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ABSTRACT 

Miniature painting of the subcontinent is one of the most polished art traditions, and exemplifies the 

elements of intricate craftsmanship, storytelling, cultural memory and symbolic expression. Miniature 

painting has been in existence since early times, derived from Buddhist, Jain, Persian, Mughal, Rajput and 
local art practices, and was used as a visual means of recording royal histories, religious stories, social 

rituals, nature, and human feelings. Though it is linked to historical manuscripts and court patronage, 

miniature painting has not been a consistent or a stable tradition. Miniature painting has been used by 
contemporary artists in the twentieth and twenty first century as a vibrant means to engage with issues of 

identity, politics, gender, globalization, migration and cultural memory.  

The works of today's miniature artists of the subcontinent are characterized by a mix of traditional methods 

and techniques ones that include fine brushwork, layering of color, detailed compositions, and symbolic 
imagery and modern ideas and personal narratives. Ministr artists like Shahzia Sikander, Aisha Khalid, 

Imran Qureshi, Saira Wasim and others have pushed the limits of miniature painting by juxtaposing old 

visual vocabulary with the theme of the modern period. This is evident in their works, which show how 
miniature painting can be used not only as a historical art form but also as a critical tool for examining 

social, political, and psychological realities.  

This study explores the connection of the contemporary art with Miniature painting in subcontinent, the 

way the modern works of art are changing the traditional meanings of symbols and how they are giving a 

new dimension to miniature practice. 

Keywords: Contemporary Art, South Asian Miniature Painting, Symbolism, Mughal Art, Identity, Cultural 

Memory, Visual Narrative 

INTRODUCTION 

Miniature painting of the Sub-continent is one of the most evolved and long-standing arts of the visual 

culture of South Asia. Minature painting is derived from various artistic backgrounds such as Buddhist, 
Jain, Persian, Mughal, Rajput and Pahari among others and has been used as a tool for storytelling, 

documentation, religious expression and cultural representation. In contrast to traditional large-scale 

painting, miniature paintings are small in scale, feature extensive fine detail, multi-layered paints, and rich 

symbolism that conveys narratives that are greater than the visual product. (Beach, 1992; Welch, 1978). 
These paintings were not simply for decoration but actually were pictorial documentation of royal histories, 

literary works, religious beliefs, social structures and cultural values in the societies that created them (Losty 

& Roy, 2012). 

The Mughal period (1526–1857) was a particularly special time for the development of the miniature 

painting medium in South Asia, in which the techniques of Persian miniature painting were combined with 
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local styles to create a new visual language. Their focus on realism, portraiture, natural studies, courtly life 

and historical documentation, along with the use of symbolic elements related to power, spirituality and 

imperial identity, are highlighted by Mughal artists (Beach, 1992). Under the Mughals, patronage dwindled 
and the miniature genre started to be expressed in other regional schools, such as the rajput miniature and 

the Pahari miniature which focused on devotional themes, mythology, poetry, romance and emotional 

landscapes (Kossak, 1997). These changes paved the way to a close bond between the miniature painting 

and symbolic communication and cultural memory. 

However, as the colonial art conceptualization began, and modernity emerged, miniature painting began to 

be viewed differently and in many cases considered to be a traditional art that is more of a past than the 

present. In the late 20th century artists from the subcontinent challenged this restricted focus and 
transformed miniature into the art of their time that could address contemporary social, political and 

personal issues. The revival of miniature painting, especially by the National College of Arts (NCA) 

Lahore, helped artists to retain the traditional techniques and practice new concepts, new materials and new 

stories (Hashmi, 2001). 

Today's miniaturists have pushed the envelope further, incorporating a variety of historical practices and 

approaches to identity, globalization, gender, migration, memory and political reality. However, artists like 

Shahzia Sikander, Imran Qureshi and Aisha Khalid have shown that miniature painting can also be a 
language of the present day, rather than merely a revival of miniatures from the past. They have maintained 

the qualities of miniature practice, such as the use of fine lines, symbol and decoration patterns, and new 

interpretations of cultural and personal experiences (Dadi, 2010). In this process, the current painting of the 

miniature, an image of the past and the present, comes into being. 

The tradition of miniatures and the present-day continued use of symbols are interconnected. In the past, 

these features, like human figures, architecture, flower, bird and garden, were assigned spiritual and social 
meanings, along with others, of authority and beauty. Today's artists use these symbols to discuss the themes 

of identity, displacement, memory, conflict, and belonging. Thus the symbols that used to denote the royal 

power or spiritual idealism get turned into images that are more in tune with a contemporary experience 

(Dadi, 2010; Hashmi, 2001). 

This study delves into the manner in which the contemporary art has made its contribution to the evolution 

of miniature paintings in the sub-continent and especially to the re-interpretation of the traditional technique 

and symbolic system by the contemporary artists in miniature paintings. The subject of the study is the 
present-day status of miniature painting as a living visual tradition, its relationship to historical traditions, 

the contemporary practice of the miniature and its capacity to reflect on the changing cultural self-

understandings and social situation. 

