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I am Joyee Roy from India, an alumni of ITP, 2011, have experience of around 23 years in 

two different museums (Victoria Memorial Hall and Rabindra Bharati University Museum) 

of national importance of Kolkata is a recipient of The BM ITP Research Support Grant 

2022-23 to pursue advance research on ‘A comparative study on styles, techniques and 

themes between two categories (On spot and Stay at home) of depictions on India by the 

British artists of 18th and 19th centuries’.   

It was already mentioned earlier in ITP blog that as part of ITP summer 

programme, I visited Prints & Drawings Study Room of the British Museum and found few 

drawings and paintings on Indian theme by J.M.W. Turner and George Stubbs- two 

authorities of British art of 18th and 19th centuries who never went India. That experience 

increased my curiosity about how they depicted India without be there and why they did 

it? Thus, Prints & Drawings Study Room of the BM influenced me to choose my research 

topic in future. 

I pursued initial study based on secondary sources (books, journals etc.) in India through 

different libraries after receiving the grant during April 2022. But it was an obvious need 

to examine the primary sources and therefore, I was in London from October 2 to 13 in 

2022. In my time there, I was able to find out required primary sources in the Prints & 

Drawings Study Rooms of the British Museum. Also I accessed the Anthropological library of 

the BM as well as the reading room of the British Library. I discussed my topic with the 

curators of South Asian Department of the British Museum and received their significant 

comments. I examined mostly the paintings on India done by ‘At Home’ British artists, who 

never visited this vivacious country.  

Art Historian, Emma Roberts complained that “drawings made in  India,  and  sent  

to  England  to  be  engraved,  are  subject  to much deterioration in the process 

from the negligence of persons  wholly unacquainted with the peculiarities of the  

country,  to  whom  they  are  entrusted.” 
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Photo taken from the book ‘British Drawings in the India Office Library, vol.I by 

Mildred Archer  

In the above painting it may be observed that the significant difference between 

sketch and the painting depicted on the basis of this sketch. The sketch is more 

realistic and moreover so many figures have added in the paintings. Tremendous 

fear of the elephant can be seen in the sketch only. Moreover, the plants depicted 

later in the painting are more likely English flora and fauna. 

But this is not the only reason. The noteworthy facts that I found out through my 

studies are as follows:- 

 

i. The reason behind the depiction of Indian subcontinent by ‘At Home’ British artists 
probably because for engraving or print, or perhaps for a patron interested to 
this subject matter. 
 

ii. The reason for deterioration of the depiction by ‘At Home’ artists because 

probably they made their own versions from the British perspective though 



3 

 

most of them got hold of drawings, sketches by artists or stories told by 

eyewitnesses who had witnessed these events.  

 

 

               Photo taken from the book ‘British Drawings in the India Office Library, vol.I by Mildred Archer  

 

 

In the above paintings there are no reflection of tremendous fear, frustration in 

the body language of both mother and sons when they are de-touching forever 

probably. The artist was bound to follow British perspective to showcase this 

painting is very soft mood as if a very normal thing is going on!    

iii. Not only the British perspective inherent in them but sometimes due to 

follow blindly their patron’s perspective is one of the reason of 

deterioration.  
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               Photo taken from the book ‘British Drawings in the India Office Library, vol.I by Mildred Archer  

 

The depiction of above painting probably was to please the patron, to show the 

generousness of British Raj as there is no sign of relief in the eyes of British rulers 

after defeating the ‘Indian Tiger’ Tipu Sultan 

 

iv. In some cases, maybe they have to mind the demand of art market of the 

then England by inserting British perspective and features in Indian 

landscape.  

v.  In spite of these limitations, there was huge demand of competent 

professional ‘Stay at Home’ British artists sometime more than ‘On 

Spot’ British artists regarding depiction of India.  

