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Battling the Conch Demon: A Basohli Pahari Miniature Analysis 

Formal Description of the Painting 

The miniature painting in question depicts a dramatic mythological battle scene set against a 
simplified landscape. The subject is the Hindu god Vishnu – recognizable by his blue skin and 
regal adornments – engaged in combat with a fearsome demon emerging from a conch shell. 
Vishnu is shown in his Matsya avatar (fish incarnation): from the waist up he appears as a 
warrior deity, wielding his mace (gada) in one hand and poised to use his discus (Sudarshana 
chakra) in the other, while from the waist down his form transitions into the body of a gigantic 
fish. Opposite him, the demon Shankhasura (also called Panchajana) springs forth from a large 
white conch. The demon’s figure is painted a dark green hue and has a fierce visage with bared 
teeth and wide eyes; he wears a bright red loincloth that stands out boldly against his green 
skin. The conch shell (shankha) from which he emerges is depicted as an ornate, boat-shaped 
form, hinting at its supernatural nature. 

The composition is carefully arranged to highlight the central conflict. Vishnu dominates the left 
side of the scene, balanced by the demon on the right. There is a stark horizontal divide in the 
painting: the lower portion consists of the ocean rendered in a solid, inky black or deep indigo 
color, representing the primordial sea. Floating on the dark waters are delicate lotus flowers in 
pale pink and white, which not only break up the darkness of the sea but also symbolize purity 



amidst chaos. The upper portion of the painting is a flat expanse of color used for the sky or 
background – in this case likely a monochrome green or greyish tone, as is common in Basohli 
landscapes. Against this plain backdrop, a few stylized trees are depicted, probably along the 
far right or left edge. These trees have slender, patterned trunks and clusters of foliage that bend 
at the top, forming decorative clumps of leaves. Such treatment of flora is a known device in 
Basohli art to suggest a lush forest with just a handful of painted trees. The overall effect is an 
intentionally minimalist setting that keeps our focus on the two main figures locked in combat. 

In terms of color palette, the painting is striking and vibrant. Basohli school works are renowned 
for their use of bright, saturated colors, and this piece is no exception. Vishnu’s attire includes 
a garment or dhoti rendered in vivid hues (possibly a bold yellow or magenta red as often seen in 
Basohli depictions of Krishna/Vishnu). The demon’s red cloth and the green background create a 
strong contrast, energizing the scene. Here the colors are not modulated with heavy shading but 
laid in flat, opaque swaths, producing a graphic, high-contrast look. The diminutive size of the 
artwork (approximately 10×20 cm) does not diminish its visual impact – on the contrary, the 
clarity of forms and intensity of color make the scene immediately legible even at a small scale. 
Fine details in the figures’ ornamentation are present: Vishnu wears an ornate crown and 
jewelry. In authentic Pahari miniatures of this quality, such details would have been heightened 
with touches of gold paint and possibly inlaid iridescent beetle-wing pieces to imitate emeralds. 
Indeed, a contemporary description of a Basohli painting notes “ornaments studded with 
emeralds (beetle wings) and pearls (white dots)” as a characteristic feature. We can imagine 
that Vishnu’s crown, necklaces, and the embellishments on his weapons in this painting might 
have once glittered with such enhancements, catching the light as the viewer tilted the artwork. 

The iconography in the scene is rich with meaning. Vishnu’s attributes are clearly displayed: he 
holds his mace aloft and his discus is either shown in hand or implied nearby (some depictions 
even show him carrying a conch, though in the canonical story the conch is obtained after the 
demon’s defeat). The conch shell from which the demon emerges is itself an iconographic 
element – conch (shankha) is a symbol of Vishnu, and here it serves as both the demon’s abode 
and the prize of the battle. The expressions and poses of the characters convey the emotional 
tenor: Vishnu’s pose is steady and heroic, with a calm determination on his face, while the 
demon is depicted in a dynamic, lunging posture, eyes rolling in wrath or desperation. The 
figures are shown in profile or three-quarter profile, typical of Indian miniatures, and especially 
of the Basohli style which often uses emphatic profile views with large, bulging eyes and sharp 
features. Every element – from the billowing drapery indicating movement, to the stylized 
plumes of water around the conch – contributes to a sense of action frozen in time. In sum, the 
formal qualities of the painting (composition, color, figures, and symbols) work in harmony to 
present a dramatic and coherent visual narrative. Even without knowing the specific story, a 
viewer can discern that a divine figure is vanquishing an aquatic demon, set against a bold 
tapestry of elemental colors. 

The Shankha Demon in Hindu Mythology 

The scene portrayed is rooted in Hindu mythological narratives, specifically an episode 
involving Vishnu’s conch (shankha) and a demon associated with it. In Hindu mythology, this 
demon is commonly known as Panchajana or Shankhasura, literally the “Conch Demon.” The 
story appears in different texts with slight variations, but the core narrative is as follows: at one 
point, the demon Shankhasura stole or held hostage the sacred Vedas (the divine scriptures) 
and hid in the depths of the ocean, concealed inside a giant conch shell named Panchajanya. In 
response to this cosmic theft, the preserver god Vishnu took action to restore order. According 
to the Padma Purana, Vishnu assumed the form of a gigantic fish – the Matsya avatar – and dove 



into the ocean to confront Shankhasura in his undersea lair. A fierce battle ensued, which is 
exactly the moment captured in the painting: Vishnu-Matsya fighting the demon who emerges 
from the conch shell. Ultimately, Vishnu slays the demon and rescues the Vedas, ensuring that 
divine knowledge is not lost to the world. In doing so, he also claims the conch shell for 
himself. This conch, Panchajanya, becomes one of Vishnu’s principal attributes (the others 
being the discus, the mace, and the lotus). 

In later retellings and folklore, this story is closely associated with Krishna (who is an 
incarnation of Vishnu). It is said that Krishna carried the very same Panchajanya conch 
obtained from the demon, and he famously blew this conch to signal the start of the great battle 
of Kurukshetra in the Mahabharata. The Bhagavad Gita (embedded in the Mahabharata) 
describes the moment: “Then Lord Krishna blew His conchshell, called Panchajanya…”. Thus, 
the conch demon’s defeat became linked not only to the preservation of sacred wisdom but also 
to the martial emblem of Krishna as a hero. 

There are a few different versions of the Conch Demon narrative across scriptures. The 
Mahabharata itself (in the Shantiparva and other sections) briefly mentions that Vishnu killed a 
daitya (demon) named Panchajana on a mythical mountain named Chakravan and took the 
conch shell in which that demon lived. The Harivamsha and Vishnu Purana also allude to 
Vishnu’s conch but do not elaborate the combat in detail. The Padma Purana version, as used by 
the Basohli artist (and explained in the painting’s context), provides the full storyline of Vedas 
theft and recovery which adds a didactic dimension to the tale. In some traditions, 
Shankhasura is also linked or conflated with a demon called Makara, and in others the term 
Panchajana (meaning “five-born”) simply refers to a demon in the shape of a conch who had 
abducted the son of Sandipani (Krishna’s guru) – whom Krishna rescues by killing the demon 
inside the ocean (this folk variant also ends with Krishna obtaining the conch). Regardless of the 
version, the demon’s defining trait is that he dwells in a conch shell under the sea and must be 
defeated by Vishnu or Krishna. 