HISTORICAL FOUNDATIONS OF SUBCONTINENTAL MINIATURE PAINTING 

Miniature painting in the subcontinent has evolved as a result of a complex process of interaction of 

indigenous arts, religious beliefs, literary traditions and transregional influences. While the term "miniature 

painting" is known to be used for the courtly traditions of the Mughals, the roots of miniature painting can 
be traced back much further back to the illustrated manuscripts created within the Buddhist and Jain 

communities. The characteristics of South Asian miniature painting of the early period (11th–15th century) 

set fundamental standards for the future development of the medium: the use of narrative sequencing, the 
symbolic representation, the decorative borders, and the combination of text and image (Losty & Roy, 

2012). These early practices have become known to illustrate that the art of painting was not just for the 

eye, but also to help maintain facts of religion, cultural memory, and philosophical ideas. 
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Jain manuscripts played an important role in visual vocabulary of early miniature painting. Jain illustrated 

manuscripts, one of which shows the Kalpasutra, and emphasized attention to detail, vivid color and design, 

stylized human figures and symbolic compositions. They were generally made for religious education and 
for contemplation on spiritual matters; pictorial representation was used to enhance the meaning of the 

scriptural texts (Kramrisch, 1987). Likewise, the tradition of Buddhist scriptures helped to shape narrative 

illustration with sequential imagery to convey narratives about Buddhist teachings and moral rules (Mitter, 

2001). 

There was a huge transformation of the Persian art influence which came in when the Delhi Sultanate was 

established and subsequently the Mughal empire. The new traditions of miniatures from Persia introduced 

new, sophisticated techniques of manuscript illumination, of delicate brushwork, of controlled composition, 
of sophisticated techniques of portraiture and of spatial organisation. These were used on pre-existing art 

forms and resulted in a distinctive pictographic style that is one of the characteristics of the miniature 

painting of South Asia (Beach, 1992). The result of this cultural exchange is proof that there was not one 

single artistic source for miniature painting, but that it was a continuous process of adaptation. 

The Mughal period is one of the more significant periods of the history of miniature painting in the South 

Asian region. Minature painting was a well-organized court art form under the patronage of rulers like 

Akbar, Jahangir and Shah Jahan. Akbar encouraged the production of illustrated manuscripts, which were 
the combination of Persian literary traditions and artistic skills, and led to works of great ambition like the 

illustrated Akbarnama and Hamzanama. It was here that Mughal interest in historical record, narration, and 

picturing of Mughal authority was shown. (Beach, 1992) Mughal artists mastered new skills of naturalistic 

observation, including representations of the figure, animals, flora, and architecture. 

Under Jahangir, miniature paintings were refined and given new realism and individualism. The interest of 

Jahangir in natural history stimulated painters to make careful sketches of plants, animals and rare species, 
which had both scientific and aesthetic motivations (Welch, 1978). Many of these paintings from this period 

have symbolic significance, with its elements, including halos, gardens, flowers, and animals, conveying 

notions of kingship, spirituality, harmony, and divine authority (Beach 1992). 

With the weakening of the Mughals, the miniature arts became more prominent in the region. Rajput 
miniature painting evolved with its own style which emphasized devotional themes, Hindu mythology, 

poetry and romantic stories. Rajput traditions were more spiritual, symbolic and emotional than the 

Mughals who would often produce paintings that focused on realism and court documentation (Kossak, 
1997). Hindu religious poetry, especially in the field of divine love and human feelings inspired the Pahari 

miniature painting schools as well. Symbols such as landscapes, seasons, colours and gestures were 

employed to represent complex emotions (Mitter 2001). 

During this historic period the essence and significance of miniature painting never strayed from the centre. 

Selection of visual elements was carefully made to convey meaning beyond its physical presence. Paradise 

and harmony were linked to the gardens, flowers to beauty and spiritual growth, birds to freedom and 

emotion, and architectural spaces to power, social control and cultural identity (Welch, 1978). So, miniature 

painting was a symbolic visual language with each component of it being a part of a larger story. 

Miniature painting underwent an influence from colonialism and from the changes of artistic preferences 

in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but painting traditions continued to exist in painting 
workshops, in hereditary artists and in schools. The art of miniature painting was revived and was made a 

modern art form in the twentieth century. This change led to the present day miniaturists who have revived 

the traditional techniques and are exploring new themes and meanings (Hashmi, 2001). 

https://academia.edu.pk/


ACADEMIA International Journal for Social Sciences                                                                             

Volume 4, Issue 3, 2025       ISSN-L (Online): 3006-6638 

 

https://academia.edu.pk/                        |DOI: 10.63056/academia.4.3.2025.2441|                     Page 6554  

To sum up, subcontinental miniature painting has its roots in cultural interaction, religious significance, 

royal endorsement, and artistic creativity. It has lived and evolved to prove that mini painting is a constant 

evolution that might always accept new influences and remain connected with the old tradition and 

symbolism. 

THE EMERGENCE OF CONTEMPORARY MINIATURE PAINTING IN THE SUBCONTINENT 

It was a major change in the perception and practice of a traditional form of art when South Asia's "modern" 
miniature painting emerged. Miniature painting has been used by contemporary artists to rethink social, 

cultural and political issues, rather than being viewed as a historic art form reserved for manuscript art and 

courtly settings. It is a transformation, which is part of a larger development in contemporary art in South 

Asia that involves negotiation between tradition, modernity, globalization and identity (Dadi, 2010). 

