita and the Golden Deer (1900), both produced by Ravi
Varma, were later used as the calendar art images produced in 1923 and 1927, respectively. Both these figures highlight
the principles of balance and symbolic clarity, thus underlining Sita’s divine beauty and moral strength, which resonates
with the contemporary ideals of Indian womanhood. Kapur (2000) marks certain insights regarding the narrative and
performative aspects of the character of visual culture, rendering these portraits to fit well in the sense of nationalistic
and patriarchal imagination, whereby the women were both idealised and situated in the framework of the normative
ideals.

Figure 1 and Figure 2 embody this concept, where Varma emphasises Sita’s sanctity through her compositional
placement and gestures that align her with divine virtues and the cultural ethos of ‘dharma’. As an example, in Figure 1,
Sita is positioned alongside Rama during the coronation ceremony, highlighting her position as a consort embodying
familial responsibilities, and carries out spiritual and governing duties. Her modest behaviour towards Rama is
portrayed, which is in line with the theory of visual equilibrium Arnheim (1974) and thus adds more value to the analysis,
as it explains how the artists adjust visual elements to centralise Sita’s role, reflecting her adherence to patriarchal
expectations. In the process of coronating Rama, Varma depicts Sita as a divinity of divine beauty and a wife by the side
of Rama. When the standing sages are drawn smaller than Rama, and the prostrating command of Hanuman and the
kings, Sita is drawn a little smaller than Rama and placed subordinate to him to indicate her role as Rama’s wife and
queen. The placement of Sita is slightly lower than Rama, indicating the hierarchical arrangement with other figures like
the Sages and Lord Hanuman kneeling before Rama mirrors traditional power structures, where the woman'’s identity is
defined through her proximity to male authority, grounding the gender roles in divine typology. Sita is placed and
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composed as the righteous dharmapatni, who complements the king. This work explicitly shows how Uberoi (2006)
unmasks such visually performative practices by how the iconography nurtured from the Hindu epics sustained
nationalist projects within colonial India by grounding gender roles in divine typology.

In Figure 2, Sita and the Golden Deer, the vibrant palette and Sita’s interaction with nature convey her moral,
innocent and nurturing qualities. The positioning of Sita as a "central perspective foreshadows and initiates a
fundamental development in the Western conception of nature and man” Arnheim (1974). Meanwhile, the golden deer
is used as a metaphor for the false hopes and illusory desires that she overcame. The tranquil and rustic setting elevates
Sita to a goddess like status, blending divinity with cultural femininity. Kapur (2000) continues to suggest that these
kinds of aesthetic decisions create a fertile ground in moulding the notions of an ideal of womanhood, which is not
dynamic, and Sita remains a constant symbol of devotion and sacrifice. The fact that her silhouette is in an hourglass
figure with a sari-covered body rings true to the feminine motif of the arts that Kapur (2000) suggests was inspired based
on the colonial artworks of beauty and frailty. It is the golden deer or a representation of temptation that also contributes
to the dramatic quality of the tale, anchoring Sita as an absolute embodiment of goodness. Kapur points out that women
subjects in the visual tradition of Indian mythology are aestheticised to regularise and codify cultural norms and ideals.
The representation of Sita aligns with this critique, where she is both sanctified and romanticised, highlighting her allure
while maintaining her chastity and devotion. The golden deer is a stylistic tool that brings out the tendency of Sita to
believe her place and accept her role as an archetype of feminine virtue in patriarchal constructs in the machismo of the
world. According to Mitter (1994) and Uberoi (2006), Varma works on the border of indigenous as well as colonial gaze,
and at the same time, it glorifies Indian womanhood and commaodifies it.