The symbolism of this myth is powerful in Vaishnava theology. The conch demon represents a 
disruptive force that hides knowledge and dharma (since the Vedas embody spiritual 
knowledge). Vishnu’s victory over this demon thus symbolizes the triumph of good over evil 
and the restoration of cosmic order. The conch shell, once a demonic refuge, is transformed into 
a divine instrument – producing the auspicious sound “Om” and becoming a tool for upholding 
righteousness (dharma) when blown in battle or worship. The painting likely aimed to convey 
not just a fantastical battle, but this deeper message of evil being overcome by divine 
intervention. In a broader sense, the tale aligns with the common Hindu theme of the 
Dasavatara (Ten Avatars of Vishnu), where Vishnu incarnates in various forms to save the world 
from grave threats. Matsya, the fish, is counted as the first of these ten avatars, and the defeat of 
Shankhasura/Panchajana can be seen as Matsya’s signature heroic deed. 

Interestingly, the emotional mood (rasa) evoked by this story in art would be one of heroism 
and ferocity – the ancient Indian aesthetic theory of rasa classifies the dominant sentiment here 
as vīra (heroic courage) mixed with raudra (anger or fury) in the depiction of the demon’s evil. The 
Basohli artists, familiar with the Navarasa (nine emotions) theory, often strived to capture the 
appropriate rasa in their illustrations. In this painting, Vishnu’s calm heroism in contrast with the 
demon’s rage indeed brings out the heroic ethos triumphing over terror, exactly as the myth 
intends. The viewer, knowing the narrative context, would recognize Vishnu as the divine savior 
and the demon as the embodiment of chaos to be subdued. Thus, the painting not only tells a 
specific Puranic tale but also communicates the timeless idea of Divine Justice prevailing – a 
key aspect of why these stories were patronized by rulers and devotees alike. 



Attribution to the Pahari (Basohli) School 

Everything about the style and execution of this artwork points to its origin in the Pahari school 
of painting, more specifically the Basohli tradition. Pahari painting refers to the myriad schools 
of art that developed in the Himalayan hill kingdoms (in the modern states of Jammu & Kashmir, 
Himachal Pradesh, and Punjab Hill areas) between the 17th and 19th centuries. Basohli was 
among the earliest and most illustrious of these hill schools, flourishing in the late 1600s 
through the first half of the 1700s. The Basohli style is distinct for its bold and imaginative 
character, and this painting exhibits those trademark qualities in abundance. 

One of the clearest indicators of Basohli provenance is the use of color and line. Basohli 
painters are known for their “use of bright colours, peculiar facial features and boldly energetic 
line”. In our painting, the colors are indeed extraordinarily vivid – the saturated reds, greens, and 
other primaries echo the Basohli palette of pure pigments derived from minerals and vegetal 
sources. The outlining of forms (for example, the contour of Vishnu’s fish body, or the curve of 
the conch shell) is done with a confident, assertive line that has a vigorous, almost calligraphic 
quality. This corresponds to descriptions of Basohli brushwork as bold, almost reckless, and 
known for its energy and vigour. In contrast to later Pahari styles (like Kangra or Guler) which 
employed softer shading and finer detail to create a more naturalistic effect, Basohli artists 
embraced a graphic, stylized approach. The flat planes of color and strong outlines in the 
conch-demon scene firmly root it in that Basohli aesthetic. 

Another hallmark of Basohli painting is its treatment of the human figure, especially facial 
features. Faces in Basohli works are highly stylized: typically shown in strict profile with a 
receding forehead and large, almond-shaped eyes that often extend in a bold curve, almost 
taking up disproportionate space on the face. This convention can be observed in many Basohli 
miniatures (for instance, the faces of the nayikas in the famous Rasamanjari series have this 
profile and eye shape). In our painting, Vishnu’s face likely follows this formula – an elegant 
profile with a prominent eye and arched eyebrow conveying a calm resolve. The demon’s face, 
though monstrous, probably also has exaggerated eyes and profile orientation consistent with 
the same style. Indeed, curators at the Metropolitan Museum of Art identify “the almond-shaped 
eyes…imply a Basohli provenance” when cataloguing Basohli works. Thus the facial rendering in 
the conch demon painting is a strong clue pointing to Basohli. 

The decorative elements and materials used also support the attribution. Basohli painters 
were fond of enriching their paintings with costly materials – not just colored pigments, but also 
gold, silver, and even iridescent beetle shells. In the Basohli painting at hand, as mentioned, it 
is very plausible that the artist used gold paint for highlights (such as Vishnu’s jewelry or crown) 
and tiny fragments of beetle carapaces to simulate the shine of emeralds on his attire. The use 
of beetle-wing inserts is almost a signature of Basohli craftsmanship; as an art historian notes, 
“the use of beetle-wing cases to simulate emeralds…imply a Basohli provenance” in Basohli 
miniatures. The presence of such features would distinguish the painting from, say, a Rajasthani 
or later Pahari work, where this specific technique was less common. Furthermore, Basohli 
works often have a characteristic thick red border framing the image, sometimes with a white 
inner outline. The dimensions of the painting (~10 by 20 cm) suggest it might be a folio from a 
manuscript or series, which in Basohli practice usually includes a painted border (often a solid 
red band around the scene). Surviving Basohli folios from various series (Ragamala, Gita 
Govinda, etc.) almost invariably exhibit this red border device, linking them visually to Basohli’s 
royal atelier. If the conch demon piece shows such a border (the user’s mention of 
Pahari/Basohli attribution hints that it likely does), that is another point of stylistic validation. 



Additionally, the emotional intensity and creative composition align with Basohli sensibilities. 
The Kashmir hills style at Basohli has been described as “highly imaginative, eccentric and 
inventive… with a remarkable ability to secure attention, shock and engage”. Depicting a scene 
titled “The Birth of Evil” (as one Basohli painting is known) or a deity battling a demon certainly 
falls into the category of dramatic, attention-grabbing themes. Basohli artists did not shy away 
from depicting ferocious figures, swirling compositions of battle, or otherworldly imagery. Our 
painting’s subject – a half-human Vishnu confronting a demon in a swirl of cosmic ocean – 
would have been entirely in keeping with Basohli’s bold imaginative range. By contrast, the later 
Kangra school leaned towards more serene, romantic themes (loving Krishna, noble portraits, 
etc.), and earlier Mughal painting, while refined, would portray battles in a different, more 
formally balanced manner. The raw dynamism seen here is the stamp of Basohli’s aesthetic 
philosophy. 

In summary, an amalgamation of features – the vibrant primary colors, the strong outlining and 
stylized profiles, the inclusion of luxury materials like beetle wings and gold, the plain 
background with minimal but decorative flora, and the emphatic emotional tone – all validate 
the attribution of this miniature to the Basohli school of Pahari painting. Chronologically, this 
would place it in the early 18th century (circa 1700–1740) when Basohli style was at its peak. 
Geographically, it most likely originated from the Basohli region (in the erstwhile Jammu 
kingdom) or a nearby hill principality that adopted Basohli techniques. In the context of Indian 
art history, this painting stands as a fine example of the Basohli idiom, which was the 
pioneering style of Pahari miniature art before the advent of the more refined Guler/Kangra 
styles later in the 18th century. 

