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Mithila Cosmos: S. C. Suman's Paintings of Contrary Experiences

– Beerendra Pandey*

The primordial feminine shakti (life force), responsible for the natural cycle of life and death, 
makes its wielder an object of awe and veneration. The people of Mithila worship this authority as the 
Devi whose spirit, which blossoms forth from Her womb, pervades this cosmos. Painting after painting 
extols the inexhaustible fecundity of Nature and the integrity of life. Maithili life and letters identify 
the earth with Jagdamba Sita: it is a holy, nurturing, redemptive presence to those who are born 
from it and are nourished by it. The people associate Mithila’s  river—a geographical feature—with 
the Devi. For example, they take the Kamala both as a river and the Devi’s sanctuary. For them, by 
extension, mountains, hills, caves, and other sites having some geographical uniqueness are places 
invested with sacrality.

Thousands of Maithils make a pilgrimage to the Pashupati temple in Kathmandu every year. 
They not only worship the Deity but also peregrinate the entire, consecrated geography surrounding 
the sprawling precinct. The whole of Nepal’s sacred geography boasts of many tirtha sthals (places 
of pilgrimages), which remain integral to both its natural landscape and divine sanctification by the 
deeds and the footsteps of gods and goddesses. This living geography, however, has been slowly but 
surely undergoing an atrophy due to overshoot on the runway of modernity. 

After the Kalpabriksha series, S. C. Suman started living in Kathmandu regularly for four years. 
All his previous paintings, even if they commented upon national issues, were rooted in Mithila. This 
was simply because he was drawing from the location of Mithila. But during the period of 2014-2018, 
his artistic vision drew on his first-hand experience of the Kathmandu valley.  This post-Republican 
period marks a coming-of-age of Nepal as a nation—a long journey from a halcyon shangrila to a 
turbulent democracy on the march towards progress and modernity. Fig. 1 describes the Kirtipur hill 
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as it used to appear to an iterant from Kalanki, while moving out of Kathmandu on a bus some thirty 
years ago. Then the monasteries looked serene amidst verdant trees—religion and Nature seemed to 
live together in complete harmony.

Figure 1 : Kirtipur Then acrylic on Nepali paper 30'' × 20'' 

But as years passed by, and more particularly in the period between 2014 and 2018, the same 
hill, as the following Fig. 2 shows, began looking different. The monasteries became invisible in 
the mushroom growth of concrete buildings raised by felling trees. The whole landscape now looks 
distorted and no longer a Buddhist domain but a multicultural geography inhabited by people of 
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different cultures from several parts of Nepal, including some veiled Muslims women from the terai 
jockeying for space in the crowded hill town.

The border, a distinguishing feature of Mithila painting, strikes a viewer the most in these “pair” 
paintings. The aripan-like border in Fig. 1 foregrounds the Devi’s eye, which remains sensitive to both 
natural and human life, but the border in Fig. 2 portrays elephant symbolic of prosperity. Clearly, the 
primordial Mother’s eye acts as a foil to the elephant: while the former makes a balance between Nature 
and culture, the latter continues to undo it. The red square in Fig. 2 epitomizes the artistic eye which 

Figure 2 : Kirtipur Now acrylic on Nepali paper 30'' × 20'' 
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has witnessed this modernity-induced 
degradation and it calls for Nature’s 
conservation—a message symbolically 
conveyed through the placing of the two 
umbrellas in the centre.

Like the Kirtipur hill “pair” 
paintings, Suman has a duo of Pashupati 
pieces. The first one—Fig. 3—in this 
set captures the temple complex as it 
looked to the artist when he had first 
seen it: teeming with green trees, dotted 
with some devotees, and marked with 
three big-sized monkeys whom he places 
almost in the centre. The one on the 
top right has enclosed his eyes with his 
palms and the one on the top left has 
capped his ears while the third down at 
the mouth of the staircase has covered his 
mouth. These three icons recall a visual 
metaphor from Mahatma Gandhi’s gospel 
of Three Wise Monkeys, underscoring the 
righteousness of  seeing no evil, hearing 
on evil, and speaking no evil. The blue 
colour of the canvas beneath and above 
represents the nether-world and heaven 
respectively with the temple complex 

Figure 3 : Pashupatinath Then acrylic on Nepali paper 20'' × 30'' 
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depicted as having been built on the 
land. The chemistry among the three 
worlds and the interplay of green and 
yellow leaves on the trees reinforce the 
image of the Pashupati temple complex 
as a hallowed place where the cycle of 
life gets dramatized every day.