Figure 5, Death of Jatayu, employs vulnerable representation of Sita, as a helpless but a chaste woman, caught in the
violent abduction of Ravana. Her hands cover her face, she associates herself with submissiveness towards the active
aggression of Ravana and emphasises her powerlessness. Her modest attire, and veiled gestures and expressions
accentuate her purity and moral uprightness amid odd adversity. This aligns with the concept of ‘dynamic tension' as
portrayed by Arnheim (1974) in the aspect of composition, where the intimidating figure of Ravana, the weary and
exhausted figure of Jatayu, compared to the passive figure of Sita, who is the embodiment of 'dharma’. The definition of
the 'performative iconography of chastity' by Kapur (2000) is pertinent here, as passive Sita has sanctified moral
upliftment. She noted that all such portrayals evoke sympathy and empathy, thus reinforcing the patriarchal hypocritical
concern about women as the ones who need to be ‘protected’ and ‘possessed’ (Chakravarty, 2018), compartmentalising
Sita. The central positioning of Sita as a symbolic character in this chaotic scenario further makes her a touchstone of
morality, while her vulnerability restores and reaffirms her chastity and divine essence. In addition, Pinney (2004)
effectively critiqued the popular Indian visual culture to some extent, where Varma simplifies the mythological event as
a gallery of emotions.

The emotional intensity of these select figures depicts the gendered perception of womanhood in the pre-
independence era. As identified by Chakravarthy (2018), it reinforces Sita’s purity, devotion, loyalty, and perseverance,
which are basic to forming the ideal gendered notion of femininity according to the patriarchal construct. These
mythological and cultural narratives not only mirror the norms of dominant gender norms, but actively play a crucial
role in shaping the socio-cultural and political attitudes towards constructing the notion of femininity in Indian visual
discourse.

Figure 3

Figure 3 Pandit (1953). Ram and Sita [Painting]. Copyright by https://www.thevarartgallery.com/product-category/artist/s-m-
pandit/?srsltid=AfmBOoogq]Jil4rFTH23ZfsLqSI5C9Uhy58e-ZAGTVvNqJMqZZp7D_TkV
ShodhKosh: Journal of Visual and Performing Arts 375



https://www.granthaalayahpublication.org/Arts-Journal/index.php/ShodhKosh
https://www.thevarartgallery.com/product-category/artist/s-m-pandit/?srsltid=AfmBOoogqJil4rFTH23ZfsLqSI5C9Uhy58e-ZAGTVvNqJMqZZp7D_TkV
https://www.thevarartgallery.com/product-category/artist/s-m-pandit/?srsltid=AfmBOoogqJil4rFTH23ZfsLqSI5C9Uhy58e-ZAGTVvNqJMqZZp7D_TkV

Visual Narratives in Constructing Indian Womanhood: Visualisation of Sita in Amar Chitra Katha and Early 20th-Century Indian Calendar Art

Figure 4

—— b

Figure 4 Pandit (1965). Ram Sita Laxman in Vanavas (exile) [Painting]. Copyright by
https://www.tumblr.com/hinducosmos/664637636206592000/ram-sita-laxman-in-vanvas-exile-1965-artist

4. SENSUALIZED AND OBJECTIFIED

The three figures: Ram and Sita, by S. M. Pandit in 1953, Ram Sita Laxman in Vanavas by S. M. Pandit in 1965, and
Rama Retold from the Ramayana, Amar Chitra Katha, 1979, highlight the representations of Indian female form in a new
sensuous appeal, especially in the visual and media realms after the 1960s. This shift corresponds with changing culture
and its acceptability to “materialize and commercialize women subjects”, emphasising the look and appeal to a
contemporary viewer Uberoi (2006), p. 51). The works demonstrate how Sita’s representation is sensualised and
contained within images of purity, obedient to patriarchal norms and tastes while appealing to new artistic sensibilities.

