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RAJA RAVI VARMA (1848–1906)
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C RAJA RAJA VARMA and Raja Ravi Varma (1860–1905 and 1848–1906)
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(on the reverse)
1887
Oil on canvas
32.25 x 20.75 in (82.2 x 52.5 cm)

Rs 1,50,00,000 – 2,00,00,000 
$205,480 – 273,975

NON–EXPORTABLE REGISTERED ANTIQUITY 

PROVENANCE

Formerly from the Collection of Mrs Janaki Pillai Kochamma alias Uma Thampuran

An Important Private Collection, India



PROPERTY OF A DISTINGUISHED LADY, MUMBAI

15

RAMA VARMA (1879–1970)
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Raja Ravi Varma with the Kaiser-i-Hind  medal 
Image courtesy of Manu S Pillai

On the eve of his demise in 1906, Raja Ravi Varma was a 
national celebrity. His paintings occupied prime real estate 
on the walls of palaces and mansions across India, as the 

who’s who of the age collected his work. Prints of his mythological 
canvases as well as portraits of political figures, meanwhile, found 
welcome in the homes of millions of ordinary Indians, making the 
artist a household name even as they awakened feelings of national 
pride and a shared cultural heritage. 

Ravi Varma’s circle of friends and acquaintances included senior 
princes just as it did firebrand Congress leaders. He was awarded 
the Kaiser-i-Hind medal by an impressed British establishment in 
1904 — a decoration that, interestingly, would one day be given 
to a certain M K Gandhi also. On the whole, Ravi Varma, after 
over 40 years of painting, stood at the peak of recognition. From a 
Kerala village, he had set out and conquered, as it were, the world 
of colonial Indian art; he was, as far as everyone could see, the ‘Raja’ 
with a brush.

And yet, in his own mind, Ravi Varma was very much a human 
being, for whom fame did not erase natural feelings of vulnerability 
and even inadequacy. Others highlighted his glamour and 
reputation, and in Kerala, as the head of an aristocratic clan, he was 
also a nobleman. So, they too saw in him a dutiful son and a man 
devoted to family: for instance, sometime before, though facing 
serious debts of his own, Ravi Varma saved his Brahmin father’s 
line from ruin — he paid off their creditors, settled a dowry on an 
unwed female cousin, and reinstated the family in their ancestral 
home. “‘Our father,’ his brother diarised without exaggeration, ‘used 
to express his gratitude with tears of joy.’”

Raja Ravi Varma: 
The Man Behind the Myth
TEXT BY MANU S PILLAI



Raja Ravi Varma, Portrait of Raja of 
Dewas, Junior, 
circa late 1800s
Image sourced for reference only from 
Rupika Chawla, Raja Ravi Varma: Painter 
of Colonial India, Ahmedabad: Mapin 
Publishing Pvt. Ltd., 2019, p. 66

Raja Ravi Varma, Hanuman’s Discourse, 
Circa 1870
Saffronart, 27-28 March 2019, lot 44
Sold for Rs 7.34 crores ($1.08 million)

Raja Ravi Varma, The Maharaja of Travancore and his younger 
brother welcoming Richard Temple-Grenville, 3rd Duke of 
Buckingham and Chandos, Governor-General of Madras (1875-80), 
on his official visit to Trivandram in 1880, 1881
Saffronart, Mumbai, 26 March 2019, lot 13
Sold for Rs 16.1 crores ($2.36 million)

So why was it, that in the year before his death, in a 
Malayalam letter, Ravi Varma described himself as a 
paapi — a sinner — whom the gods were punishing? 
What was it that made him so delicate deep within, 
that all his popularity and achievement seemed 
pointless? 

The answer lies in Ravi Varma’s personal story and 
his relationship with two men: C Raja Raja Varma 
(1860-1905), his brother (sometimes described as 
just Raja Varma), and Rama Varma (1879-1970), his 
son. Of the two, the former is relatively well-known 
— he was Ravi Varma’s associate, companion, and 
long-term collaborator. His diaries, surviving parts of 
which have been published, offer insights into the 
artist’s life and all the pressures he navigated. Ravi 
Varma had to, we discover, put up with everything 
from royal egos and envious fellow artists to racism in 
train carriages and even political operators of a shady 
variety. As a contemporary chronicler of Ravi Varma’s 
life, then, Raja Varma has gained attention. Rama 
Varma, the son, however, has so far stayed more 
obscure: he hoped to take forward his father’s legacy 
and match, if not surpass, his standards. He not only 
obtained formal art-school education in Bombay 
but also managed to go abroad seeking artistic 
inspiration — something barred to Ravi Varma due 

to pressures from the orthodoxy. But ultimately, the 
son too languishes in his father’s shadow.