In contrast, the second piece—
Fig. 4—in this set captures the 
Pashupati temple in contemporary 
time when it has become well and truly 
a multicultural space where choirs 
from different parts and communities 
engage in song-and-dance sequences 
on different religious occasions.  
What, however, strikes as odd here is 
the indubitable absence of the Three 
Wise Monkeys on the one hand, and on 
other hand the dazzling resplendence of 
the golden hue of the temple-roof. While 
the temple complex still functions as 
the usual site for the moksha-oriented 
life-cycle, its ossification as a polestar 
for righteousness is suggested through 
the erasure of the Gandhian code and 
reinforced through the depiction, in 

Figure 4 : Pashupatinath Now acrylic on Nepali paper 20'' × 30'' 
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the border, of the fossilization of the stone images at odds with the fecundity 
underlined through the fish motif in the border of the earlier piece. The 
cumulative impression put forth is that the Pashupati temple complex, once a 
sacrosanct site of Hindu righteousness and salvation, has degenerated into a 
brazen exhibition of religious trappings high on pomp and splendour but low 
on goodness and uprightness.

Artist Suman stresses that the pilgrims paying obeisance to Lord Pashupati 
cannot have divine blessing unless he or she visits the Devi at Guhyeshwari 
temple which he draws in kachani style on a saffron-coloured canvas (Fig. 5). 
As one of the chakras cognate with the reproductive system of the body, the 
saffron signifies copulation and fertility. The Devi's creative power is hinted 
in the border with the portrayal of fruit and more particularly the lotus. The 
latter symbolizes growth—the life that blossoms in water and with the roots 
entrenched in the mud—and underlines the beginning of each new cycle of 
creation (after destruction). This sprawling, vigorous moment of blossoming 
holds the essence of the impulse that brings forth life from the earth—the 
feminine power also foregrounded by the depiction of the verdure of the expansive 
trees. However, two sprinklings of the saffron in the top centre resonate with 
two auspicious things in Hindu cosmology—the colour of the sunrise/sunset 
and of fire. In this line of meaning, the saffron scatterings symbolize the 
Devi's detachment from Her creation—the fire that burns away life and its 
impurity. The saffron, which comprises of the colours of Mars, Sun and Jupiter, 
denotes a drive (Mars) for moksha (Sun) with the help of knowledge (Jupiter).  
It is not for nothing that Suman rounds off the Pashupati series of artworks 
with a kriyaputri piece (Fig. 6) that dramatizes the funeral rite of passage 
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Figure 5 : Guhyeshwari  acrylic on Nepali paper 30'' × 20'' 
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which returns the body to its 
origins—the five elements of air 
(flying birds), water (lotus pond 
in the border), fire (black smoke 
eddying around the tree), earth 
(tree, a pair of cobras, temples 
and humans) and space (the void 
which has been thus filled).  The 
Tree of Life, cynosure of all eyes, 
reflects immortality and reveals 
the ebb and flow of cosmic life. 

The theme of the cycle 
of life emphasized through 
Fig. 6 of the Pashupati group 
of paintings continues in the 
Kathmandu set of artworks. 

Figure 6 : Pashupati's Sacred Geography  mixed media 20'' × 30'' 
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The big, bubbling Tree of life (Fig. 7) 
with vegetation, peacock, stupa and 
temple occupies much of the top half 
of the picture-field. But the bottom 
half looks remarkably shrunk in size 
with the vegetation making way for 
funerary architecture. The Tree of 
Life, much smaller in size, has been 
placed in the right corner rather in 
the centre. That the Vishnumati 
river bank still continues to be a 
moksha-actuating place for both the 
Hindu and the Buddhist Newars 
of the Kathmandu is suggested 
through the representation of fruit-
images in the border of the painting. 
But the relative reduction in size 
and swap of the icons in the bottom 
half point toward the waning of 
the Vishnumati's pristine aura due 
to human encroachment and the 
resultant pollution.

Figure 7 : Vishnumati Ghat  acrylic on Nepali paper 20'' × 30'' 
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In the next piece (Fig. 8) on 
Swayambhunath, artist Suman 
acts out the threat that commerce 
on the campus poses to the ancient 
religious architecture atop the hill. 
The self-sprung Sublime Trees still 
thrive, but the vendors selling their 
wares outnumber the holy monkeys 
believed to be the manifestations of 
Manjushree. Umbrellas have been 
shown as not only as protecting the 
vendors from heat and rain but also 
as symbolic of the need to preserve 
the sacrality of the place.