Being a mid-twentieth-century creation, Figure 3 would perhaps be the first instance of blending sensuality with
divinity in the portrayal of Sita. Covered in a richly adorned saree with minimal and appealing garlands, it highlights her
curves, soft posture and tranquil expression with a calm face that idealises her as a symbol of beauty and devotion.
Arnheim (1974) concept of visual equilibrium employs the symmetrical positioning of Sita and Rama, where Sita’s figure
is a visual counterbalance to Rama’s masculinity, highlighting the contemporary gendered ideals of femininity Uberoi
(2006). Her adorned presence and appearance appeal to a romanticised version of Indian womanhood, emphasising
physical beauty as an addition to virtue. In addition, Pandit’s painting is part of mid-twentieth century nationalism that
aimed at both deification and demystification of the country's mythological characters. Mitter (1994) states that such
representations refigure nationalist pride but require women to be figured in subordinate visual and ideological terms.

In Figure 3 and Figure 7, Sita is throwing her hand in need of something; she might be pointing towards the golden
deer and asking Ram if she wants it. As Kapur (2000) mentions,

The decked-up women throw their limbs about as they gobble fruit or fondle their arch and cocky pets. There is an
array of objects; each one preened to captivate the mistress in the form of a fetish. These are scenarios of an erotic
business. In the following sets, the sensual life takes over: from grotesque representations of follies to an orgiastic display
of energy that pushes familiar iconography far afield into social iconoclasm. (p. 126)

This identification of Kapur aligns with the depiction of Sita in Figure 3 and Figure 7, mainly in an eroticized form.
The visual style of Pandit is erotic and is a testament to Sita, yet hers is a beauty that remains enchased in the framework
of the conventional, beautiful wife. The subtle details in her attire and jewellery sensualise and objectify her. Feminist
art historians such as Vidya Dehejia (2002) have pointed out that “such depictions of women transform them into mere
objects of aesthetic desire and pleasure” (p. 216). In Figure 3, Sita’s sexuality is emphasised with the help of her
relationship towards nature. A flowing sari, curvaceous body, and a calm posture in front of the forest set her as a mere
sensual symbol but enjoying a divine story. Another principle illustrated here by Arnheim (1974) is the dynamics in the
composition, Sita is perfectly integrated into the environment around her, further emphasising her beauty.
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Jain (2007) points out that, starting with independence, mythological characters such as Sita began to be used
deliberately to cater to consumers from the newly formed middle class. This is excellently depicted by diminishing Sita’s
figures and romanticising her as an ordinary woman to emulate and an extraordinary woman to admire. The ‘social
iconicity’ concept proposed by Kapur emphasises that such representations support patriarchal institutions by aligning
sexuality with divinity; hence, they continue to make women icons of desire as well as virtues. The ACK of the 1970s
depicts Sita in a modernised visual style, emphasising clean lines and vibrant colours while retaining her sensual and
idealised image. Sita in Figure 7 has tender facial features, beautiful eyes, and an adorned sari that can be ornamented in
the conventional pattern, though painted in the modern style. The symbolic resonance of an image is revealed when
Arnheim analyses gestures, postures, and poses. Here, the poised gestures indicate grace and composure but also
pointedly enlarge her physical appeal. ACK’s portrayal of women subjects in the 1970s reflects the broader cultural shift
in the 1970s, where visual and print media sought to popularise mythological narratives through accessible yet engaging
representations appealing to the general public. As Pinney (2004) observes, such representations were a combination
of moralised images and images for sales. Indeed, Kapur is critical of this development, arguing that the semiotics of
popular art reduce women to objects of desire, deleting the question of agency.

In this image, Sita renews the projection of patriarchal sensibilities, where the embellishment of her beauty defines
her virtue. Sreenivas (2010) points out that ACK demeans womanhood by portraying mythological women as passive
objects of male mythology. However, their availability as visuals guarantees their enduring effect on the culture that the
media presents concerning femininity. The representations of Sita in these figures highlight the post-1960 trend of
emphasising beauty and sensuality, capturing chastity in the visual construction of womanhood Uberoi (2006). This
duality reflects Kapur's description of ‘performative iconography’, where women are idealised as both objects of
spiritual ‘worship’ and, at the same time, objects of beauty aesthetics. Arnheim (1974) principles of visual analysis
further reveal how compositional balance, colour harmony, and spatial arrangement underscore Sita’s appeal, placing
her as both divine and desirable. However, as Jain (2007) notes, the spread of these images also extends the availability
of ‘storytelling about the culture’, and the deposition of myths in new social fields re-instantiates the value of texts in the
context of culture.