The fact, however, is that the public persona and 
the ‘brand’ of Ravi Varma was built not by the artist 
all alone, but in close co-operation with these fellow 
travellers. In fact, once one starts looking at the links, 
they appear everywhere, and it is striking how much 
the survival of his style depended on family networks. 
His nephew, K R Ravi Varma, for example, features 
in Raja Varma’s Baby and Princess (lot 14): that baby 
would grow up to become a painter himself, producing 
a state portrait of the last Maharani of Travancore — 
she, in turn, was Ravi Varma’s granddaughter. 

Rama Varma, similarly, founded in 1915 a school of art 
— which now bears his father’s name — in Mavelikara, 
and one of his disciples, N N Nampiyar became a 
durbar artist, creating portraits for the same maharani 
till as late as the 1940s. At a time when the Bengal 
School and other consciously ‘nationalist’ traditions 
eclipsed Ravi Varma, even attacking him for being 
‘seduced’ by a foreign style of painting, this network of 
kin and students kept his legacy alive in Kerala.

To understand his brother’s and son’s place, however, 
one must make a digression into Ravi Varma’s family. 
He was born in 1848 into the matrilineal Kilimanoor 

house. Though heirs to the rajahs of Beypore in Malabar, 
they had long been in Travancore, serving its maharajas as 
warriors and suppliers of husbands to royal princesses. In 
fact, while Ravi Varma himself was not a rajah, through the 
18th and early 19th centuries, his granduncles had fathered 
several Travancore maharajas. Matriliny meant that the 
women continued as members of their natal families; it 
was the husbands who came from outside. So, the fact that 
Kilimanoor men married royal women did not make them 
royal; but their children acquired that status through their 
mothers. In Ravi Varma’s case, by the same principle, his 
mother Umamba (1832-87) belonged to Kilimanoor, while 
his father Neelakandan Bhattatiri (1826-98) married in. The 
latter was a Brahmin, but it was Umamba’s Kshatriya caste 
that Ravi Varma inherited. Neelakandan may have lived and 
died in Kilimanoor, but he was never a member of that family.

Ravi Varma was the eldest of seven children born to 
Umamba. Though many romantic tales exist in which 
yakshis prophesise Ravi Varma’s predestined greatness, the 
fact is that he grew up in a culturally fertile environment. 
Umamba was a poet while her older aunts painted; her 
cousin produced handsome murals and was also an ivory 
carver. Of Umamba’s four children who survived, Ravi Varma 
was certainly the most towering figure, but the others too 
had talent: Raja Varma was an artist, as was their only sister, 
Mangala Bai (her failure to make a mark can largely be 
ascribed to the politics of gender). But she also sang and was 
often invited to perform for Travancore’s queens. Even the 
one sibling who did not paint, Goda Varma, was a musician. 
In other words, each of Umamba’s children was gifted. What 
made Ravi Varma stand out, then, was a capacity to work 
hard, his ambition, a willingness to pursue art as more than 
a hobby, and when needed, even to hustle. The man also 
never allowed success to go to his head — as Mangala Bai 
remembered, “My brother never thought that his learning 
was complete.” Till the end, he was “willing to correct 
mistakes” and challenge himself.

But he had some help in his ascent to greatness. Though 
Raja Varma was twelve years his junior, he became Ravi 
Varma’s assistant by his late teens — in 1878, thus, when the 
artist went to paint the Pudukkottai rajah, accompanying 
him on this first royal commission outside Travancore was 

(L to R) Sir Vasudeva Raja of Kollengode, C Raja Raja 
Varma and Raja Ravi Varma
Image credit: Sandeep and Gitanjali Maini Foundation

Map of Travancore in 1871
Wikimedia Commons



A painting of Yuvaraja Kanteerava Narasimharaja 
Wadiyar from 1904 that has the signature of both Varma 
brothers
Image sourced for reference only from Rupika Chawla, Raja Ravi 
Varma: Painter of Colonial India, Ahmedabad: Mapin Publishing 
Pvt. Ltd., 2019, p. 113

Raja Ravi Varma and Raja Raja Varma painting together
Image credit: Sandeep and Gitanjali Maini Foundation

C Raja Raja Varma, Portrait of Diwan Bandi Balaiah Naidu, 
1904
Image credit: Sandeep and Gitanjali Maini Foundation