vi. There is exception also. Eminent scholars Hermione de Almeida and George 

H. Gilpin mentioned in the Part seven-‘Elegies to an Indian Renaissance’ 

of  the book ‘Indian Renaissance: British Romantic Art and the prospect 

of India’ about ‘Blake’s Prophecies against Empire’. They mentioned, 

“Like Hodges and Zoffany, William Blake also condemned war and the 

dangers of empire, but he had a more radical view of his role as an 

artist than did these Royal Academy painters.”  
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William Blake, Europe A Prophacy, Plate 2, 1794, coloured etching 

vii. Another dimension is that the indirect impact of Indian subcontinent changed 

colour palette and theme of the paintings by the artists of both categories 

extensively. The sober English canvas gradually changed and became vivacious 

and lively under the impact of Indian bizarre climate during British Raj. 

viii. Regarding comparison between two categories artists, there is no doubt that as 

per the artistic value, the visualisation of Indian subcontinent by ‘At 

Home’ artists are sometime more significant in comparison with the 

‘On Spot’ artists though those are less truthful. The proved reason is 

that who were not being able to establish their professional career in 

England at that time, they only moved to India or other oriental 

countries, which were under British Raj in that period to find their 

fate there. Therefore, it may be said that the second grade British 

artists came India for professional reason.  

ix. Moreover, one very interesting thing I was able to find out that, 

sometime ‘On Spot’ English artists also depicted few paintings 

without visited these particular places of India similar like ‘At Home’ 

artists.  There are few paintings on ‘Sanchi’ (The Great Stupa, a 

Buddhist Monument at Sanchi is one of the oldest simple 
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hemispherical brick structure built over the relics of the Budhha, 

situated in Raisen district, Madhya Pradesh of India, and an 

important monument of Indian Architecture. It was originally 

commissioned by the Mauryan emperor Ashoka the Great in the 3rd 

century BCE. discovered in 1818) by Thomas & William Daniell, which 

were depicted without being there anytime on the basis of secondary 

sources. Therefore, we may consider these paintings of ‘Sanchi’ by 

T&W Daniell similar as depiction by ‘At Home’ artists.  

There were a good number of English artists who acquired a reputation for the 

‘translation’ of water colours made in India. The professional well established 

English artists of 18-19 centuries, who presented India with their visual presentation by 

staying at home, are:- 

Cotman, Cox, Prout, Copley Fielding, Richard Simkim, J.M.W. Turner, T.Allom, G. 

Cattermole, H. Melville, C. Bentley, S. Austing, W. Pursur, D. Roberts, Mather Brown 

(American but professionally well established in England), Herbart Lyndon, George 

Lambert, Samuel Scott, George Stubbs, J.M.W. Turner, Henry Warren, Samuel Howitt, 

William Cowen, H. Melville, Fisher and William Blake. 

Among the above mentioned well established professional ‘At Home’ artists of England, I 

have chosen to examine the depiction of three pioneer English artists of the romantic era: 

J.M.W. Turner, William Blake and George Stubbs. They depicted 18-19 century India and 

its habitants without making a visit there. Moreover, the indirect impact of Indian 

subcontinent changed their colour palette as well as the theme of their paintings 

extensively.  

J.M.W. Turner:-  

The British Library possesses a volume, ‘Hindostan, the shores of the Red sea and the 

Himalaya Mountains, illustrated (London 1845)’, containing many engravings of the Indian 

scene. The original sketches were made on spot by Commander Robert Elliot, R.N., and 

Lieutenant George Francis White; they were re-drawn and prepared for engraving by 

outstanding professional ‘At Home’ English artists such as Cotman, Cox, Prout, Copley 

Fielding and J.M.W. Turner, as well as by lesser known artists like T. Allom. G. 

Cattermole, H. Melville, C. Bentley, S. Austin, W. Pursur and D. Roberts. I am pointing out 

about this volume as this is the volume where, one of the great English artists J.M.W. 