This section demonstrates that the post 1960 portrayal of Sita gradually shifts to a sexually exaggerated icon, which
approximately reflects the evolving cultural aesthetics, yet continues to reinforce patriarchal gender norms regarding
the female body. As the ‘beautiful’ female body visually amplifies moral tales, it recreates and reinforces patriarchal ideas
of femininity and gendered perception of womanhood, even as art continues to define India’s imagery and iconography.

Figure 5

T

Figure 5 Varma (1906). Jatayu Slain or “Death of Jatayu” [Painting]. Copyright by https://artpaintingartist.org/jatayu-vadham-by-raja-ravi-
varma/?utm_source=chatgpt.com#google_vignette
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Figure 6
In Search of Sita

HANUMAN CAREFULLY DROPPED RAM'S RING S0
THAT IT FELL ON SITA'S LAF

OH! ASHOK TREE! BE

TRUE TO YOUR NAME

AND TAKE AWAY MY
SORROW!

Figure 6 Pai (2010). Amar Chitra Katha: 1001, In Search of Sita. p. 125.

Figure 7
ANY THAT DEER IS =%
‘ SO BEAUTIFUL! '

| WANT IT. &)

ﬂs\. )

1 WILL v\\ \ ‘

GET IT FOR’
IT

W PANCHAUAT - |
Figure 7 Pai (1979). Amar Citra Katha: 1001, Rama, Retold from the Ramayana. p. 15.

5. WISE AND INTELLECTUAL

In Figure 6, In Search of Sita Amar Chitra Katha (2010), Sita is depicted as a woman who is learned, intelligent and
defiant in the face of the epic Ramayana. Symbolically, this representation marks a change from the qualitative
representation of Sita as a docile queen to an empowered Sia, who is also endowed with the ability to have an
independent mind and think and act for herself. Her calm, resolute expression conveys confidence and intellectual clarity,
signifying her ability to engage in critical reasoning and assert her perspective. Her clear eye contact, subtle gestures,
and placing her as a central figure present Sita as more than a passive figure of devotion, emphasising her active
engagement in shaping her destiny. Sita’s posture with her hand raised mimics a gesticulation of speaking, which
suggests her position as a valid speaker and also as a thinker. This follows her experiences in the Ramayana, where she
rebels against conventions, just as during Agni Pariksha. Despite her beauty, and posture and facial look represent
confidence and moral stability, implying that she can reason and even stand for her opinion. Her positioning within the
entire image scheme means establishing the audience’s focus on her subjectivity as central to the mise-en-scene.
Switching between the two extremes of Arnheim’s principle of visual dynamics, we can analyse her body language within
her environment. For instance, as Arnheim (1974) mentions, “in a group of actors, the one farthest left dominates the
scene, [t]he audience identifies with him and sees the others, from his position, as opponents” (p. 35), Sita is mostly
placed in the left side (from the audience's view), making her as a more assertive personality.