In the colonial era European academic studies on art also impacted perceptions of Native American art. The 

traditional arts like miniature painting were frequently classified as decorative crafts and not seen as serious 

art forms that could be intellectual or creative. Western concepts of realism, perspective and the hierarchy 
of art shaped the status of most indigenous practices in South Asia (Mitter, 1994). Following Independence, 

however, artists and art institutions started to reflect upon the traditional visual languages, and sought 

innovative means to combine past techniques with new concepts. 

The rejuvenation of modern miniature painting was another important factor in the revival of technical 

skills, which was encouraged by the miniature department of the National College of Arts (NCA), Lahore 

that encouraged experimentation. The institution allowed students to explore traditional techniques like fine 

brushwork, making of pigments and detailed composition and at the same time to challenge the traditional 
subjects and formats (Hashmi, 2001). It was an educational institution that was involved in the birth of a 

“neo-miniature” movement, particularly in Pakistan during the 1980's and 1990's. 

The neo-miniature movement brought about the idea that the traditional techniques do not have to be linked 
to the traditional subjects. The artists stopped painting scenes from Mughal Court and religious stories or 

historical images, and began to make art of their lives and events of their time. Miniature painting, which 

is small, accurate and symbolic, was used for argumentation as a means, for instance, of gender, 

nationalism, migration, political conflict and cultural memory (Dadi, 2010). 

This transformation is due to one of the strongest personalities in the miniature painting tradition, Shahzia 

Sikander, who extended the miniature painting to a much wider canvas. Sikander's works were innovative 

and utilized the conventional practices of Indo-Persian miniatures, and incorporated the new concepts of 
his time, such as identities, history and cultural hybridity. She was more interested in reinterpreting the 

traditional forms than just holding on to them, and led the way in making miniature painting part of the 

global contemporary art discourse (Dadi, 2010). Sikander's works convey the notion of layers of the past 

and present through disjointed figures and historical references. 

In a similar fashion, artists such as Imran Qureshi are exploring the miniature genre in the current socio-

political backdrop. In addition to traditional decorative methods like floral design and fine brushwork, 

Qureshi also delves into the themes of violence, loss and resilience. The red pigment enables him to draw 
symbolic links of beauty and destruction and renewal, the ways in which traditional aesthetics can 

communicate with contemporary emotions, Vasudevan (2014) writes. 

Aisha Khalid's work in miniature painting is also an extension of such themes of gender, space and cultural 
identity. Khalid's work is focused on the use of pattern-making, ideas from the field of textiles, architecture 

and traditional ornament, in order to investigate the ability for decorative elements to become symbolic 
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within contexts of personal and social boundaries. Her pieces frequently explore the concept of visibility 

and concealment, and how the feminine identity plays out in the South Asian cultural setting (Dadi, 2010). 

Miniature artists are also artists of the modern era and, like the other artists mentioned, have pushed the 
physical and conceptual limits of the medium. Miniature paintings typically were painted on small surfaces 

that would be bound into manuscripts and albums, but recent examples have appeared in larger formats, 

installations, mixed media, and digital media. These are all ways that deviate from the traditional conception 
of miniature painting and show that miniature painting is not confined to its size but is also defined by its 

techniques, visual language and symbolic systems (Dadi, 2010). 

It is therefore not a case of rejection of tradition, but rather a reinterpretation of contemporary art with 

regard to miniature painting. Modern artists capture the essence of miniature art, its minute details, 
symbolism, and story-telling, adding their own meanings to current audiences. In this way, miniature 

painting has become a living space for culture dialogue, instead of being a category of historic art. 

To sum up, it is the ability of traditional art forms to adjust to the changing historical circumstances that 
gave birth to the miniature painting of the modern era in the subcontinent. Artists have developed a visual 

language that engages with historical memory and moments, by intermixing inherited practices with new 

concepts. The process of transformation illustrates that miniature painting is a vibrant art form, always 

being reinvented by artists who are interacting with their cultural tradition and today's world. 

SYMBOLISM IN TRADITIONAL MINIATURE PAINTING OF THE SUBCONTINENT 

The symbolism has continued to be an integral part of the miniature paintings of the subcontinent where 

the various symbols used include the colors, landscape, architecture, objects, and human figures which 
carry meanings that are beyond their literal interpretation. Miniature paintings were multifaceted visual 

narratives that conveyed cultural values, spiritual beliefs, political authority and emotional experiences. 

Miniature painting was "a medium of social, philosophical and cultural expression" (Beach, 1992) as artists 

used symbolic language to convey ideas that went beyond the literal. 

In Mughal miniature paintings, symbolism was closely linked with the imperial authority, spirituality and 

the representation of the power. Composition, clothing, gestures and spatial arrangements were used in 

court scenes, portraits and historical illustrations to convey hierarchy and legitimacy. Rulers were placed 
in the centre which indicated both dominance and authority; palaces and gardens indicated prosperity and 

stability, and earthly and divine connections (Beach, 1992; Welch, 1978). 