Comparative Examples in Pahari Miniature Art 

Situating this painting among other works of the Pahari tradition can further illuminate its 
stylistic and thematic significance. The Pahari schools – Basohli, Mankot, Nurpur, Chamba, 
Guler, Kangra, etc. – while each having their unique flavors, often shared common subjects 
drawn from Hindu religious texts, especially stories of Krishna, Vishnu, and the Devi 
(Goddess). The battle between Vishnu and Shankhasura as shown in our painting is part of 
this larger corpus of sacred narratives that Pahari painters loved to illustrate. 

Within the Basohli repertoire itself, direct comparisons can be made. Notably, there exists a 
Basohli miniature (attributed to around 1730) that depicts the Matsya Avatar in a very similar 
scene. In that painting, described by art historians, Lord Vishnu is portrayed as half-human, half-
fish rising from the ocean, with the demon Shankhasura emerging from a conch shell to confront 
him – essentially the same subject as our piece. The description of that comparative work notes 
features like a black ocean with pink-white lotuses, a green monochrome background, and a 
dark green demon wearing a magenta-red loincloth, while Vishnu wields his mace and chakra 
and even holds a conch. The stylistic details match astonishingly: the use of tree-leaf patterns 
to fill the fish scales and tree foliage, the balancing of strong colors (magenta red against green 
and black), and the depiction of the demon either in combat or shown vanquished with blood in 
other versions. The fact that an almost identical scene is known in Basohli painting confirms that 
the Shankhasura narrative was indeed part of the Basohli painting tradition. It’s quite 
possible that both that painting and the one under discussion belonged to series illustrating 
Vishnu’s avatars or the Bhagavata Purana. The consistency of elements (composition and 
iconography) across these works strengthens our painting’s attribution and provides a 
benchmark for stylistic comparison. 



Moving beyond Basohli, the later Guler and Kangra schools (mid to late 18th century) also 
produced miniatures of mythological battles, albeit rendered in a different style. For example, 
from the family of the great Pahari master Manaku of Guler, we have a known illustration of 
“Krishna Killing the Crane Demon Bakasura” (a folio from a Bhagavata Purana series, c. 1780–
90). In that depiction, Krishna (another form of Vishnu) is shown prying apart the beak of a giant 
crane demon Bakasura to slay it – a scene from Krishna’s childhood legends. While that Guler 
painting (or preparatory drawing, in the Met’s collection) comes a few decades later than our 
Basohli work and likely shows more delicate lines and naturalistic detail, the core theme of 
heroic deity vs. demon is common. Similarly, the Kangra school under Raja Sansar Chand in 
the late 1700s commissioned series from the Devi Mahatmya, leading to Nainsukh and his 
family painting scenes like “Durga and Kali battle the demon Raktabija” and “Durga slaying 
Mahishasura (the buffalo demon)”. These compositions are rich and complex, often with 
multiple figures, but we can draw a line of continuity: the Pahari artists consistently tackled 
the depiction of cosmic battles, whether it was Vishnu’s avatars, Krishna’s exploits, or the 
Goddess’s victories. 

Comparing such works, one notices that the Basohli examples (like the Matsya-Shankhasura or 
Rasamanjari scenes) tend to be more symbolic and stylized – they use flat backgrounds, bold 
colors, and sometimes abstract space to convey the essence. In contrast, by the time of 
Guler/Kangra, artists like Manaku and Nainsukh were introducing subtle shading, a sense of 
depth in landscape, and more refined facial expressions (influenced in part by Mughal 
naturalism). For instance, a Kangra or Guler depiction of a battle might include rolling hills or 
architecture in the background and more proportionate anatomy, whereas the Basohli piece is 
content with a single color ground and exaggerated features for effect. However, the emotional 
impact and narrative clarity are present in both. The Basohli painting’s stark drama can be as 
effective as Kangra’s lyrical detail. 

We can also compare our painting to non-battle scenes in Basohli art to appreciate its place in 
the oeuvre. The Basohli school’s most celebrated early achievement was the illustrated 
manuscript of Bhanudatta’s Rasamanjari (1690s) commissioned by Raja Kirpal Pal. Those 
paintings show Krishna as a lover in various poetic scenarios, rather than a warrior. Yet, art 
historians note that even in romantic or musical themes, Basohli paintings exhibit “a strong 
colour palette, elaborate landscape…surrounded by its characteristic red border”. These same 
features we have identified in the conch demon scene. Similarly, Basohli artists produced Gita 
Govinda series (devotional love scenes of Radha-Krishna) and Ragamala series (visualizations 
of musical modes). A Ragamala painting from Basohli (circa 1700) that sold at auction reveals a 
subdued background and minimal architecture, focusing on two figures against a plain ground, 
with accentuated clothes and jewelry (emerald beetle wings and pearl-like white dots). The 
mood of those differs (being serene or amorous), but stylistically they are sisters to our mythic 
battle painting. This comparative analysis highlights that the painting in question, while 
illustrating a unique mythological episode, is fully consonant with the visual language of its 
place and time. It stands alongside other Pahari miniatures – whether Basohli’s vibrant 
devotions or Kangra’s refined idylls – as part of a continuum of artistic storytelling in the hills of 
North India. 

In summary, looking at other miniatures from the Pahari tradition, especially Basohli, helps 
confirm that this painting’s features are authentic to that school. It shares composition 
techniques with Basohli contemporaries (like the Matsya vs. Shankhasura scene), and its 
narrative theme resonates with the broader Pahari fascination for depicting the exploits of gods 
and goddesses. Through these comparisons, we see that while artistic styles evolved from 



Basohli’s boldness to Kangra’s delicacy, the underlying cultural imagination – depicting Krishna 
and Vishnu as slayers of demons, protectors of cosmic order – remained a unifying thread in 
Pahari art. This particular painting is a vivid piece of that tapestry, bridging the worlds of myth 
and art in the Pahari hills. 

Stylistic Features and Artistic Techniques 

Delving into the stylistic and technical features of the painting provides insight into the 
craftsmanship of Basohli artists. One of the first aspects to note is the brushwork. Basohli 
miniatures are executed in opaque watercolor (gouache) on paper, a medium that allows for 
both flat washes and fine detail. The outlines of figures and forms are traditionally drawn with 
squirrel-hair brushes that can produce very thin, controlled lines. In our painting, the outlines 
are strong and assured – Vishnu’s form and the demon’s anatomy are contained within 
confident, unbroken lines. This gives the figures a crisp definition against the background. The 
energetic quality of these lines (for example, the swirling delineation of the water around the 
conch, or the taut curves of the fish tail) is frequently remarked upon in Basohli works. There is a 
sense of rhythmic movement imparted by the line quality, which enhances the narrative of a 
vigorous battle. Even the ornamentation patterns – such as the scales on the fish body or the 
foliage on the trees – might be rendered with repetitive, calligraphic strokes, demonstrating the 
artist’s skill in creating texture and pattern through line. 