Figure 8 : Swayambhu  acrylic on art paper 30'' × 40'' 
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Figure 9 : Shared Living  acrylic on Nepali paper 20'' × 30'' 

The lure of commercial 
prospects, as it becomes ostensible 
from Fig. 9, has made the 
Kathmandu valley a preferred 
place of inter-migration for the 
Nepalese from all parts of Nepal, 
transforming the city from an 
exclusively Newar domain to an 
essentially multicultural polis. 
The fisherwoman from Janakpur 
with Naina-Jogin-like eye, placed 
in the left-centre, is depicted as 
selling fish even as the traditional 
Newar band, to the right-centre, 
goes playing traditional music. 
These two activities seem to be 
taking place in complete harmony 
as the migrated populations 
show deference to the traditional 
Newar sensitivity towards the 
preservation of pigeons. The Devi’s 
yantra, enclosing her eye, which 
has been repeatedly painted in the 
border, blesses this harmony. Her 
presence pervades and underlies 
the actual multi-cultural world, 
and her power and strength imbue 
all creatures with the will to 
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prosper and multiply. The same 
kind of Mithila cosmology—the 
lotus pond in the border— secures 
both the multicultural harmony 
and the co-existence of culture 
with Nature in the next artwork 
(Fig. 10), wherein the temples, 
monasteries, and plants flourish 
together.

Figure 10 : Sacred Geography  acrylic on Nepali paper 20'' × 30'' 
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Figure 11 : Dashavatar (Incarnation of Lord Vishnu) acrylic on art 
paper 30'' × 45'' 

Artist Suman integrates 
the Kathmandu valley with the 
rest of Nepal by depicting Lord 
Buddha as the ninth incarnation 
of Lord Vishnu in whose belly he 
portrays all the ten incarnations 
(Fig. 11). In this assimilation, 
Mithila cosmos forms an aura for 
Lord Buddha. The artist further 
blurs the boundary between 
mandala and aripan with the 
addition of motifs from kohbar 
painting.
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Figure 12 : Kohbar in Newar House  acrylic on art paper 30'' × 45'' 

The highlight of the cultural 
unification turns out to be the piece 
(Fig. 12) that fuses Mithila art 
with its Newar counterpart. The 
necessity for this fusion arises when 
kohbar has to be inscribed, during 
the wedding ceremony, on the wall 
of a Newar’s house which a Maithil 
family generally rents but which 
may already have an artistic lakhu 
dwaa (transom) above the door.
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Figure 13 : Sacredness of the Forest  acrylic on Nepali paper 20'' × 30'' 

Mithila cosmology, to 
which artist Suman subscribes 
so strongly, promotes a sense of 
sacredness for the forest (Fig. 
13) as it provides lodging for the 
whole of reality (including the 
perching birds on the tree in the 
picture-field) not just in Mithila 
but also in the hills in and around 
the Kathmandu  valley. Suman 
sees a connection between the 
world-encompassing Tree of Life 
and the Devi spirit, the primal 
source of life and fertility, which 
he highlights through a series 
of lotus and fish images in the 
border of the painting.
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Suman further emphasizes 
on the sacrality of the forest 
through his painting of the banyan 
tree (Fig. 14) which symbolizes 
Trinity in the Hindu pantheon—
Lord Vishnu is believed to be the 
bark, Lord Brahma the roots, and 
Lord Shiva the branches.  The 
tree also signifies eternal life as 
it supports the eternal canopy 
by growing special roots from 
its branches.  The way Suman 
projects its sheltering of birds 
and snakes with its abundant 
fruits lends a Kalpabriksha-like 
attribute to it—the quality of 
fructifying wishes for provision 
and gain in ecological harmony.

Figure 14 : Sacrality of the Banyan Tree  acrylic on art paper 20'' × 30'' 
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Figure 15 : Madhurya Bhav (Romantic Atmosphere) acrylic on 
Nepali paper 20'' × 30'' 

Suman’s next piece in this set 
(Fig. 15)—a real magnum opus—
captures the ecological concord with 
a flavour of shringar rasa in order 
to convey that the creative power 
of rasa flows through Nature. The 
beautiful (the tree with its canopy 
of variegated leaves and vibrant-
looking wild animals) and the erotic 
(the two snakes out to make love) 
leap out in the viewers’ eyes amidst a 
romantic atmosphere, making them 
naturally fall in love with what they 
find visually beautiful. By drawing 
their gaze on to the lotus and fish in 
the border, the artist makes them 
worship the divinity of creation—the 
union of Shiva and Shakti, the male 
and female energies, understood as 
the very purpose of the universe.
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Figure 16 : Devi Saraswati  acrylic on art paper 30'' × 40'' 

Painter Suman shows 
Goddess Saraswati (Fig. 16), 
accompanied by her vahan 
(carrier)—the swan—sitting on a 
lotus next to a flowing stream full 
of fish and playing the veena (lute). 
Her shakti, emanating from her 
fair skin, the snow-whiteness of 
her carrier, the silvery whiteness 
of the moon breaking through 
the darkness of the forest and 
the flowing lute-music, makes 
manifest the vibrations of Nature. 
By virtue of being associated with 
the lotus, the swan, the moon and 
the lute, she radiates the soothing 
beams of purity and grace which 
flow from the subtlest level of 
mind that gives form and name to 
Nature which otherwise is nothing 
but chaos. That we understand 
Nature, in this piece, as enjoying 
a rhythmic flow of the highest 
order is due to the knowledge of 
and wisdom for ecology that the 
Goddess has bestowed upon us. 
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Figure 17 : Peaceful Co-existence  acrylic on art paper 30'' × 40'' 