Raja Varma. Till then, he had been studying in Trivandrum, 
as a classmate to its princes, with whom he picked up 
valuable English language skills; now, he began a new life 
of peregrinations, where Raja Varma dutifully followed his 
brother, brush in hand whilst helping fulfil secretarial duties. 
Of course, he always respectfully stood a step behind. 
As Rupika Chawla notes, Ravi Varma was the firstborn 
“with the greater ideas, the larger vision and the person 
who impressed his contemporaries.” Raja Varma was in a 
“secondary role,” and, given the typical hierarchical template 
in families such as theirs, this does not seem to have left 
him unhappy or resentful. It was what it was, though the 
arrangement could also manifest in the way their work was 
received:  in Madras in 1900, while Ravi Varma won the silver 
medal for a painting, Raja Varma got the bronze. Even his 
canvases deferred to those of his brother.

But it would be something of an error to reduce the younger 
man to just an assistant. Some of this comes through in Raja 
Varma’s diaries. Certain well-known Ravi Varma canvases are 
described as joint works here: “we” painted the Maharana 
of Udaipur; “we” began work on a portrait of the Nizam of 
Hyderabad; “we” produced At the Bath, for which there was 
a funny struggle to find a prostitute who would pose; “we” 
did portraits of leading statesmen of the time such as Sir T 
Madhava Rao, Rai Pannalal Mehta, and Raja Lachman Das; 
“we” painted the Duke of Buckingham and the Portuguese 
Governor-General of Goa. In fact, shortly before his death, 
Raja Varma wrote clearly of how Ravi Varma’s earnings 
“are the result of our joint work.” Why, even newspaper 
mentions — such as in the Englishman’s Overland Mail of 
18 September 1902 or the Madras Weekly Mail of 21 July 
1904 — when announcing Ravi Varma’s latest works, spoke 
of “the brothers” or “artists” (plural). Over time and as he 
got older, therefore, it is not surprising that Raja Varma 
went from aide to signing paintings with his brother: that is, 
staking claim as a partner rather than an assistant. 

That he died in 1905, only in his forties and before he could 
do more jointly signed work with Ravi Varma, meant, 
however, that Raja Varma was fated to go down with the 
title of ‘assistant’ for the most part. But even so, oral history 
offers tantalising evidence to revise this view and conceive 
of Raja Varma as a partner. 

In Trivandrum, for instance, there are art experts 
who point out portraits where the bulk of the work 
is evidently the result of Raja Varma’s hand, but the 
faces are done by Ravi Varma. These are Ravi Varma 
canvases, formally speaking, and yet they are as much 
Raja Varma’s. The narrative can also be reversed: Baby 
and Princess (lot 14) bears Raja Varma’s signature, 
but the tradition in the family that owned it tells 
that Ravi Varma’s brush had “touched” it too. That 
is, just as Raja Varma helped his brother, Ravi Varma 
also gave notes to his sibling, and would step in and 
contribute. Their bond was such that this would 
have come naturally, as each influenced the other. It 
is no wonder, therefore, that Raja Varma’s death was a 
deep blow to Ravi Varma, worse even than the death 
of his wife — he was both sibling and right hand.

Raja Varma’s talent, even independent of his more 
famous brother, was never in doubt, and often his 
canvases invited glowing comments. His Lohgad, for 
example, was described once by a European critic as 
“the most successful attempt in pure landscape we 

have ever seen by a Native of India;” a “remarkable 
production.” Others appreciated his style but 
grumbled that he got carried away at times, filling 
every inch of the frame with details. 

Paintings such as Baby and Princess have a distinct 
softness, and not only does Raja Varma capture 
a family scene, but he also uses actual relatives as 
models — a pattern Ravi Varma shared, lining up 
nieces and relatives to pose as Sita, Ravana, Rama 
and others. With respect to portraiture too, Raja 
Varma was a success: his painting of Bandi Balaiah 
Naidu is a fine work while a figure painting of a lady 
on a bridge is regularly mistaken for a Ravi Varma. 
This is not surprising: Ravi Varma depended on 
Raja Varma’s skill and participation for decades. So 
entwined were their lives, that the older brother 
struggled emotionally after the younger’s demise 
and went into a melancholy state of mind. Or as The 
Hindu put it in his obituary, Ravi Varma “sustained a 
heavy and irreparable loss” from Raja Varma’s sudden 
death, and “never wholly recovered.”



By the time Raja Varma died, Rama Varma — fresh 
out of the Sir J J School of Art in Bombay—had 
joined the enterprise. And like with Ravi Varma, 
some in their extended family frowned on men of 
aristocratic blood taking up art as a profession. It did 
not dissuade Rama Varma, and soon he was travelling 
with his father and uncle. He accompanied the two 
to Udaipur, for instance, playing the apprentice: in a 
sense, the term fits him better than Raja Varma, who 
had long before graduated into a collaborator. 