The symbolism of miniature painting was inextricably linked to nature. Gardens, flowers, trees, birds, and 
animals not only had aesthetic beauty, but had cultural and spiritual significance as well. Mughal gardens 

were a symbol of Paradise, harmony and balance between man and nature and floral designs, like the lotus 

and roses, were a symbol of purity, beauty, love and refinement. During the Mughal era, detailed study of 
plants and animals also also showed artistic and royal interest in the study of nature (Beach, 1992; Welch, 

1978). Birds were symbolic of freedom, spirituality and emotions, while animals like lions, elephants and 

horses were symbolic of strength, power and the royal authority. 

Micro-painting was also used to illustrate architectural representation. The purpose of using palaces, 
courtyards, gardens and religious buildings was not only to create settings but also to convey notions of 

political power, cultural identity and social order. The Persian-influenced garden of four gardens (charbagh) 

gained great significance as a symbol of paradise, cosmic equilibrium and harmony between nature and 
human design (Kossak, 1997). These architectural features continue to shape artists today who inhabit space 

and landscape to investigate memory, identity and belonging. 
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In miniatures, the prevailing symbolic meaning was also carried by colour. Pigments were carefully chosen 

to reflect cultural or emotional connotations. Blue was a symbol of spirituality, depth and distance, and gold 

was a symbol of wealth, divine illumination and royal magnificence. Red frequently conveyed emotion, 
energy, passion and intensity (Welch, 1978). The use of colour in regional traditions, such as the Rajput 

and Pahari miniature painting, was successful in communicating feelings and romantic experiences as well 

as devotional and religious themes in literary and religious stories (Kossak, 1997). 

The figurative elements in miniature paintings were meticulously designed to express character, social 

status and psychological expression. In contrast to the miniature portraits made today, which tend to be 

highly realistic and portrait-like, traditional miniature painting employed posture, costume, gestures, and 

setting to convey character and status. Dignity and authority were the key features of royal portraits, while 
the figures in the rajput and pahari style portrayed ideals of beauty, devotion, love and spiritual expression 

(Kossak, 1997). 

The symbolic character of miniature painting was reinforced by religious and literary narratives. To 
complement written narratives, many works were produced to convey the meaning of sacred texts, poetry, 

and stories from history through the visual. While the spirit of the relationship was symbolically portrayed 

in Hindu devotional paintings, Persian literary illustrations delved into the themes of morality, love, and 

human experience (Mitter, 2001). The combination of text and image results in multiple interpretations, 

wherein symbols give emotional and philosophical depth. 

Traditional symbols are still used in miniature practice today, but with new connotations. Artists use motifs 

like flowers, birds, architecture and human figures to explore contemporary issues like identity, migration, 
gender, memory and political experiences (Dadi, 2010). This reinterpretation brings together symbolism 

from the history of art with the realities of the present, and so miniatures are able to continue as an evolving 

art language rather than a historical form. 

CONTEMPORARY REINTERPRETATION OF SYMBOLISM IN MINIATURE PAINTING 

Subcontinental miniature painting is a modern development from the earlier traditional use of symbols and 

a way of representing historical scenes to take a new look at the issues of contemporary times like identity, 

politics, gender, memory and globalization. Contemporary artists do not let go of the traditional symbols, 
but take them and incorporate them as a new visual metaphor into the context of new social realities (Dadi, 

2010; Hashmi, 2001). 

Artists employ symbolism as a connection between tradition and the experience of the present. Traditional 
symbols previously associated with paradise, beauty, and power are explored as symbols of belonging, 

displacement, emotional memory, and cultural identity. A reinterpretation that enables miniature painting 

to be a dynamic and evolving art form. 

Shahzia Sikander's work has been instrumental in the reinvention of a modern miniature painting that has 

merged Indo-Persian style with the ideas of identity, migration and cultural hybridity in the modern times. 

Her broken-up figures, multi-layered compositions and hybrid forms open up the possibilities of secondary 

concepts of history and belonging, appealing to miniature painting's ability to interact with contemporary 

global concerns (Dadi, 2010). 

Imran Qureshi's work is a reflection of the beauty and violence in traditional floral imagery and red pigment. 

Small-scale methods are used to evoke potent contemporary experiences in his paintings where decorative 

elements become expressions of conflict, loss and resilience (Vasudevan, 2014). 
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The artistic practice of Aisha Khalid is dedicated to the study of gender, identity and cultural borders using 

patterns, textiles, veils and architecture. These elements go beyond decoration and are symbols for 

visibility, restriction, memory and personal experience (Dadi, 2010). 

Modern miniaturists employ symbolism to discuss political and social issues such as migration, nationalism, 

power relations and cultural struggle. Using metaphorical imagery, they investigate complex experiences, 

yet remain linked to visual traditions from history (Dadi, 2010). 

This reinterpretation of symbolism guarantees the continuity of painting the miniature as an ongoing art 

tradition. Artists have reinterpreted historical themes in modern fashion and continue to link past and 

present, creating new forms of miniature art for the twenty-first century. 

CONTEMPORARY TECHNIQUES AND MATERIAL INNOVATIONS IN MINIATURE 

PAINTING 

Uncovering the nature of the miniature painting in the subcontinent has gone beyond changes in subject 

matter and symbolism and have been achieved by experimenting with techniques, materials, scale, and 
presentation. Though traditional miniature used fine brushes, natural pigments and techniques of 

manuscript writing, modern artists combine new techniques and styles with the traditional features of 

miniature like precision, layering and symbolic composition (Dadi, 2010; Hashmi, 2001). 