Nepal in general used to 
have the poised rhythmic flow in 
the 1960s when artist Suman was 
a child and when modernity had 
not made lethal inroads into this 
country’s ecology. Fig. 17 shows 
all the inhabitants—plants, 
animals, humans—as thriving 
together. This co-existence is 
despite the natural struggle for 
existence as the depiction of the 
bigger fish, in the border, eating 
its smaller counterpart bears 
out. The spanning tree, in the 
centre, with its canopy-shaped 
branches providing haven to 
birds, monkeys, and snakes 
and also helping sustain life 
below underlines the rhythmic 
harmony in Nature, despite the 
natural cycle of life and death. As 
in the earlier piece, the rhythmic 
flow has been portrayed through 
the penetrating, silvery beams 
of the moon’s radiance. Suman 
attributes this ecological balance 
to the absent presence of humans 
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who do not figure in the picture-field. But 
the presence of arrayed elephants—a 
marker of human civilization—suggests 
that humans, relatively less in number, 
also share this habitat.

In the post-modernization phase, 
however, when trees, including peepal 
and semar were felled to make room 
for the exploding population, one big 
casualty has been the massive reduction 
of bats which, since antiquity, dazzled 
by the lights in the temples, have been 
flying out of their tree-abodes like bits of 
darkness. Despite this centrality of bats 
in the flora and fauna of Mithila and 
their role in the ecology of what has been 
a terai land, bats could not feature as a 
motif of Mithila painting. Credit goes to 
Suman for inaugurating the bat (Fig. 18) 
as a motif for Maithili art. He takes the 
bat to be a form of the Goddess Lakshmi 
as he depicts  it hanging by the tree 
at night along with Lakshmi’s vahan 
(carrier)—the owl. Goddess Lakshmi is 
associated with cleanliness and clearing 
of insects during the Lakshmi Puja, and 
this mammal performs this insect-killing 

Figure 18 : Bats  acrylic on Nepali paper 20'' × 30'' 
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task with amazing speed and skill. Bats contribute to fertility by helping pollinate plants, pictured 
as growing vigorously, in this piece. Suman associates the bats with fertility and prosperity with the 
depiction of the thriving of tortoises and snakes.

Figure 19 : Mass Protest by Wild Life  acrylic on art paper 60'' × 30''  

The above piece (Fig. 19) features Suman’s artistic response to the Government’s proposal 
to build Nijgadh International Airport in Nepal as a transit hub-proximity to 27 major Asia cities 
over an area of 8,045.79 hectares by cutting down 2.4 million trees. The move will strip the land of 
vast swathes of forest cover sheltering a myriad of wildlife species, including Asian elephants which 
thrive in the habitat. Suman is, however, not opposed to the building of an international airport at 
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Nijgadh as an alternative to TIA in Kathmandu, but he takes on the development discourse which 
encourages dominion and control over Nature to the extent that it invites an ecological disaster. The 
mal-development project runs counter to the high premium, in Mithila, on the feminine principle 
which Suman underlines through the foregrounding of the fertility motif of the fish in the border. It 
is this locus of the Devi’s spirit which lends edge to the mass protest (for protection) by all the wild 
life in the picture-field. The canvas, which shows the crowding of grounded airplanes, reinforces the 
preposterousness of the proposed airport as an envisaged parking hub for airlines operating in Asia. 
The over-sized painting, so to say, finally punctuates the ridiculousness with an exclamatory sign: 
How absurd!

To wrap up, Suman seems to be positive about sustainable development. He recognizes the growing 
rise of modernity which has brought about a shift from human habitation at a specific geographical 
location with a local primal religion, usually connected with a particular tribe, to a multicultural living 
at a new place (generally Kathmandu) which is quite away from the place of origin. Welcoming this 
local-cosmopolitan shift, Suman seems to be saying that Kathmandu today belongs as much to the 
people from the plains, the hills and the mountains as it does the to the original Newar tribe. Religion-
wise too, it is now a geography sacred to the Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims, and Christians. In a nutshell, 
Kathmandu today is a far cry from the time when the Nepalese from other parts of the country had to 
obtain an official permit to visit it. There is, however, a flip side to this advent of modernity in Nepal 
and more so in Kathmandu: burgeoning modernity has sucked substance out of people’s religious life, 
since rituals have degenerated into an occasions of mere pomp and show. Modernity-madness has 
also made them be so irreverent, almost sacrilegious, to Nature which Suman associates with the 
Devi spirit. He sees the woman and the earth as extensions of the same divine reality, necessary for 
existence, and hence worthy of reverence.
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MITHILA COSMOS : Songs of Innocence and Experience