Turner (23 April 1775- 19 December 1851) first used mysterious Indian yellow to depict 

India’s vibrant colourful landscape with luminous light. Afterwards vibrant Indian yellow 

became an indispensible feature of Turner’s palette even to depict English landscape and 

seascape also. The turn of the 19th century was a time of great change for European 

countries. Even as they expanded their influence in colonies around the world, new 

technologies, such as the steam engine, were transforming lives at home. One of the 

greatest artists to record these changes in Britain was the painter JMW Turner is best 

known for his use of unusual colours to depict light in striking yet ephemeral tones. Turner 

was a great and inventive colourist. His work from the beginning to the end of his life, the 

early works are quite dark and sombre, but the later works are full of colour – brilliant 

yellow, red, blacks, crimsons, and blues. Even if he hadn’t been to somewhere like India, 
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he lived in a place where a lot of people had and they were bringing back descriptions of a 

more colourful place than England, which was smoky and dark and dull and raining all the 

time. People were coming back to this England with memories of a place that was full of 

colour. Likewise, under the influence of India’s bizarre climate, the canvas of other 

English artists became interesting. Both the ‘On Spot’ and ‘At Home’ British artists on 

Indian scenes transformed their canvas and palette from pale to vibrant, grey to colourful. 

 

 

Not only from the perspective of colour and light, but also in respect of subject matter, it 

may be mentioned that later paintings of many famous ‘At Home’ English artists became 

changed enormously after their indirect interaction with Indian subcontinent during the 

British Raj.  

As for example, based on what he was told by eyewitnesses – Turner did four watercolours 

of the battle between Tipu Sultan and the British East India Company around 1800 with an 

Indian setting. ‘The Fortress of Seringapatam, from the Cullaly Deedy Gate (1800)’, 

watercolour and graphite on paper and one other painting were exhibited in the Tate 

exhibition, ‘Turner’s Modern World’, during March 2021. David Blayney Brown, co-curator 

of Turner’s Modern World, commented: “It will probably be a surprise to many people 

that Turner’s interest in contemporary events reached as far as the war with Tipu Sultan 

in Mysore. He never went to India, but he got hold of drawings by artists who had 

witnessed these events and made his own versions. Of course, his British perspective 

reflected in these paintings, depicting a conquest and a victory. I think it is somehow 

fitting that one of these watercolours is now with an Indian collector where it will be 

interpreted in a different light.” Art collector Nirmalya Kumar purchased third one. Kumar 

said, “Given its vast Turner collection, for the Tate Britain to borrow a Turner from me is 

a delightful compliment for a passionate collector.” 

The Tate has provided a history of The Fortress of Seringapatam painting owned by 

Kumar. It said: “In the second half of the 18th century, buoyed by a decisive victory at the 

Battle of Plassey (1757) in Bengal, the East India Company sought to consolidate its 

interests across India through a carefully calibrated combination of military and diplomatic 
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activity.“Over a period of 33 years between 1766 and 1799, the Anglo- Mysore Wars were 

among the most protracted and significant of Britain’s numerous imperial campaigns. 

Fought across the peninsula of south India, the four wars led to the ultimate overthrow of 

the kingdom of Mysore (ruled by Hyder Ali until 1782, and subsequently by his son, Tipu 

Sultan) by the East India Company and its allies, but not before considerable British 

humiliation in the second Anglo-Mysore War of 1780-84. “It is unknown how The Fortress 

of Seringapatnam ended up with the royal family of Pudokkotai, whose ‘Maharaja’ gifted 

it in 1960 to Douglas Barrett (1917-1992), keeper of Oriental Antiquities, British Museum. 

Since circa 1975, it had been in private collections until January 2014, when it was 

acquired by Nirmalya Kumar from Sotheby’s New York.” 