The most significant change is the increase in scale. Minature painting has been produced traditionally for 

manuscript illustration and private use; today it's exhibited in large-scale paintings, installations, and 

immersive environments. This transformation alters how the work is viewed by the viewer and provides 

artists the opportunity to investigate other concepts, including social change, identity, politics and memory 

(Beach, 1992; Dadi, 2010). 

Today's artists also are working in mixed media, using other traditional miniature styles and adding 

components of other media, such as photographs, digital images, textiles, and installations. These methods 
foster an interaction between historical and contemporary art-making, giving miniature painting the chance 

to become part of the contemporary visual culture without sacrificing its traditional roots (Hashmi 2001). 

Advances in digital technology have also extended the potential of the mini practice with digital archives, 
image manipulation, animation and hybrid digital and handmade pieces. Technology does not supplant 

traditional techniques, but rather offers new means to re-imagine and enhance the visual language of 

miniature art (Dadi, 2010). 

However, some traditional techniques like fine brushwork, intricate patterns, and layering are still prevalent 
in modern miniature painting. The artists still retain these skills and use them in new ways to convey 

contemporary ideas and experiences (Welch, 1978). 

Traditional concepts of miniature painting have been further complicated by the advent of installation and 
three dimensional works. Artists use miniature images to bring to life spatial environments, to investigate 

memory, cultural identity and historical continuity (Dadi, 2010). The works indicate that miniature painting 

is still a dynamic and flexible art form. 
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THE ROLE OF CONTEMPORARY MINIATURE PAINTING IN CULTURAL IDENTITY AND 

REPRESENTATION 

Today, miniatures in the subcontinent are one of the significant forms to examine issues of cultural identity, 
heritage, belonging and representation. Artists interpret the past through the use of techniques and symbols 

to establish a dialogue with the contemporary world, local culture and foreign influences (Dadi, 2010). 

Modern paintings look at shifting identities, influenced by social, political and cultural shifts, and are not 
limited to a representation of royal courts, religious themes and historical records as were the miniature 

paintings (Chatterjee, 1993). 

Miniature painting is a medium of cultural memory that helps create visual links to Mughal, Rajput and 

Persian traditions and reinterprets them in a new context. Historical references, architectural forms and 
symbolic imagery are not only used to represent the past, but to examine the relationship between history 

and formation of identities and collective memory (Dadi 2010). 

Tradition and modernity continue to be at the heart of miniature practice today. The idea of traditional 
techniques as crafts would often be the subject of opposition from the colonial and modern art movements, 

but contemporary artists have proved that small scale methods can be used to create innovative and 

conceptually complex works. By playing with materials, topics and media, artists make tradition into a 

medium of creative expression (Mitter, 1994; Hashmi, 2001). 

In the global art context, contemporary miniature painting becomes a medium of expression for South Asian 

identity with intricate and dynamic stories. Artists such as Shahzia Sikander are using historical visual 

languages in conjunction with the contemporary themes of migration, hybridity, and cultural exchange, 
challenging the ‘of the place' concept of identity and authenticity (Dadi, 2010). Their works offer a 

representation of the indefinite nature of cultural identity as it is continuously negotiated and produced in 

relation to other histories and experiences. 

There are also significant considerations regarding gender and personal identity in the present practice of 

miniatures.Gender and personal identity are also topical issues in miniature practice today. The artists, such 

as Aisha Khalid, experiment with traditional patterns and textiles, and closed areas to discuss the feminine, 
the visible, the social and the self-actualization. Symbolic reinterpretation (Dadi, 2010) is employed to re-

imagine and discuss identity and cultural borders by means of symbols and decorative elements. 

Migration and displacement also explore the themes of movement, belonging and hybrid identity with 

regards to contemporary miniature painting. Layered imagery, fractured forms and historical references are 

used by artists to depict experiences of cultural transition and connection between place (Dadi, 2010). 

Finally, present day tiny painting is a cultural discourse amongst the past and present. Historical aesthetics 

and contemporary issues show how heritage is a dynamic practice that is interpreted and innovated. 
Miniature painting is a medium of preservation of memory and a medium that reflects the universal themes 

such as 'identity', 'transformation' and 'human experience' (Hashmi, 2001). 

THE INFLUENCE OF GLOBALIZATION ON CONTEMPORARY MINIATURE PAINTING OF 

THE SUBCONTINENT 

Globalization has had a profound impact on contemporary miniature painting, facilitating the international 

recognition, experimentation and exchange of art. In the twenty first century, a miniature painting is no 

longer regional and has crossed into the world of contemporary art; artists continue to work for an 

international readership and keep in touch with the art of South Asia (Dadi, 2010). 
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Globalisation has not replaced traditional art of miniature painting but it has encouraged the artists to give 

a new interpretation to the miniature. Contemporary artists create between the bounds of cultural heritage 

and global influences, and their works are a fusion of historic techniques and contemporary experience and 

themes (Hashmi, 2001). 

Minature painters such as Shahzia Sikander have been celebrated in the international art world and gained 

prominence in introducing the new miniature painting to the world. Through her art she has shown that the 
traditional Indo-Persian techniques can serve themes of identity, colonial history, gender and cultural 

hybridity and make miniature painting an important aspect of global contemporary art (Dadi, 2010). 