Figure 20 : Herd of Elephants  mixed media on art paper 36'' × 21''

The ancient and vast Mithila Kingdom was surrounded by the Ganges River to the South, the 
Himalayas to the North, and the now non-existent Koshi and Gandaki Rivers to the East and West, 
whose territory extends to present day Bihar, India. The Nepali city Janakpur was the capital of this 
ancient Kingdom. The epic Ramayana makes mention of this area as King Janak and his daughter 
Sita the consort of Lord Rama, hailed from this great kingdom. Today Janakpur is still the epicenter of 
Maithili culture in Nepal. 
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For over three thousand years, the genre of Mithila painting has remained within the bastion 
of its womenfolk, who inherited their traditions, skills, technical knowledge and expertise from their 
mothers or grandmothers. Their art was an integral part their domestic day to day ritual.  Mithila 
women have drawn on the walls of their humble abodes and on their mud floors to avert these natural 
disasters, protect their crop, and pray for the well being of their husband and children. Housewives 
fashioned images out of clay, mud and cow dung of Hindu Gods for worship on diverse occasions, when 
they observed fasts for the prosperity and longevity of their family members. Dr. Ram Dayal Rakesh, a 
Nepali expert on Mithila Art of Nepal writes that Mithila art is inseparable from religion, and that the 
Mithila artist still ‘dedicates her talent and skill to God, meditating long before transforming a spiritual 
aesthetic vision on to a mud wall’. However these wall paintings have always been impermanent, as the 
annual monsoon torpor destroys the painted images and fresh mixture of mud and cow dung is applied 
over the old images to provide a fresh surface for new paintings, which are in keeping with the festivities.

The Great Earthquake of Bihar in 1934 caused much destruction in both India and Nepal. 
Interestingly the destruction in India brought Maithili art to the public gaze for the very first time. 
Today the winds of change have brought about transformation in the lifestyle of rural and indigenous 
folk in both India and Nepal. This change has challenged the artistic and cultural moorings of the 
Mithila cosmos. However, it is interesting to note that the mud walls, courtyards, textiles, household 
objects, paintings and handicrafts, still rest upon the age-old repertoire for ornamental patterns and 
designs, motifs, symbols and themes. 

In Nepal, the practice of painting on paper is a recent phenomenon, which was introduced by Claire 
Burkert of the Janak Women’s Development Center in 1990. From this historic moment, the artistic 
motifs used by Mithila women were transferred on to a new medium - paper. The Janakpur Women’s 
Development Center was established to promote the inherent skills of these women, uplift their lives 
through the sales of their beautiful artworks and to introduce Mithila expression to the rest of the world. 
Today Mithili art in Nepal has taken a direction of its own and is a source of inspiration for national and 
international artists.

Traditionally three castes are associated Mithila art: Brahmin, Kayastha and Dusadha. Though 
Mithila art forms vary from caste to caste, the art forms that emanate from this region are associated 
with religious ceremony and local rituals. The artist S.C. Suman, who hails from Siraha, is a Kayastha. 
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The Kayastha women of the Mithila region have traditionally been engaged with this art form since 
time in memorial. S.C. Suman learnt to make ritual aripans for the various festivals and pujas from his 
grandmother in their family home. Suman recalls that his 

grandmother would grind rice with some water into a paste called pithar and use this mixture 
to make the delicate patterns on the mud floor and in the goshai ghar or prayer room each day. These 
intricate ornamental but profoundly symbolic patterns would be incomplete without adding the final 
touches with abir, sindoor and kesari powder. Suman also remembers helping his grandmother make 
wall paintings or Bhitti Chitras and waiting for the right season to gather flowers, creepers, herbs and 
leaves that would be ground and distilled to make the natural pigments for the paintings. The stem 
of the parijat flower, bougainvillea, pulp of the bel fruit, oil, milk and turmeric would be used to make 
organic pigments. Mud, cow dung and certain grasses were used as earth tones for the paintings. Kajol 
and soot would be coated on to fine hand hewn bamboo sticks with which his grandmother would draw 
the fine images of their spiritual and natural cosmos. No other art form in Nepal shares such a close 
affinity to nature and celebrates the holistic involvement of all the senses: sight, sound, smell, touch  
and taste. 