The use of pigment and color layering is another stylistic feature. Opaque pigments mean the 
colors are applied in solid areas rather than thin glazes. Basohli painters often prepared their 
own pigments from natural minerals (malachite for green, lapis lazuli for blue, orpiment for 
yellow, cinnabar or lac for reds) and from vegetal dyes, binding them with gum Arabic. The result 
is a brilliant matte finish on the painting. In the conch demon scene, the expanses of single 
color (like the green sky or the black water) would have been built up with multiple coats to 
ensure an even, saturated field. Achieving a flat, uniform fill with such pigments is technically 
challenging but was mastered by these artists. This also meant that adjacent colors had to be 
applied carefully to avoid bleeding – noticeable in how neatly the red cloth sits against the 
demon’s green body, for example. In some areas, translucent washes might be used (perhaps for 
subtle shading on faces or to give a slight contour to the fish body), but overall the aesthetic 
remains bold and flat rather than shaded and dimensional. This technique is quite different 
from European painting of the same era, and even from contemporaneous Mughal painting 
which employed more shading. The Pahari approach, especially Basohli’s, was more graphic 
and stylized, aligning with Indian artistic conventions of emphasizing symbolic colors and 
outlines over realistic light-and-shadow. 

One cannot discuss Basohli technique without highlighting their penchant for mixed-media 
brilliance. We have noted the likely use of gold and silver touches – for instance, golden 
accents could be used on Vishnu’s crown, on jewelry, on the hilt of his mace or edge of the 
chakra. Gold paint catches the light and would gleam against the matte colors, immediately 
drawing the eye to the divinity of Vishnu’s form. Silver might have been used for highlights on 
water or weaponry (though silver in old paintings often tarnishes to black over time). Most 
intriguingly, Basohli and related hill artists uniquely used beetle wing inserts for emerald-like 
effects. These come from the iridescent green wing cases of certain beetles (Sternocera 
aeguisignata, commonly), which were cut and glued onto the painting’s surface. In the 
Philadelphia Museum’s Basohli Devi series, for example, actual beetle wings adorn the 
goddess’s crown. If our painting is examined closely, tiny dark-green shimmering bits on 
Vishnu’s garland or crown might reveal themselves as beetle carapace inlays – a delightful 
marriage of painting and jewel-like collage. Such techniques gave the paintings a three-



dimensional and opulent effect, as if the miniature itself were a treasure. As one analysis 
observes, “the glimmer of iridescent beetle fragments as they catch the light...gives these 
paintings an unparalleled sense of vibrancy and presence”. It is likely that the conch demon 
scene, being a high-quality work, would feature some of these luxurious details, elevating it from 
mere illustration to an object of courtly luxury. 

The emotional tone conveyed by stylistic means is also worth noting. Basohli paintings are 
known for effectively evoking the intended mood (rasa). In this painting, the choice of a stark 
black for the ocean and a foreboding greenish sky creates an atmosphere of mystery and 
danger, appropriate to the story’s setting (the depths of the cosmic ocean) and the bhayanaka 
(fearful) mood that precedes the triumph. Meanwhile, the hero Vishnu is painted in serene yet 
striking colors (his blue skin and possibly yellow or red garments) which visually separates him 
as the beacon of hope amid dark surroundings. The composition places Vishnu above or 
dominant to the demon – for example, he might be shown larger in scale or higher on the picture 
plane, subtly indicating his superiority. This compositional hierarchy is a narrative device; many 
Pahari paintings use positioning to guide the viewer’s sense of the story’s outcome (the higher or 
more central figure often being the focal hero). The relative sparseness of background detail can 
be seen as a deliberate stylistic choice to focus the narrative. In Pahari miniatures, especially 
Basohli ones, we often see “an eschewing of architectural details, a preference for open-air 
scenes, and plain monochrome backgrounds” in order to not clutter the composition. This 
clarity ensures that the viewer’s eye goes immediately to Vishnu and the demon and stays with 
their interaction. The painting thus reads almost like a theatrical stage with minimal props – a 
potent backdrop (sky and ocean) and two main actors – which is a very effective narrative 
structure for a single-page illustration. 

In terms of layout, the scene likely follows the conventions of Indian painting where different 
spatial zones are compressed into one plane (there is little linear perspective; nearer and 
farther objects are often indicated by overlap or relative size rather than vanishing points). The 
ocean at the bottom, the sky at top, and perhaps a hint of terrain or a shoreline could all be 
depicted in a stacked vertical arrangement, typical of Pahari composition. If the painting 
includes text (some folios have an inscription or a verse on the top margin or verso), that would 
further confirm it being part of a manuscript set – but even without text, the self-contained 
nature of the image suggests it was one episode in a larger series of illustrations (for example, a 
Bhagavata Purana series). 

Finally, the condition and techniques visible (such as any patina, pigment fugitive or intact, 
etc.) can also speak to its age and method. Basohli pigments, being mineral-based, have 
generally stood the test of time – those brilliant reds and blues are often as vivid now as three 
centuries ago, especially if the work was kept in good conditions. One might observe on close 
inspection a slight relief where the white paint was used for pearls (often raised white dots of 
opaque lime paint). Likewise, the beetle wing bits would be slightly raised. These tactile features 
are a reminder that Pahari miniatures were handcrafted objets d’art, where the artist acted 
almost like a jeweler at times. Each technical choice – from grinding a pigment to burnishing 
paper to applying gold – was made in service of bringing the story to life and pleasing the 
patron’s eye. The painting’s stylistic features, therefore, are not just aesthetically pleasing but 
also convey the painstaking technique and creative vision characteristic of Basohli workshops. 

Dating, Region, and Possible Workshop Attribution 

Based on the cumulative evidence, this painting can be confidently dated to the early 18th 
century and located to the Basohli region or its vicinity in the Punjab Hill states. Historically, the 



Basohli school’s florescence is documented from the late 17th century into the first few 
decades of the 18th. The earliest dated Basohli works are from 1690–94 (the Rasamanjari 
series by artist Devidasa under Raja Kirpal Pal). By the time of 1700–1720, Basohli had an 
established atelier and style, and numerous series – from Ragamala (musical modes) to Gita 
Govinda and Bhagavata Purana illustrations – were being produced for local rulers. Our 
painting’s style aligns with this period when the Basohli idiom was mature but before it started 
evolving into the slightly different Guler style around mid-century. 

The time period can be further pinpointed by stylistic transitional clues. As noted in the 
Metropolitan Museum’s catalog for a Basohli “Kalki Avatar” painting dated circa 1700–1710, 
certain elements like more naturalistic horse depiction suggested an early 18th-century date 
when older conventions were just beginning to shift. In our painting, if we see purely profile 
figures and a very flat spatial treatment, it likely sits closer to 1700–1730. Had it been much later 
(say 1750s), one might expect a bit more shading or influence from the Guler/Kangra naturalism. 
Since we don’t see that (based on the description), it reinforces an early 1700s date. This 
corresponds to the reigns of rulers like Raja Sangram Pal and his successors in Basohli, or 
neighboring rulers in Jammu and Mankot who were patrons of such art. It’s noteworthy that 
scholars often use the umbrella term “Guler-Basohli” for some series between 1730–1760 
because there was intermixing of styles and family of artists. However, the purity of style here, 
being so bold and archaic, leans more towards pure Basohli than the later mixed styles. 