Globalization has also made it possible to hybridize art practices with the traditional ones, in order to 

integrate new ideas and themes from the world community, as well as new tools and media. These strategies 

show that artistic expression can reinforce rather than diminish, arts traditions of cultural expression. 

The meaning of miniatures has also been enriched by international contacts. Artists can now see and 

experience the traditional elements, such as the garden, architecture, patterns, and human figures, and 
interpret them in different cultural contexts, in order to think about the universal themes of memory, 

identity, conflict and belonging (Dadi, 2010). 

The digital technology has also influenced the miniature painting, with opportunities for online exhibitions 

and digital archives, and for international collaboration. These changes have made these works more 
accessible and have also become a topic of discussion regarding authenticity, craftsmanship and the 

connection between the handmade and the digital. 

The development of world art markets has been an important influence on miniature painting, transforming 
it into an acknowledged art of today. However, globalization has its challenges, like commercialization, 

cultural leveling, innovation and historical authenticity (Mitter, 1994; Hashmi, 2001). 

All these challenges aside there is much good to be said about the possibilities of dialogue about art through 
globalisation. Today's miniaturists show how cultural heritage can be part of global dialogues, without 

losing its identity. Miniature painting has persisted in development and is now a dynamic tradition which 

is ever adapting and innovating to both the past and present experience, recalling historical memory (Dadi, 

2010). 

CONTEMPORARY MINIATURE PAINTING AND FEMINIST PERSPECTIVES IN THE 

SUBCONTINENT 

Gender has been a major focal point of contemporary miniature painting of South Asia. Previous miniature 
paintings were typically portraying women in an idealized way, as objects of beauty, devotion, romance 

and social roles, but in modern art the notion of the female figure in the miniature format is used to depict 

female identity, agency, visibility and personal experiences (Dadi, 2010). 

The rise of women artists has had a profound impact on the practice of miniature, not only in its ability to 

'save' traditional techniques but to question the traditional story and gender systems. Artists can see the 

world in a different way by reinterpreting symbols, patterns and visual forms; thereby offering a new way 

to look at women's experiences and identities (Hashmi, 2001). 

In the Mughal, Rajput and Pahari miniature paintings, it is a common convention that female figures appear 

in a variety of different settings, including the royal, literary and religious. These images were more about 

https://academia.edu.pk/


ACADEMIA International Journal for Social Sciences                                                                             

Volume 4, Issue 3, 2025       ISSN-L (Online): 3006-6638 

 

https://academia.edu.pk/                        |DOI: 10.63056/academia.4.3.2025.2441|                     Page 6560  

cultural ideals than individual identities (Kossak, 1997). New artists take up these depictions to cast doubt 

on the discourses of femininity in the visual world. 

Aisha Khalid's work is based on traditional miniature techniques to examine aspects of gender, identity and 
cultural boundaries. She plays with textiles, patterns, veils, and architectural spaces to evoke symbolic 

reflections of visibility, protection, restriction, and belonging (Dadi, 2010). Her decorative traditions are 

expressions of personal and social experiences, made through these elements. 

Another contribution which Shahzia Sikander has made to the feminist interpretation of miniature painting 

is that she has produced a series of works on the theme.Another contribution Shahzia Sikander has made 

towards the feminist interpretation of miniature painting is that she has made a series of works on the theme. 

Her broken figures, half-human, half-animal forms and compositions of layering interrogates static notions 
of female identity and cultural representation. Sikander presents his work based on the historical miniatures, 

interweaves them and reinterprets them as themes of transformation, migration and formation of identity in 

contemporary societies (Dadi, 2010). The symbolic elements are characteristic of feminist miniatures. The 
process of adjusting the traditional motifs such as veils, gardens, patterns and female figures to become 

expression of identity, memory, emotional experience and social structures. These changes enable artists to 

question traditional imagery and to create other stories. 

The modern female miniaturists are not against the tradition but they challenge it. They use both inherited 
visual languages and current views to show that cultural heritage can be used to talk about social 

experiences and equality, as well as identity that is subject to change (Hashmi, 2001). 

CONTEMPORARY MINIATURE PAINTING AS A MEDIUM OF POLITICAL EXPRESSION 

Drawing on political, social and historical issues today, miniature painting in the subcontinent has become 

an important medium of expression. The traditional miniatures of the court portray royal power, religious 

stories and courtly life, but in the modern era, artists use the same visual language to challenge power 
structures, identity, conflict and social realities (Dadi, 2010). Miniature painting has developed into an 

idiom of visual commentaries to contemporary issues, through symbolism, metaphor and historical 

references (Hashmi, 2001). 

In the past, the Mughal and Rajput miniatures were linked to the royal patronage and depictions of power. 
Modern artists embrace these traditions and explore and challenge issues around authority, inequality, 

conflict, and history. The changes are part of the larger evolution of contemporary art in South Asia, where 

artists grapple with the colonial past, the nationalistic movement, and social change (Beach, 1992; Dadi, 

2010). 