Inspired by the artworks created at the Jankapur Women’s Development Center, the fine Madhubani 
paintings of Bihar, the Worli paintings of Madhya Pradesh along with the local Tharu and Rajbanshi 
imagery, S.C Suman is both an oddity and an icon, as he has gone against the tide and established his 
name as one of the finest painters in this genre. Though he trained as a textile designer in Bombay, he 
returned to his roots and began to paint in the Mithila tradition, stating that he did not believe that the 
issue of gender should restrict the innate creativity of an artist. S.C. Suman crafts his own painting tools 
and prepares his own colors. He also uses acrylic and oils with equipoise on Nepali paper, linen and silk. 
In 1991, he was the first artist to exhibit his Mithila paintings and that too in his hometown Biratnagar.  

In 2007, S.C. Suman held a successful exhibition at the Siddhartha Art Gallery. Entitled Mithila 
Cosmos, this exhibition brought attention to the enduring iconograhpy of the Mithila Kingdom. In 2011, 
his exhibition Mithila Cosmos II- New Narratives, included both traditional forms and a body of work 
which were socio- political in content, thus demonstrating how the Mithila gaze reads the world today. 
Suman believes that traditional art can becomes dynamic and robust when it embraces contemporary 
issues. His exhibition Mithila Cosmos--Circumbulating the Tree of Life  in 2014– was inspired by 
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nature and the symbolism of the tree which is a recurring motif in Mithila art, poetry and folk songs. 
Even a 700 year old folk song written by celebrated Mithila poet Kokilkavi Vidyapati which is sung at 
weddings elucidates this deep connection to nature and ecology. The Tree of Life concept is sacred to 
most cultures. Jasleen Dhamija, an Indian writer and expert on the arts and crafts of India elaborates 
that the significance of the tree of life “transcends conscious reality, touching the subconscious and 
beyond. Even if the original meaning is obscured, the symbol retains an unconscious link with our 
primeval memory and becomes a source of strength. Its roots plunge deep into the three worlds: its 
branches reach upwards towards heaven and support it. The trunk is the means of ascending upwards 
and reaching beyond, thereby connecting three worlds. The presence of a tree signifies water, growth, 
and fecundity. Specific trees and flowers are objects of worship and are sacred : kadamaba, pipal, bar, 
banyan , sandalwood, rudrakshya, parijat, mango and mahua tree and it is a taboo to cut these trees, as 
their very being is associated with myths and gods; hence the 

custom of offering libations to them”. Even today young men and women from the Mithila culture 
get married to both the mango-mahua tree before they are formally married to their betrothed. It is 
interesting to note that these species of trees were and are still regarded as Kalpavrikshya or sacred wish 
granting trees. In 2016, this wish granting tree became the focus of Suman's narrative. The Artist pays 
tribute to nature with his work as these trees, flowers and fruits were traditionally awarded a special 
status due to the beauty and fragrance of their blossoms which were offered during ritual ceremonies. 
There is also no doubt that the medicinal, nutritional and ecological value of these trees and plants  
was understood. 

To understand Suman's work it is important to contextualize the cultural, artistic and literary 
tradition of the Mithila genre which is deeply rooted in nature. Verses from the sacred Ramayana 
and the Mahabharatha are replete with texts that pay homage to sacred trees, plants, flowers and 
nature. Taking its cue from these sacred texts Mithila imagery captures the exile of Rama and Sita in 
exile in the forest, Sita sitting under the Ashoka tree, Radha and Krishna exchanging garlands with a 
Kadamba tree in the backdrop, the cheer haran story where a gleeful Krishna sits on a sturdy branch 
of the Kadamba tree overlooking a pond where 108 gopinis are bathing oblivious to the fact that the 
mischievous Krishna has taken away their clothes and hung it on the branches of the tree. Even today 
married women conduct the Batsavitra puja , or the tulsi hom as it is believed that these pujas add 
longevity to the lives of their husbands. 
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Rural art forms are an indelible link 
between the artistic output and nature.  
Suman’s  paintings reflect images of a 
myriad plants and life forms of the Terai 
which encapsulate a host of meanings: 
lotus (seat of the unblemished and pure 
feminine form), bamboo (lineage, roots, 
male form), kadamba tree (love) fishes 
and crocodiles (fertility), turtles (lover’s 
reunion and stability), parrots (teacher, 
intelligence), peacocks (beauty), elephants 
(wealth and prosperity), tigers (power 
associated with the Goddess), snakes 
(associated with Shiva for protection and 
the ultimate union), fishes and crocodiles 
(fertility), sun, moon and the nine planets 
(power of nature). Ravindra Kumar and 
Anupama Sirivastav write that Mithila 
women believed the Sun had the power to 
“fertilize and impregnate, while the Moon 
was regarded as the heavenly source of 
amrit or nectar, thus symbolizing life and 
giving qualities”.  