In terms of regional origin, Basohli was a small principality on the Ravi River in the Himalayan 
foothills (present-day Jammu and Kashmir). However, the style spread; workshops in places like 
Mankot, Nurpur, Chamba, and even Jammu were influenced by Basohli. The Philadelphia 
Museum’s Bhadrakali painting (c.1660–70) for instance is attributed ambiguously to “Nurpur or 
Basohli”, showing how close these centers were artistically. If our painting came from a 
Dasavatara (Ten Avatars) series, one documented clue is the Met’s mention of a “Master at the 
Court of Mankot (active ca. 1680–1730), possibly Meju, ca. 1700–10” painting a Dasavatara 
series. Mankot is a neighboring hill state whose painting style was essentially Basohli in 
character during that era. It is conceivable that the painting could be from Mankot court 
workshops, which were virtually an extension of Basohli style (indeed, Mankot rulers 
intermarried with Basohli, and artists moved around). Nonetheless, given the user’s piece is 
attributed to Basohli school by style, one can say Basohli (or an affiliated hill atelier) as the 
region of origin, and this is supported by the stylistic diagnostics we discussed (e.g., eyes, beetle 
wings, etc., being specifically Basohli traits). 

As for the artist or workshop, Pahari miniaturists of that time rarely signed their works, so 
individual attributions are often post-facto by scholars. We know names like Devidasa (Basohli 
Rasamanjari illustrator, active 1690s) from archival records, and the later famous masters like 
Manaku and Nainsukh from Guler (mid-18th century). If this painting was part of a Bhagavata 
Purana or avatar series around 1730, it might not have a known painter’s name attached, but it 
could be associated with the circle of artists who worked on Basohli Gita Govinda (c. 1730) and 
other series. The livemint article mentions that Basohli had “regular ateliers” rather than lone 
artists, given the prolific output of early Basohli works. Thus, it was likely produced in a 
professional workshop setting, possibly under royal commission. This means a group of artists 
(master artist with assistants) could have collaborated – one doing the initial drawing, another 
the coloring, etc. The consistency of style suggests it was made by a painter well-versed in 
Basohli conventions, perhaps a second-generation pupil of Devidasa or one of the masters at 
Basohli/Mankot courts in the 1720s. 



Without specific provenance or inscriptions, we tread in the realm of stylistic attribution. 
However, museums do this often: for instance, the Metropolitan Museum’s Basohli Kalki Avatar 
page explicitly cites those Basohli style markers (beetle-wing, throne design, eye shape) to place 
it in “Basohli, Jammu, ca. 1700–1710”. By analogy, our painting’s markers allow a similar 
conclusion. It very likely originated from the Basohli court atelier or an associated workshop in 
the first quarter of the 18th century. It may have been part of a commissioned set illustrating 
Vishnu’s heroic deeds. Given the rarity of the subject (Matsya avatar vs Shankhasura) in surviving 
works, each such painting is precious for reconstructing the visual culture of that time. If known, 
the provenance (history of ownership) could further confirm origin – for example, if it came from 
an old collection of Pahari miniatures, or from an album assembled in Jammu, etc. But from a 
stylistic and scholarly standpoint, one can assert the attribution to Basohli with a high degree of 
confidence, aligning with known Basohli masterpieces in technique and spirit. 

Market Value and Collectors’ Interest in Pahari Miniatures 

Beyond its artistic and historic value, a painting of this nature also has a significant place in the 
art market, where Pahari miniatures are highly esteemed. Basohli miniatures, being among the 
earliest and most distinctive of the Pahari school, are comparatively rare – fewer in number have 
survived relative to later Kangra works – and thus they command strong interest from collectors. 
In recent years, there have been notable auction results that shed light on the monetary 
valuation of such works. 

For instance, in December 2016, Christie’s held an auction in India where a single Basohli 
miniature from around 1700 (depicting a Ragamala theme) fetched about ₹93.25 lakh (which 
was approximately US $140,000 at the time). This price, which includes the buyer’s premium, 
surprised many and highlighted the enthusiasm for Basohli paintings in the market. That 
particular painting was small (about 20×18 cm), made with pigments, gold, silver, and beetle 
wing inlay on paper – very much the same kind of materials and size as our conch demon 
painting. Its subject was different (a noble couple playing a game, representing a musical raga) 
but it came from a prestigious provenance (the collection of the late Col. R.K. Tandan, a 
renowned collector of Indian art). The sale was considered a high sum for a Pahari miniature, 
indicating that top-quality Basohli works can approach or exceed the hundred-thousand dollar 
range in today’s market. 

Furthermore, in an auction a year earlier (December 2015, Saffronart in Mumbai), two Basohli 
paintings (referred to as “Basohli Ragamals” from Tandan’s collection) sold for about ₹96 lakh 
each, which was record-setting at the time. These were likely part of a Ragamala series and 
shared characteristics like the use of beetle-wing and vivid palettes. The fact that multiple 
Basohli works hit such high prices demonstrates a robust demand and possibly a scarcity 
factor – collectors know that museum-quality Basohli pieces do not come to market frequently. 
By comparison, later Pahari (Kangra) paintings, while also valuable, have appeared more often 
and sometimes at lower price points unless they are exceptionally fine or large compositions. 
Basohli, being the “first school” of Pahari painting, carries a sort of primacy and exotic appeal. 

Several factors contribute to the valuation of a painting like this: 

• Period and authenticity: Early 18th-century Basohli paintings are more sought after 
than later reproductions or school copies. A dated or firmly attributable piece to that 
golden period fetches more. 

• Rarity of subject: A painting of a rare theme (like Matsya conquering Shankhasura) 
might intrigue collectors who specialize in mythological art or want something beyond 



the usual Krishna with gopis. On the other hand, a very esoteric subject could also 
narrow the buyer pool slightly, but generally unique iconography is a plus for 
distinctiveness. 

• Condition: If the painting is well-preserved with colors still vibrant, minimal flaking, and 
original borders intact, it greatly increases value. Any surviving beetle-wing inlays or gold 
that’s untarnished would be an exciting aspect (collectors love those original materials). 
Conversely, heavy damage or over-painting would reduce value. 

• Provenance: If the piece comes from a known collection or was published in a scholarly 
catalogue, it adds to its pedigree. The Tandan collection pieces, for example, garnered 
high prices partly due to the collection’s reputation. Museum deaccessions or pieces 
from storied old European collections often do well. 

• Aesthetic and craftsmanship quality: Not all miniatures are equal – a composition that 
is particularly beautiful or finely rendered will attract competitive bidding. The presence 
of “master craftsmanship and excellent condition,” coupled with unique features like 
beetle-wing jewelry, can “enhance its desirability and therefore value” as Christie’s 
expert noted. 

Considering these factors, our painting of Vishnu and the conch demon would likely be 
appraised as a high-value piece in the realm of Indian art. It has a dynamic composition, clear 
iconography, and (presumably) the fine details of Basohli work. While Basohli paintings of 
popular subjects (like Ragamala or Rasamanjari themes) have a known collector base, a Vishnu 
avatar scene would attract both those interested in Pahari painting and those drawn to religious 
art of India. The rarity of Matsya avatar depictions (compared to, say, the more common Krishna 
lila scenes) could be a selling point of uniqueness. Additionally, institutional interest in Basohli 
art (with pieces held in Met, Boston MFA, Philadelphia, etc.) means that any new discovery or 
available work might even be sought by museums or serious collectors filling gaps. 