Interestingly, Rama Varma was not the only one of 
Ravi Varma’s children interested in art — his older 
son had also shown promise but went astray. Rama 
Varma, on the other hand, lived to the grand old 
age of 91. But where he outdid his father in lifespan, 
his desire to fill the latter’s shoes was only a partial 
success: winds blowing from the Bengal School 
and other avant-garde artistic movements, made 
Ravi Varma’s style of realism unfashionable. And 
by the time Ravi Varma and his contributions were 
reassessed and restored to prominence, it was late 
in the day: Rama Varma had died. If the father was 
blessed by good fortune, the son had no such luck.

Today, Rama Varma’s best-known work is a portrait 
he did of his father housed in a museum in Cochin. 
But his output was large, ranging from pictures of 
individuals to grand depictions of mythological 
scenes, such as Untitled (lot 15). Ravi Varma had also 

famously produced a series of works centred on this 
heroine of Kalidas’s Abhijnanasakuntalam: of her 
as an infant with her parents, of her in the arms of 
the king, of her writing him a letter, and so on. Rama 
Varma, as seen here in lot 15, takes the story forward 
to that critical durbar scene, where Dushyanta 
— deluded due to a curse — rejects his beloved. 
Obviously, while father and son followed the same 
method, their work has distinct qualities, and, in 
terms of historical significance, if one blended and 
made popular the marriage of Western techniques 
to Indian subjects, the other kept things going even 
when that form was criticised. The tragedy, then, 
is that unlike Ravi Varma, Rama Varma remained 
confined to Kerala — something that, at least 
posthumously, deserves rectification. 

Ultimately, though, it is important to highlight Ravi 
Varma’s brother and son for one more reason: to 
make better sense of the master himself. To this 
day, many lay store by the myth of Ravi Varma, 
and breathless tales circulate about his almost 
heroic, divinely mandated powers. In one story, he 
exorcises a spirit and liberates a girl; in another, told 
by an Englishwoman that Indians can’t do realism, 
he invites her to dinner, only for her to discover as 
she attempts to sit in a room full of guests, that the 

Rama Varma
Image courtesy of Manu S Pillai

Portrait of Raja Ravi Varma by his son, Rama Varma
Image credit: From the paintings in the collection of the 
Madhavan Nayar Foundation, Kochi

whole thing is a marvellous painting. These are all, no 
doubt, exaggerations, but they feed into the legend. 

But what about the man behind the myth? In that 
letter where Ravi Varma refers to himself as a sinner, 
he acknowledges his own mortal limits. He had 
already lost his brother when he wrote those words 
and was watching Rama Varma struggle with a life-
threatening illness at that time. In that moment, 
the hero of colonial Indian art was not a man with 
magical artistic capabilities: he was a grieving brother 
and an anxious father. He had forever forfeited Raja 
Varma, his loyal partner who painted by his side for 
decades; would he, he feared, also lose his son?

In the end, of course, Rama Varma survived. But 
soon afterwards, Ravi Varma himself left the world. 
Things changed, and the story hit roadblocks. What 
remained through these ups and downs, though, 
were the paintings — and whether by Ravi Varma, 
Raja Varma, or Rama Varma, each of these canvases 

Ravi Varma became a 

household name thanks 

to the widespread 

popularity of the prints 

of his mythological 

canvases that were 

brought out by his 

printing press.

Saraswati Damayanti and SwanLaxmi

speaks of talented men navigating a changing world 
with dedication and that love for brush and palette. 

In a sense, this is best represented in Ravi Varma’s 
magnificent Music Hath Charms (Kadambari), lot 
13 — a painting that so perfectly encapsulates 
his style and work. There she is, with her stringed 
instrument, not caring for an audience or the world. 
She is alone, but not lonely — all that matters is her 
music. There is a stillness in the painting, as if time 
has stopped. And one would like to believe that 
this is how, metaphorically speaking, Ravi Varma 
too would have liked to be remembered: as a man 
of many layers and feeling, but one who was, above 
all, defined by his fidelity to a greater calling. He had 
his highs and lows, and he felt all that other human 
beings did. But everyone he loved and cared for — 
those who left him as well as those he left behind 
— were united by one principle: they were all 
devotees of art.
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Raja Ravi Varma with the Kaiser-i-Hind medal
Image courtesy of Manu S Pillai