In the series Kalpavriksha, Suman 
drew inspiration from an artistic and 
literary theme common to the Hindu 
Bhagavatas, the Jains and the Buddhists. 
His paintings are a therefore a continuous 
exploration of a deeply rooted relationship 
with nature. Suman's intricate and Figure 21 : Sacredness of the Forest  acrylic on art paper 26'' × 40'' 
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detailed trees are heavy with luscious ripe mangoes, symbolic of sexual yearning and fulfillment, some 
bear imaginary medallions of desire. Suman painted birds perched on a tree, partaking in its abundance 
and seeking refuge in its leafy bower. He drew beasts such as the elephants and deer that come to 
these trees for sustenance and for shelter. He painted wedding processions, men and women celebrating 
Chhat and a multitude of festivals in which the Kalpavriksha tree is a focal point of an intricate Mithila 
aripan or cosmos. In some paintings a lascivious sun looks on at women bathing from above the tree 
tops, while in others the fleeting desires of man, animal and bird are nurtured in Suman's forests, glades 
and groves.       

In his 2016 exhibiton S.C. Suman incorporated images from Mushahar, Jhaangar, Dhimal, Sataar 
and Tharu indigenous communities of the Tarai into his paintings. The Bhitti Chitra or Mokha (mul-
dwaar or main gate) paintings that embellish the façade of a Tharu home with decorative elements 
around the main gate and windows also find expression in this series. Salhesh Lok-katha is another 
example of how the artist has deftly used Dusadha elements in his recent work. 

The pantheon of the Hindu Gods: Krishna and Durga were also depicted in S.C Suman’s new 
series. Apart from these sacrosanct visual narratives, the cycle of the seasons, fairs and dances, fertility 
rites, folk and tribal lore, marriage, other ritual ceremonies and cultural activities associated with the 
annual festivals based on the cycles of the moon and sun are themes that Mithila women immortalized 
in their paintings. Some of the enduring images of Mithila art include agrarian village scenes and village 
activities. Suman is well versed in these visual narratives. The artist also pays attention to jewelry of 
the women, the tattoos that Mithila women receive on their bodies, in some instances the embroidered 
motifs, fine needlework and quilting stitches which are used to make blankets, becomes an integral 
motif embodying the Mithila narrative.

The Great Earthquake of 2015 that devastated Nepal, also found expression in this series. Titled 
Rebuild Nepal, the triptych expresses the pain felt by the artist and the people of Madhesh over the 
death and destruction caused by the earthquake. His works mourn the loss of an ancient heritage that 
drew Mithila sages and pilgrims to the Valley. Suman also portrays the humanitarian relief provided by 
Madhesh to those affected by the earthquake.     
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Kalpavrisha - the Wish Granting Tree - drew home the point that the very passage of life in 
the Mithila Cosmos is very deeply rooted in rituals that pay obeisance to nature. This reverence 
can be interpreted as the collective wisdom of the Mithila people who understood the importance of 
establishing and maintaining an ecological balance and harmony in their very cosmos or world. This 
ecological balance is a source of inspiration for Mithila and traditional Paubha artists. The paintings in 
this exhibition are marked by imaginative use of space, lucid lines, a naïve sense of anatomy, dynamism 
and the intuitive use of color. It is this ‘untutored’ aspect of Mithila painting that gives it a distinctive 
edge and indescribable charm.

Figure 22 : Journey of Soul  acrylic on art paper 32'' × 22'' 
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In 2015, Suman participated in the Kathmandu Triennale with a triptychs that celebrated his 
interface with the city of Kathmandu. The temples and stupas, the chaotic urban life of the Valley so 
vastly different from the tranquility of the Mithila cosmos, become central to his work. His recent series 
"Song of Innocence and Experience" which is his 5th solo oeuvre at the Siddhartha Art Galley, expresses 
the artist's desire to narrate his stories about his experience in Kathmandu- a city where the Newar 
Malla Kings invited Maithali artistes to devote hymns to Lord Shiva at Pashupatinath Temple, a city 
where pilgrims from the Terai flocked to the Valley for Shivaratri and were provided sustenance by the 
State and then forcibly ousted from the valley once Shivaratri was over, a city where the fear of the 
other draws us inward, a city that continues to draw pilgrims from multiple faiths, artists, students , 
lovers, politicians from across the land and beyond, a city where cultures overlap, intermingle and fuse 
together, a city and the microcosm of hill undergoing rapid change due to urban pressure – Kirtpur 
hill thus transformed and marked by Amrit Karki's artistic intervention with a red rectangle for the 
Kathmandu Triennale.            

"Song of Innocence and Experience" is a seamless continuation of Suman's exploration of his 
earlier themes and of nature and the environment – the balance of which is now in peril due to human 
encroachment and greed in the name of economic development. The recent proposition to construct 
the Nijgadh airport in the Terai after felling 24 lakh trees has resulted in a raging divide between 
environmentalists and development experts. Suman uses his own subtle auratic visual language to 
address the impending environmental disaster that such a project will bring on through his paintings 
and installation. Using grains and cereals of seven different hues the artist creates a Nijgadh Aripan, 
nine terracotta pots painted by children from the SOS village with animals from this forest area, are 
placed in all the cardinal directions and in the centre of this aripan or mandala to articulate the existing 
harmony in the forest which is now on the brink of destruction and catastrophe.    