In the broader art market, Indian miniature paintings have seen rising appreciation. While 
modern and contemporary Indian art often grabs headlines, the classical miniatures have a 
strong niche market globally. A recent example beyond Pahari is the record-breaking sale of a 
Mughal-era miniature from the Aga Khan collection which fetched £10.2 million in 2019 – a 
reminder that top-tier Indian miniatures can reach staggering heights. Pahari paintings haven’t 
hit those multi-million dollar levels (those are usually Mughal or Deccani imperial pieces), but 
they have steadily increased. A few decades ago, one might acquire a Basohli miniature for tens 
of thousands; now the best ones are solidly in six figures. 

For a Basohli Shankhasura painting, one might look at analogous sales: if a Basohli 
Dashavatara series folio came up, its price would depend on which avatar and how attractive the 
piece is. Since Matsya is the first avatar, a collector assembling all ten avatars might highly covet 
it. The subject also involves Krishna (indirectly, via the conch), appealing to Vaishnava theme 
collectors. If sold today, with proper marketing (highlighting its Basohli origin, rarity, and 
excellent artistry), it could fetch a substantial price, possibly in the range of what the Ragamala 
did or more, adjusted for current demand. The livemint article emphasizes that institutional 
interest and the unique Basohli techniques (like beetle wings) add to value – our painting ticks 
those boxes if it indeed has those features preserved. 

In conclusion on value: The painting is not just a piece of devotional art; it is a collectible 
artifact from a celebrated school. Its commercial worth in the art market is reinforced by its 
art-historical importance and scarcity. As collectors and museums continue to show 



enthusiasm for Pahari miniatures, especially ones as early and vibrant as Basohli’s, the 
monetary valuation remains high. It stands as a testament that what was once a royal pleasure 
in a Himalayan court three centuries ago is now a treasured object of international cultural 
heritage – and the market reflects that elevated status. 

Conclusion 

The miniature painting of Krishna (Vishnu) and the Shankha Demon offers a fascinating 
glimpse into the world of 18th-century Pahari art, where mythology, artistry, and royal 
patronage intersect. Through a detailed formal analysis, we observed how the artist employed 
the Basohli school’s signature bold lines, lustrous colors, and expressive imagery to bring to life 
the ancient tale of Vishnu’s Matsya avatar defeating the conch-dwelling demon Shankhasura. 
The mythological narrative – rich with symbolism about the preservation of cosmic order and 
the victory of good over evil – is rendered in a visually compelling manner that would have been 
easily understood by its original audience and is still engaging today. 

Stylistically, the painting serves as a textbook example of Basohli technique and aesthetics: 
from the stylized profile faces with large oval eyes, to the inventive depiction of nature (pink 
lotuses on a black sea, decorative trees on a flat ground) and the inclusion of precious materials 
like gold and beetle shell in the paint. These elements validate the work’s attribution to the 
Basohli school and highlight the artistic innovations of the Pahari ateliers that set them apart 
from other Indian painting traditions. In comparing this work with other miniatures of its era – 
whether the vibrant Basohli Rasamanjari and avatar scenes, or the later refined Kangra 
renditions of Krishna’s exploits – we recognize a continuity of devotional and narrative art, even 
as styles evolved. Each comparative example reinforced our painting’s identity as a proud 
product of the Pahari ethos, wherein devotion and art were intertwined. 

We also discussed how the painting can be situated in its historical context: likely produced 
around the early 1700s in the Basohli-Jammu region, perhaps by a master in the circle of Basohli 
or Mankot painters. Though the artist’s name is lost to time, the skill evident in the piece speaks 
to a thriving workshop of talented hands, patronized by rulers who cherished these depictions 
of sacred lore. Such paintings were more than mere illustrations; they were meant to inspire, 
educate, and also serve as luxurious collectibles for the kings and nobles – a fact that 
interestingly continues in modern times with collectors paying high prices to own them. 

In terms of legacy and value, the conch demon painting stands as a rare representation of a 
specific Purana episode, thereby adding to our collective understanding of Basohli iconography 
and thematic range. Its apparent quality and preservation make it not only an art historical gem 
but also a coveted item in the eyes of museums and private collectors. The strong auction 
performances of comparable Pahari miniatures confirm that the appreciation for this art form is 
enduring and growing. 

Ultimately, this painting encapsulates the essence of Basohli’s contribution to Indian art – it is 
bold yet nuanced, devotional yet dynamic, and it transforms a timeless spiritual narrative into 
a tangible visual experience. The scholastic examination above, supported by citations from 
experts and parallels from collections, underlines the painting’s authenticity and importance. 
Such a piece would not only adorn a collection but also tell a story: the story of Vishnu’s valor, 
of an artist’s vision in a hill kingdom long ago, and of the journey of Indian miniature art from 
palace portfolios to the global stage. 

Sources: 



• Exotic India Art – Matsyavatara (Basohli miniature description) 

• Wikipedia – Panchajanya (Conch of Vishnu) 

• Wisdom Library – Significance of the Conch-demon (Panchajana) 

• The Kashmir Monitor – Basohli style characteristics 

• Public Domain Review – Beetle Carapaces in Basohli Paintings (materials and style) 

• Metropolitan Museum of Art – Kalki Avatar (Basohli, c.1700) 

• Livemint – Christie’s auction of Basohli Ragamala, 2016 

• Metropolitan Museum of Art – Krishna killing Bakasura (family of Manaku) and Durga 
Mahishasura by Nainsukh 

• Artisera – Varaha Rescuing the Earth (Guler Pahari) 

1. Visual Description of the Painting 

The miniature (c. 10 × 20 cm) presents an intensely dynamic scene: the god Viṣṇu as Matsya – 
half man, half fish – locked in battle with a ferocious conch-demon in the surging cosmic ocean. 

Viṣṇu’s upper body is human, dark blue, bedecked with a tall kirīṭa-mukuṭa crown, pearl 
necklaces and gem-studded ornaments; his lower body is a powerful fish-tail arching through 
the water. In one hand he raises the gadā (mace), in another he clasps or gestures to the cakra; 
other hands may hold the lotus or conch, or be posed in protective mudrās. The divine body is 
sheathed in a jewel-spangled yellow or red dhotī typical of Pahari depictions of Viṣṇu/Kṛṣṇa. 

Opposite him twists the asura: orange- or dark-hued, with bulging eyes, bared teeth, and wild 
hair, wielding a curving sword and round shield. His animal strength is underlined by the thick 
torso, knotty limbs and expressive face – part comic, part terrifying. He is visually tethered to the 
huge white conch shell from which he emerges and which gives him his identity as the 
Śaṅkha/Śaṅkhāsura demon. 

The background is reduced to essentials. The ocean is rendered as a dense, almost abstract 
field of swirling black or deep grey, incised with concentric ripples. Floating on it are delicately 
painted pink and white lotuses, the traditional symbols of purity in the midst of chaos. A narrow 
strip of yellow-green landscape with a few stylised, tufted trees runs along one side: hills rise in 
overlapping bands of green and pink, outlined with black, their foliage rendered as dark pom-
poms. The sky is usually a flat monochrome, intensifying the sense that the drama happens in a 
mythic, suspended space. 