Issues of conflict, violence and resilience are significant themes in modern miniature practice. The 

traditional floral imagery and symbolic use of color are used by artists like Imran Qureshi to convey the 
interplay of beauty and destruction. His use of the red pigment brings together both violence and renewal; 

depicting visual reflections on trauma, survival and hope (Vasudevan, 2014). 

The contemporary miniaturist also investigates the theme of national identity and historical memory, 

returning to symbols like architecture, manuscripts and cultural motifs. These elements challenge prevailing 

historical narratives and offer a consideration of multiple identities or histories of belonging (Dadi, 2010). 

Migration and displacement are often the subjects of modern miniature painting. In fragmented landscapes, 

maps, divided spaces and symbolic figures, artists investigate experiences of movement, transculturation, 

and hybrid identity as a result of shifting political boundaries (Hashmi, 2001). 
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Architecture, as a symbolic element, is still significant as a symbol of power, history, cultural heritage, and 

social structures. Modern artists recapture palaces, gardens and monuments to explore the relationship 

between authority, memory and identity in the space (Beach, 1992). 

Metaphor and symbolism are used in miniature painting to convey complex ideas; this is not the case with 

direct political communication. Chunks of body might indicate problems with identity, repetitions might 

show aspects of social systems, and references to history might show links between past and present. The 
symbolic method can be used to create a work of art that deals with sensitive topics, but still conveys a 

message that is meaningful on an artistic level. 

In addition to political comment, topics for contemporary miniatures include inequality, gender, 

environmental issues and cultural conservation. In terms of narrative content, miniature painting is still a 
medium that is meaningful in reflecting the social experience of the time, through detailed craftsmanship 

and powerful symbolism. 

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TRADITION, INNOVATION, AND SYMBOLISM IN NEO-

MINIATURE PRACTICE 

Neo-miniature practice has been an important development in modern south Asian art, especially from 

Pakistan during the late 20th century. It is a reflection of dialogue between the miniature traditions of history 
and contemporary art. Neo-miniature artists do not use the same techniques as their predecessors, but they 

do draw on the qualities of fine brushwork, layering and symbolic composition that make traditional 

painting so recognizable and successful, and they adopt new themes, materials, scales and concepts. (Dadi, 

2010; Hashmi, 2001) 

The art of neo-miniature, which is still practiced, is rooted in tradition and imitates styles of Mughal, 

Persian, Rajput and Pahari painting. These traditions are seen however, not as rules but as sources of 

creative exploration. Traditional techniques are used in contemporary works which reflect the artist's 

personal experience, identity, politics, memory and social change (Beach, 1992). 

Unlike traditional miniature painting, which was used to document the king's business affairs and religious 

events, Neo-miniature has extended the scope of miniature painting to include themes of our modern day, 
such as globalization, migration, and personal identity. Such change enables artists to develop a new visual 

story and still be connected to the historical ones (Hashmi, 2001). 

The concept of symbolism is still alive and linking old and new miniatures. The gardens, birds, architecture, 

flowers and human figures reference contemporary concepts of memory, identity, displacement, power and 

emotional experience (Welch, 1978). 

For example: 

Traditional Symbol Contemporary Interpretation 

Garden Memory, identity, emotional landscape 

Bird Freedom, displacement, transformation 

Architecture Power, history, cultural belonging 

Floral patterns Growth, trauma, renewal 

Human figure Identity and personal experience 
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Many artists like Shahzia Sikander and Imran Qureshi have illustrated the possibilities of neo-miniature 

practice. Sikander, however, is a fusion of Indo-Persian style with broken shapes and superposed pictures, 

in order to convey cultural identity and historical tales (Dadi, 2010). Qureshi's imagery is floral, with a 
delicate brushwork and symbolic colors to discuss themes relating to violence, resilience and renewal 

(Vasudevan, 2014). 

Today, neo-miniature artists have added to the medium with paintings and installations, digital media, 
mixed materials, and three-dimensional approaches, among others. These innovations are a departure from 

the traditional concepts of miniature painting, but maintain the main features of it: detail, symbolism, and 

craftsmanship (Dadi, 2010). 

The power of neo-miniature is about preserving and transforming. Artists adapt traditional techniques to 
the modern times and, thus, keep miniature painting a living art and not just a historical practice (Hashmi, 

2001). 

CHALLENGES AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS OF CONTEMPORARY MINIATURE PAINTING 

IN THE SUBCONTINENT 

In the subcontinent, miniature painting as a contemporary art has emerged as a developing art form that is 

linked to both historical and contemporary issues. But it is plagued by issues of preservation, 
commercialization, artistic identity, access, and technology. Preservation of traditional knowledge and 

creative innovation are the key factors to maintain the future of miniature painting (Dadi, 2010; Hashmi, 

2001). 

A critical issue is that of the transmission of traditional skills, such as fine brushwork, pigment preparation, 
and fine craftsmanship. There is a need to support these specialised techniques in the light of younger artists' 

involvement with digital media and other contemporary methods, which will depend on the support of art 

institutions and cultural organizations (Beach, 1992). 

The other key question is the integration of tradition and innovation. The relevance of miniature painting is 

maintained through experimentation, but too much change also leads to questions of authenticity and 

maintenance of historical identity. Modern artists still work out a balance between keeping their cultural 

thread alive and creating fresh forms of art (Dadi, 2010). 