Kapur (2000) concept of performative agency in visual culture argues that Sita’s intelligence and wisdom are
portrayed in this picture. She voices her opinion according to which preconceptions are often attached to mythological
characters representing particular cultural paradigms, however, a contemporary interpretation may subvert these
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tropes by granting agency to characters. According to Sreenivas (2010), the essentialist discourse erases agency,
diminishing Sita's portrayal as a paragon of virtue and a female martyr. However, recent retelling, like those depicted by
Amar Chitra Katha, brings back Sita’s voice and tries to portray her as rational and sinless. Figure 6 demonstrates how
Sita’s representation in modern Indian picture galleries has changed from focus to agency. Jain (2007), noticed that
many modern representations of mythological women are in a position of transition between the conventional roles of
women in Indian society and the shifting new roles. In this regard, Sita appears to be a role model or reference to
intellectual enlightenment, which the target audience needs regarding aspiration figures. Accordingly, In Search of Sita
attempts to rewrite Sita’s story with greater emphasis on her experiences. Peculiarities of her personality can be
described as dynamic, and the comic format helps to convey her intelligence and feelings. This aligns with Christopher
Pinney (2004) argument that myths which form the bedrock of any given visual culture make available a repertoire
amenable to the reinvention of newer and more suitable values. In Figure 6, there is a clear representation of this change-
Sita’s depiction emphasises her empowering aspects. This woman can make decisions, guide people and challenge the
power of the rulers. However, she remains a loyal representation of the traditional Indian woman: dressed in a sari, with
a calm and passive look. This aligns with feminist reinterpretations of the Ramayana, which highlight Sita’s active role in
shaping her journey. In Search of Sita attempts to rewrite Sita’s story with greater emphasis on her experiences. Her
resolute commitment to dharma, her ability and capacity to challenge societal norms, and her willingness to speak up
for herself disrupt the traditional notion of the feminine ideal and reframe the dominant notion of womanhood Bhat
(2021). Peculiarities of her personality can be described as dynamic, and the comic format helps to convey her
intelligence and feelings. This reflects Pinney (2004) argument that myths which form the bedrock of any given visual
culture make available a repertoire amenable to the reinvention of newer and more suitable values.

Unlike the submissive Sita that preoccupied a dominant paradigm in Ramayana, Figure 6 provides a new image of
Sita as a wise and intellectual woman. Instead, by depicting Sita as calm, rational, and internally strong, the artwork
redeems her character and her agency, challenging the dominant hegemonic and conservative notions of gendered
perception of Indian womanhood. Through the effective usage of symbolic, compositional balance and performative
agency, these artworks are directly involved in reshaping the cultural narratives by reclaiming Sita’s agency in forming
towards a newer notion which dissolves the gendered notion of femininity and the construct of womanhood.

6. CONCLUSION

The visual representations of the mythological character Sita through the lens of calendar art and Amar Chitra Katha
reveal the shift in the portrayal of gendered perception of Indian womanhood that was defined by the alterations in
cultural, social and aesthetic paradigms. As exemplified by Raja Ravi Varma, Calendar Art predominantly portrayed Sita
as an archetype of purity, chastity, devotion, and a passive subject that alludes to the traditional notions of ideal
womanhood. These depictions focused on her as a queen and a mother as dominant male traditions prescribe women as
iconic beauty confined to their domestic spheres, underscoring the gendered perception of femininity at that time. These
representations of beauty, grace, and submissiveness were idealised and reinforced through societal expectations of
Indian womanhood during the colonial and early post-independence periods. However, later in the mid-twentieth
century, Pandit, through Calendar art, drew another sensualised image of Sita. Meanwhile, the modern depiction of Sita
in ACK is qualified, and there are progressive changes towards the mythological age. Instead of focusing on her
intelligence, ethics, and passive rebellion, ACK makes Sita an intellectual character who can control her story. This change
can also be connected to the general women’s emancipation movement of the middle of the twentieth century, which
attempted to restore the voice of mythological women. A new visual identity is clearly and confidently introduced in the
series, corresponding to a progressive audience but also warm and friendly, it preserves the air of time-honoured values.
Thus, it has the element of familiarity for a mature audience. This shift from the ‘eternal’ representation of women as
depicted in the art on the calendar to the active, provocative, intellectually progressed feminine representation in ACK
marks a shift in the culture. It reflects the emerging trends in social culture in a modernising India, the assertion of
women’s individual agency and ability to reason. By placing these two forms of visualisation side by side, the changing
attitudes toward Sita as a signifier continue and, in turn, illuminate how mythical figures are continually ‘culturalized’ by
shifting constructions of gender and identity. To this extent, both the calendar art and ACK contribute to the evolving
Indian visual culture, offering a distinct yet historically rooted gendered perception of Indian womanhood that reflects
and restructures the attitudinal shifts of their respective periods.
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