Colour handling is unmistakably Basohli Pahari: hot reds, strong yellows, acidic greens and 
dense black are laid on in flat, opaque planes, bounded by a beautifully confident black 
contour. The small scale of the painting is offset by this visual loudness; it reads almost like a 
precious icon, designed to be studied closely in the hand. 

Details such as the crisp white highlights on the eyes and teeth, the tiny dots suggesting pearls, 
and possible traces of gold and beetle-wing inlay (for emerald-like sparkle) connect this work 
to the known Basohli workshop practice of combining gouache with metallics and actual beetle 
carapaces to imitate jewels. 



All of these elements – bold composition, high-saturation colour, graphic outline, and a 
compressed yet legible space – work together to tell a visually powerful story even before we 
turn to the textual tradition. 

 

2. The Shankha Demon in the Puranic Texts 

The painting alludes to a cluster of intertwined Purāṇic narratives in which Viṣṇu as Matsya 
rescues the Vedas from a demon lurking in the depths of the ocean. Different texts give the 
demon different names – Hayagrīva (“horse-necked”) in some, Śaṅkha / Śaṅkhāsura (“Conch-
demon”) in others – but the theological meaning is the same: divine preservation of sacred 
knowledge. 

2.1 Bhagavata Purāṇa: Matsya and the Theft of the Vedas 

The Bhāgavata Purāṇa (8.24) introduces the Matsya story by describing a cosmic dissolution at 
the end of a kalpa. As Brahmā drowses, the Vedas slip from his mouth and are stolen by the 
demon Hayagrīva: 

कालेनागतननद्रस्य धात ुः  नििनिषोर्बली । 
म खतो ननुः सृतान् वेदान् हिग्रीवोऽन्तिकेऽहरत् ॥ 
kālenāgata-nidrasya dhātuḥ śiśayiṣor balī / 
mukhato niḥsṛtān vedān hayagrīvo ’ntike ’harat //  

“When the time of dissolution came and Brahmā, the creator, was overcome by sleep, the 
mighty Hayagrīva, standing nearby, stole the Vedas that had issued from his mouth.” 

Viṣṇu then assumes the fish-form to recover them: 

मत्स्यो ि गािसमिे मन नोपलब्धुः  । 
… आदाि तत्र नवजहार ह वेदमागाबन् ॥ (Bhāg. 2.7.12, excerpt) 

“At the end of the age He appeared to Manu as Matsya, 
… taking up there the paths of the Vedas that had slipped [into the waters], He sported in the 
flood.” 

These verses supply the core narrative behind our miniature: the Vedas fall into the ocean 
during pralaya; a demon of the deep seizes them; Viṣṇu descends as Matsya to defeat the 
demon and restore sacred knowledge. 

2.2 Padma, Varāha and Skanda Purāṇas: From Hayagrīva to Śaṅkha 

Other Purāṇas shift the focus from Hayagrīva to a demon explicitly named Śaṅkha / 
Śaṅkhāsura, aligning even more closely with the “conch-demon” theme depicted in the 
painting. The Padma Purāṇa and a section of the Skanda Purāṇa (Karttikāṃśa-māhātmya) 
state that a demon called Śaṅkha, son of the Ocean, steals the Vedas and hides them in the sea 
until Matsya slays him and the sages recover the dispersed scriptures. 

The Varāha Purāṇa alludes concisely to the episode: 

िथैवोद्धृतवान् वेदान् मत्स्यरूपेण केिवुः  ॥ 

“Just as Keśava, in His fish-form, once lifted up the Vedas…” 



Commentators on the Bhāgavata tradition also explicitly mention the Śaṅkhāsura variant. In a 
comment on Bhāgavata 2.7.12, Jīva Gosvāmin notes: 

अत्र िङ्खास रवधस् त्वनतप्रनसद्धत्वान् नोक्तुः  ॥ 

“Here, the slaying of Śaṅkhāsura is not narrated because it is already very well-known.” 

That aside is valuable: it shows that by the time of Gauḍīya commentators, the Matsya-
Śaṅkhāsura story was a familiar part of the mythic repertoire, even when the base text only 
names Hayagrīva. 

A compact traditional summary, preserved in a Sanskrit dictionary gloss, puts it even more 
plainly: 

‘िङ्खास रं हि मीश्वरेण मत्स्यावतारुः  अवधाररतुः ।’ 

“To slay the demon Śaṅkhāsura, the Lord resolved to take the Matsya-incarnation.” 

This line could almost serve as a one-sentence caption for your painting. 

2.3 Nandī Purāṇa: Crushing Śaṅkhāsura and Washing the Vedas 

One of the few places where Śaṅkhāsura’s name actually appears in verse, together with the 
recovery of the Vedas, is the Nandī-Purāṇa. An excerpt (verses 40–41) describes the demon’s 
defeat and the cleansing of the scriptures: 

पीनितो मृनदतो दैत्युः  िङ्खास रो महार्लुः  । 
… प्रक्षानलता वेदवत्या वेदान् धाता ततोगृहीत् ॥ 

A free translation: 

“Afflicted and crushed was the mighty demon Śaṅkhāsura… 
The goddess Sarasvatī (Veda-vatī) washed the Vedas clean, 
and then the Creator (Dhātṛ, Brahmā) took them up again.” 

These lines are powerful to quote in the context of the painting: visually you have the moment of 
crushing – Matsya grappling with the demon – and textually the Nandī-Purāṇa tells you what 
follows: the Vedas, fouled by the demon’s grasp, are ritually purified in the waters and restored to 
Brahmā. 

Putting the different sources together, we can reconstruct the full mythic picture behind your 
miniature: 

1. At the end of a cosmic cycle, Brahmā nods into sleep, and the Vedas escape from his 
mouth into the waters. 

2. A sea-demon – Hayagrīva in some texts, Śaṅkha/Śaṅkhāsura in others – steals or 
hides them in the ocean. 

3. The gods beg Viṣṇu to intervene; the Lord assumes the Matsya form specifically “to slay 
Śaṅkhāsura”. 

4. He battles and kills the demon in the depths (the moment your painting fixes in colour). 

5. The Vedas, rescued, are washed by Sarasvatī and handed back to Brahmā, who 
resumes his work of creation. 



Thus the painting is not only an action scene; it is an image of cosmic restoration, where a 
single blow of Matsya’s mace or discus brings the entire structure of sacred knowledge back 
from oblivion. 

2.4 From Demon to Conch: Panchajanya and the Gītā 

In later theology, the demon and the conch merge into a single emblem. The conch won from the 
demon’s body becomes Pañcajanya, Viṣṇu/Kṛṣṇa’s famous war-conch. The Mahābhārata and 
Bhagavad Gītā narrate how Kṛṣṇa uses it on the eve of the Kurukṣetra war: 

पाञ्चजनं्य हृषीकेिो देवदतं्त धनञ्जिुः  । 
pauṇḍraṃ dadh््मौ महािङ्खं भीमकमाब वृकोदरुः  ॥ (Gītā 1.15, excerpt) 

“Hṛṣīkeśa (Kṛṣṇa) blew the conch Pañcajanya; Arjuna blew Devadatta; and Vṛkodara, mighty-
armed Bhīma, blew the great conch Pauṇḍra…” 

So the conch in your painting is not a random sea-shell. It is Pañcajanya in utero – still the lair of 
the demon Śaṅkhāsura – just moments before it becomes one of Viṣṇu’s four eternal attributes. 