The global art market has now opened the door for visibility and cultural exchange, but has also raised 

concerns about commercialisation. The needs of the market can affect artistic decision-making, leading to 

concerns about artistic freedom and cultural representation (Mitter, 1994). 

Current miniaturists face similar questions of cultural representation and appropriation as well. Artists need 

to engage with the international and yet keep a strong sense of links to historical and cultural contexts 

(Mitter, 1994). 

Online exhibitions, digital archives and global access are new opportunities offered by digital technology. 

It also reflects on the value of hand-made craftsmanship, which relies on physical skill and material process, 

and cannot be completely simulated by the traditional method of miniature painting of "Dadi" (digitization). 

Good institutional support system, on the basis of art education, research, exhibitions, artist residencies and 
documentation, is important for the future development of miniature painting. These efforts can help to 

keep this art form alive as a treasured cultural tradition as well as a vibrant art form in the modern world 

(Hashmi, 2001). 
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FUTURE DIRECTIONS OF CONTEMPORARY MINIATURE PAINTING 

As artists combine traditional techniques with digital tools, animation/ installation art, environmental 

themes and social commentary with interactive media, the future of miniature painting is likely to be 
characterized by more interdisciplinary experimentation. The different developments have helped to drive 

the growth of the miniature painting without losing its essential elements of detail, symbolism and story-

telling. 

Other histories, environmental concerns, voices of the margins, and individual experience can be brought 

to the fore by future artists to create more expansive readings of miniature art. This development will further 

strengthen the role of the miniature painting in the field of a multitude of modern expressions. 

The future miniature practices can go along the lines of sustainability of environment. Sustainable materials, 
ecological themes and humans' relationship to the natural world can all be explored by artists to make a 

connection between the traditional use of landscape and botanical symbols and contemporary 

environmental issues. 

Miniature painting will continue to be greatly influenced by the symbolic element. Themes and ideas from 

the garden, flowers, birds, architecture and human form will continue and develop, mirroring changing 

perceptions of identity, memory, technology and experiences from around the world. Miniature painting 

will keep its flexibility and meaning as a language of art by means of symbolic transformation. 

CONCLUSION: CONTEMPORARY ART, MINIATURE PAINTING, AND THE CONTINUITY 

OF SYMBOLIC EXPRESSION 

Miniature painting of the subcontinent is a unique case of the traditional art crafting through changing times 
and transforming itself while retaining its new meaning. Minature painting has always served more than 

just decorative purposes, from its early beginnings in the manuscript artists of Buddhist and Jain traditions 

to its development under Mughal, Rajput and Pahari artists and schools. It has been a visual language for 

the transmission of history, spirituality, identity, power, and cultural values (Beach, 1992; Welch, 1978). 

The development of modern miniature painting has shown that tradition is not static and isolated but is a 

dynamic process influenced by artistic experimentation and social change. In the hands of contemporary 
artists, miniatures have managed to move beyond their original scope and were able to join traditional 

methods with modern concepts, themes, materials and techniques. This metamorphosis has enabled 

miniature painting to transcend its traditional association with manuscript production and the royal court to 

become a valuable medium of global modern art (Dadi, 2010). 

One of the main features which link the different historical and contemporary miniature traditions is 

symbolism. The traditional miniature artist learned to use a sophisticated, symbolic system that gave 

meaning to such elements as gardens, flowers, birds, architecture, colors and human figures, to convey 
spiritual, authoritarian, emotional and cultural messages. Modern artists keep this symbolic practice alive 

by reinventing these visual elements to represent other issues, such as identity, gender, migration, political 

tension, globalisation, and personal memory (Hashmi, 2001). 

Miniature painting as a contemporary medium of art has been shown in the works of artists like Shahzia 

Sikander, Imran Qureshi and Aisha Khalid. Their practices show that historical methods can be used as 

effective ways of talking about current experiences. These artists break down the idea of tradition and 

highlight the relevance of miniature painting in the present day culture by fragmenting ideas, 

reinterpretation and symbolic transformation (Dadi, 2010; Vasudevan, 2014). 
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Moreover, the multiple aspects of conservation and innovation in contemporary miniature painting are 

emphasized. Artists retain the traditional elements of miniatures, such as the high level of technical 

precision, storytelling, and symbolic imagery, but they also incorporate innovative materials, forms, larger 
dimensions, digital applications, and cross-disciplinary thematic elements. It is a balance that enables 

miniature painting to stay in touch with its historical roots and address current art and social issues (Hashmi, 

2001). 

It is not just aesthetic transformation that is the role of contemporary art in miniature painting. It is a space 

for cultural discussion, a space for artists to discuss questions of heritage, identity, representation. Miniature 

painting is a form of art that shows how local art can contribute to the international art dialogue without 

losing its local meaning in a globalized world. Miniature painting is not a relic of the past, but is a living 

tradition that mirrors people's experiences through time. 

In the end, the contemporary art has been a key factor in reshaping the miniature painting of the 

subcontinent, adding meaning, technique, and possibilities to it. Contemporary practice is continuous with 
and is built upon the reinterpretation of history. The innovative and creative use of symbolism and 

adaptation allow miniature painting to continue to articulate cultural memory and to offer contemporary 

perspectives on identity, society and the complexities of the modern world. 
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