Fourth one is ‘The Siege of Seringapatam’ (5 April- 4 May 1799), a city of southern part of 

Indian subcontinent and renowned as a capital of Indian ruler Tipu Sultan, who was known 

as the ‘Tiger of India’ during British Raj in India. This was the final confrontation of the 

fourth Anglo-Mysore War between the British East Indian Company and the Kingdom of 

Mysore. It is a watercolour, gouache and graphite on paper, which the Tate purchased in 

1986.  Kumar mentioned “Turner may have intended these watercolours for engraving, or 

perhaps for a patron like William Beckford who acquired the plunder from Tipu’s palace, 

including the Sultan’s hookah for his mansion, Fonthill Abbey. Turner was working for 

Beckford when he painted these watercolours, a time of heightened patriotic interest in 

Britain’s imperial, military and economic status.”  

When Turner painted these, paintings of India were quite popular as On Spot English 

artists, Thomas and William Daniell had very successfully published their set of 144 

acquatints on India called Oriental Scenery. Kumar said that over the decades, the four 

“India” paintings that Turner did “were mistakenly attributed to William Daniell (1769-

1837), only in the mid- 1980s, when one was offered for sale at Christie’s, they were 

recognised as Turner originals.” 

 

George Stubbs:- 

George Stubbs, an English artist with expertise of animal anatomy, especially horse 

anatomy, painted wild or exotic animals (Indian Chitah/tiger) by witnessing directly but  

Indian flora and fauna as background of this painting by knowing indirectly (from eye 

witness or secondary sources) about Indian subcontinent and its habitants.  
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Willaim Blake:- 

In Thomas Pennant’s ‘Indian Zoology’(1790) and William Daniell’s ‘Interesting Selections 

from animated Nature (1807-12)’, Blake saw in myriad variety the animals of India and 

Asia, even as he learned of the dazzling array of gods and goddesses in Hindu mythology 

and saw their intriguing visual representations in Richard Payne Knight’s ‘A Discourse on 

the worship of Priapus and its Connection with the Mystic Theology of the Ancients(1786)’ 

and Edward Moor’s profusely illustrated ‘The Hindu Pantheon (1810)’. From works such as 

these the artist learned of the possibilities for creating strange, erotic and sometimes 

metamorphic creatures that could embody his ideas. (‘Art and the prospect of India’, 

Author, Hermione de Almeida and George H. Gilpin)  
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On the other hand, a large number of British professional artists made illustrations of India 

on spot by staying in Indian subcontinent. Tilly Kettle, Thomas & William Daniell, 

James Wales, William Simpson, George Chinnery, William Havell, James 

Moffat, Colesworthy Grant, Commander Robert Elliot R.N., Lieutenant George 

Francis White are few of them. Among the above mentioned well established 

professional ‘On Spot’ British artists, I have chosen to examine the depictions of Tilly 

Kettle, Thomas & William Daniell and James Wales. They depicted 18-19 centuries India 

and its habitants on spot.   

 

Thus, I found many interesting and unknown aspects related to my 

topic and hopefully will be able to find out more by accessing archives 

and libraries of my country. Also, I am trying to find out the similar aspects in 

different oriental countries by connecting and sharing thoughts with colleagues of 

ITP. I had arranged two online meetings with ITP colleagues and friends Meltem Ari 

of Turkey, Sanjeewani of Srilanka and Aprille Tizam of Philippines on 30th 

December, 2022 and with Rasha Ali of Egypt, Rika Nortje of South Africa and Saadu 

Hashim of Africa on 18th January. After the discussions, I was enriched with the 
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thoughts and knowledge that we shared with each other. I found similar aspects in 

their countries which I am looking for. Though Eileen Musundi of Africa unable to 

join in online meeting but afterwards provided related information available in the 

collection of her museum.  Also, I received contacts of museum professionals of 

different countries from them from whom I received related digital resources with 

information to form a concrete shape of my study. (Please watch the short film 

based on these two zoom meetings) 

 

Thus, I am able to add different aspects in my research topic with the help of vast 

ITP global network and definitely it would benefit the wider ITP network as well as 

general scholars. I am looking forward very much to access the resources of 

different oriental countries not only through online mode but on spot once by 

receiving another grant. The final outcome of my research definitely would be a 

good and meaningful publication shortly.  