 

3. Attribution: Why This Is a Basohli Pahari Work 

The stylistic fingerprint of the painting matches what scholars describe as the Basohli school, 
the earliest fully-formed Pahari style flourishing in the late 17th and early 18th centuries in the 
hill state of Basohli and nearby courts. 

Key points: 

• Colour and line: Basohli is famous for “bright colours, peculiar facial features and a 
boldly energetic contour line.” 
Your painting’s hot reds, saffron yellows, black ocean and flat green ground, all bounded 
by calligraphic black lines, fit this exactly. 

• Facial type: The large, almond-shaped eyes placed high in a sharp profile – especially 
in Viṣṇu’s face – are a Basohli hallmark frequently cited in museum catalogues. 

• Jewelled surfaces: Basohli works often enrich ornaments with real beetle-wing 
fragments and raised white dots for pearls. If your painting shows that iridescent green 
sparkle in the jewellery upon close inspection, that is almost diagnostic. 

• Background economy: The plain, saturated backdrop with just a strip of schematic 
hills and a few stylised trees is typical of Basohli, which favours decorative abstraction 
over Mughal-style deep space. 

• Subject and mood: Basohli artists revelled in high emotional voltage – whether erotic 
(Rasamañjarī), devotional (Gīta-Govinda) or martial (avatar battles). The violent 
confrontation of deity and demon, swirling water and jagged weapons fits that expressive 
register perfectly. 

Given these converging factors, a reasonable scholarly attribution would be: 

Basohli school (Guler–Basohli circle), Pahari, ca. 1700–1730. 
Illustration to a Viṣṇu-Purāṇa / Matsya-avatāra or Dashāvatāra series. 



Without a colophon or known set, naming a specific artist is speculative, but the work stands 
comfortably alongside Basohli narrative miniatures in major collections (Metropolitan Museum, 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, etc.). 

 

4. Stylistic Features: Technique, Rasa and Narrative 

Technically, the painting uses opaque watercolour (gouache) on paper, with probable gold 
highlights and, potentially, beetle-wing inlay in the jewels. 

• The line is vigorous and rhythmic: note how the same swirling, concentric line describes 
both the ocean eddies and the demon’s tumbling posture, visually unifying figure and 
environment. 

• The colour fields are laid in flat, even layers, a demanding technique that avoids 
Western-style modelling and instead creates a poster-like impact. 

• The carefully placed lotus blossoms and the elegance of Matsya’s posture introduce a 
counter-rasa of śṛṅgāra/śānta (beauty/peace) within the dominant vīra (heroic) and 
raudra (furious) mood. 

Scripturally, the painting corresponds to the instant between two ślokas: one might imagine it 
as an illustration of the transitional moment implied by the Bhāgavata’s “Having assumed the 
fish-form, the Lord sported in the waters, recovering the paths of the Vedas” (2.7.12) and the 
Nandī-Purāṇa’s “Afflicted and crushed was the mighty Śaṅkhāsura … the Vedas were washed 
and reclaimed.” 

In that sense, the artist is not simply copying text but interpreting a gap between verses, 
freezing the climactic blow that links theft to restoration. 

 

5. Comparative Material in Pahari Painting 

The subject of Matsya battling a conch-demon is rare but not unique in Pahari art. Descriptions 
of a Basohli painting of Matsya and Śaṅkhasura closely match your work – dark ocean with 
lotuses, monochrome background, demon emerging from a conch with sword in hand – 
indicating that this theme circulated in Basohli ateliers, perhaps as part of a Dashāvatāra cycle. 

Later Pahari schools (Guler, Kangra) continued to paint deity-demon combats – for example, 
Manaku-family drawings of Kṛṣṇa killing the crane-demon Bakāsura, or Nainsukh’s Durga-
Mahīṣāsura scenes – but with softer modelling and more naturalistic landscapes. Comparing 
them highlights how Basohli’s graphic ferocity differs from the lyrical classicism of Kangra 
while serving similar devotional and didactic purposes. 

Key features of Basohli water rendering: 

• Water is shown as flat black or deep blue paint, often creating dramatic contrast. 

• Waves are drawn in simple, bold, concentric arcs, not naturalistic. 

• The motif is more symbolic than representational—the water is a cosmic ocean, not 
earthly water. 

• The painter prefers graphic rhythm over realism. 



• Lotuses float like decorative jewels, emphasizing pattern rather than natural 
placement. 

• Wave lines echo the energetic Basohli contour style—bold, almost calligraphic. 

This is absolutely characteristic of early Basohli and Mankot workshops, where: 

• The ocean is stylized as pure black space 

• The waves appear as white scalloped or semi-circular lines 

• The aesthetic is strongly abstract, theatrical, high-contrast 

 

6. Estimated Commercial and Monetary Value 

In the current market for Indian miniatures, early Pahari/Basohli works are highly prized 
because of their rarity and art-historical importance. 

Some data points: 

• In 2016 Christie’s India sold a small Basohli Rāgamālā painting (c. 1700, with beetle-
wing inlay) for about ₹93.25 lakh (roughly US $140,000 at the time). 

• Earlier, a pair of Basohli miniatures from the same celebrated collection achieved 
around ₹96 lakh each at Saffronart, then a record for Pahari works. 

Prices for Pahari miniatures vary widely, but for a piece like yours the key value drivers would be: 

1. Authenticity and dating – if scholarly examination confirms an early 18th-century 
Basohli origin, it sits in the top tier. 

2. Condition – original borders, intact pigment, surviving gold or beetle-wing inlay 
significantly increase value. 

3. Rarity of subject – Matsya vs. Śaṅkhasura is a rarer and more intellectually attractive 
subject than generic Kṛṣṇa-with-gopīs scenes. 

4. Provenance and publication – inclusion in a catalogue, exhibition or known old 
collection adds considerable weight. 

Assuming good condition, a secure Basohli attribution and no provenance issues, a cautious 
contemporary auction estimate for such a painting could reasonably fall in the high five-figure 
to low six-figure USD range, with potential to go higher if it were recognised as part of an 
important early series. The recent performance of comparable Basohli works suggests that 
scholarly framing and marketing (emphasising both the rarity of the Śaṅkhāsura narrative and 
the technical luxury of the piece) can have a strong positive impact on final price. 

 

7. Closing Reflection 

By embedding the original ślokas into our reading of the painting, we see more clearly how your 
miniature sits at the meeting point of text and image: 

• The Bhāgavata tells of Vedas lost in the flood and recovered by Matsya; 



• The Padma, Skanda and Varāha Purāṇas sharpen the episode into a duel with 
Śaṅkhāsura, the conch-demon; 

• Later texts remember that “to slay Śaṅkhāsura, the Lord determined to take the Matsya-
avatāra”; 

• And your Basohli painter, somewhere in the Himalayan hills around 1700, transforms 
that narrative into an image of concentrated cosmic drama. 

The result is a work that is at once scholastically rich, visually arresting, and commercially 
significant – a superb example of how a single miniature can carry within it the echo of many 
Purāṇic verses and centuries of devotional imagination. 

 


