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Revival of Artistic Crafts in Orissa 
Philip Zealey 

A S the revitalisation and develop
ment of cottage industries is a 

subject of widespread interest just 
now, it may be of interest to re
count the revival of some of the 
ancient temple crafts of Orissa. 

STONE CARVERS 

Between 600 and 800 years ago, 
the creative inspiration of what must 
have been scores of unnamed archi
tects and sculptors, bequeathed to 
India and the world, a collection of 
wondrous temples, some of which 
are truly " poems in stone ". Among 
the best known is Konarka or The 
Sun Temple, which faces the Bay of 
Bengal between Cuttack and Puri. 
Hardly less renowned are the temples 
of Bhubaneswar and Puri, and parti
cularly the Rajrani and Mukteswar. 
The descendants of these great crafts
men, belonging to the caste known 
as pothurias, can still be found in 
several places in Orissa and especially 
in Puri where a small group of 
them have been eking out a preca
rious living carving small figures in 
a soft material known as soapstone. 
The workmanship is of a high order, 
but the material is extremely fra
gile and breaks at the slightest jolt . 
Efforts to find a satisfactory harden
ing agent have so far been unsuc
cessful, so the sale of soapstone 
figures is almost entirely confined to 
the local market and to visiting 
pilgrims. 

About a year ago it was suggested 
to the pothurias that they return to 
the medium of their forefathers and 
work in hard stone. At first this 
idea was greeted with considerable 
scepticism. Even small figures in 
stone would involve seven to ten 
days' work and normally visitors to 
Puri would only spend a few rupees 
for their souvenir—there was no 
market for real stonework. However, 
after some persuasion, one of the 
younger pothurias agreed to under
take a figure in stone. This man 
had never worked with a hard sub
stance before, though he was a skill
ed soapstone carver. His labours re
sulted in a fine copy of a Bhuba-
ncjwar temple figure. It sold easily 
at a price which provided h im with 
about three rupees a day for his 
work. Other pothurias were impress
ed and interested and their natural 
instinct for carving hard stone over
came economic hesitation and after 
some time, six or more followed the 
lead and turned once again to the 
true craft of their ancestors. 

Stone work can be transported 

more easily and samples were sent 
tor exhibition in Bombay, Delh i 
and Calcutta where it has aroused 
considerable interest and opened up 
a market which is now providing 
steady work for nearly a dozen 
craftsmen. Available stocks of good 
stone were rapidly exhausted and 
now the Government of Orissa has 
selected and transported to Puri, 
several tons of suitable stone in order 
to give encouragement to the conti
nuation of this new development. 
W o r k is no longer confined solely to 
the reproduction of temple motifs, 
but artistic objects with a more ut i
litarian value are included, such as 
book-ends, flower bowls and teapot 
stands, all in scone wi th sculptured 
decorations in the Orissa temple 
style. 

FOLK PAINTERS 

Another caste of artistic craftsmen 
in Orissa is that of chitro-karo, or 
religious folk painter. His traditional 
work has included the internal deco
ration of temples with pictures and 
murals, and the painting of auspi
cious figures and symbols on the 
walls of village homesteads, maths, 
and even rajas' palaces. A former 
Raja of Pun gave employment to a 
whole team of these craftsmen and 
they formed a village community at 
Roghurajpur, some eight miles from 
Puri. Families of this painter caste 
can be found all over Orissa, but 
the largest single group of them are 
to be found in Puri and some of 
the surrounding villages. During the 
past decades the demand for their 
traditional services has become less 
and less, and two things have hap
pened. On the one hand, they have 
been turning more and more to un
skilled or semi-skilled labouring jobs 
for a livelihood, only getting spora
dic work with low pay, and on the 
other hand, their skill in painting 
has been rapidly deteriorating to a 
point where no son was interested 
in learning the craft from his father, 
so that one generation could see the 
end of one of Orissa's finest cultural 
heritages. 

The problem lay in re-awakening 
in Orissa an interest and apprecia
tion for this work and finding a 
wider market, and, where necessary, 
encouraging adaptations for the pro 
duction of articles with an appeal 
in the modern home. 

An exhibition of folk painting 
and decorated woodwork in Orissa 
aroused considerable interest, and 
samples, shown in cottage industry 
emporia in the big cities, evoked a 

favourable response. This has now 
led to the ful l employment of some 
thirty families of craftsmen and par
tial employment to many more. 
The quality of workmanship has 
been steadily improving and the best 
work now compares favourably wi th 
museum pieces painted thirty or 
more years ago. 

The traditional painting of the 
chirro-karo is the pictorial represen
tation of the Hindu gods and of 
stories from Hindu religious litera
ture. These arc painted on a mate
rial made from old saree cloth im
pregnated with a paste extracted 
from tamarind seed and nibbed wi th 
chalk. The process is a closely 
guarded .secret of the caste. Origin
ally all the colours were made from 
locally found dyes, but there is now 
a tendency for them to use ready-
made bazaar colours. They also 
make playing cards known as 
ganjipat for a complicated card game 
which is still quite popular in Orissa. 
Boxes and baskets for carrying wed
ding dowry presents are finely deco
rated in attractive symbolic designs. 
New adaptations, still using the 
traditional depictions, designs and 
motifs, have been decorative wall 
plaques, painted tea trays, book 
ends and even painted pottery of 
various kinds. 

The Government of Orissa has 
now set up an Arts and Crafts 
Centre to expand and develop this 
work, which is now attracting orders 
from North America and Europe as 
well as an increased demand from 
various parts of India. 

It would seem that there arc 
many ancient artistic crafts in India 
which are fast disappearing for the 
Jack of market promotion and guid
ance in adaptation to new needs. 
It is to be hoped that the newly 
formed All-India- Handicrafts Board 
wi l l be able to save some of these 
dying crafts before it is too late. 
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