"Songs of Innocence and Experience takes on a deeply pensive note as the artist reflects on 
death and life. Paintings of the ghats at Pahupatinath and Vishnumati are juxtaposed against works 
that celebrate creation and romance. His piety is once again reflected in his paintings of the Goddess 
Saraswati, Gautam Buddha, Radha Krishna and in his portrayal of the Valley as a temple-city. Suman 
ji quotes the folk song penned by celebrated Maithili poet Kokil Kabi Vidhyapati seven hundred years 
ago:  Kakhan harab dukh mor- Hey Bholay Nath (when will you soothe my pain -Oh Lord) / Dukhi 
Janam vel, Dukhi gaman ( I was born in pain and persistent suffering) / Sukh Sapana hu nahi vel-Hey 
Bholay Nath ( I have never dreamt of comfort - Oh Lord )/ Achat chanan, abir, ganga jal, bel pat tohi 
devo- Hey Bholay nath ( I offer all your favorite items- vermillion powder, water from the holy Ganga 
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Collabration with SOS Art and Ceramic Center in titled: Nijgadha Aripan mixed media on floor 41" × 36"

and sacred bel leaves - Oh Lord)/  Yahi vav Sagar thah Katahu nahi (there is no charm in this sorrow , 
please come to me- Oh Lord). The innocence and piety of these words runs through the artist's narratives 
like an ethereal binding thread.  The philosophy of Karma –cause and effect – is central to the Artist's 
belief – and expressed in a unique work "Journey of the Soul" which is 

included in this series. Is the Artist cajoling us to reflect on the fact, that what we do in this 
lifetime, within and beyond our physical, emotional and spiritual space has ramifications for the journey 
of our soul?  With this exhibition Suman has established himself as the unrivalled visual raconteur from 
the contemporary Mithila Cosmos.

Sangeeta Thapa

Art Curator/Director – Siddhartha Art Gallery
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Solo Exhibitions :

2019 : Mithila Cosmos: Songs of Innocence and Experience, Siddharth Art Gallery, Kathmandu, Nepal.
2016 : Mithila Cosmos: Kalpavriksha,Siddharth Art Gallery, Kathmandu, Nepal.
2013 : Mithila Cosmos : Circumambulating the tree of life, Siddhartha Art Gallery, Kathmandu, Nepal.
2012 :  S. C. Suman Microcosm: A moment of delight in contentment, Maithili Sewa Samiti.
2011 : Know Thyself: Maithili Sewa Samiti.
2011 : Mithila Cosmos : New Narratives, Siddhartha Art Gallery, Kathmandu, Nepal.
2007 : The Mithila Cosmos: Siddartha  Art Gallery, Kathmandu, Nepal.
2007 : Mithila Art Exhibition, Everest Souvenir Adelaide,  Australia.
2006 : Mithila Paintings – A view, Mithila MahotsavJanakpur, Nepal.
2004 : Image of Terai,  Indigo Gallery, Naxal, Kathmandu, Nepal.
2002 : Synthesis of Terai, Indigo Gallery, Naxal, Kathmandu, Nepal.
2002 : Tradition and Expression of Mithila Painting, Mithila MahotsavJanakpur, Nepal.
1998 : Maithili Art, Indigo Gallery, Naxal, Kathmandu, Nepal.
1998 : Mithila Art Exhibition, Netherlands Leprosy Relief Association, Netherland.
1997 : Mithila Art : A Living Tradition, Koshi Mahotsav, Biratnagar, Nepal.
1991 : Maithili Art Exhibition, All Nepal Medical Conference of Nepal Medical Association in Nepal .   

Group Exhibitions
2018 : 1st South Asian Art Festival, Organized by Nepal Academy of Fine Arts, Kathmandu

2018 : 4th International Art Festival Love and inspiration in Korea- organized by Costanza Foundation

2018 : Nepal Art Fair, Bangladesh- Organized by Nepal Academy of Fine Arts and Bangladesh Shilpakala Academy.

2017 : 3rd Maritime Silk Road International Art Festival - Department of culture of Fujian province. Municipal People's govt. 
of Quanzhou China.

2017 : Celebration on the Silk Road- Seventh Beijing international Art Biennale Beijing China . 
2017 : "Below the Cloud's" Exhibition of Contemporary Nepaleses Art - Organised by Coome Gallary, UK. 
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2017 : SAARC Artists camp & Exhibition of Paintings-Nepal, Organized by Ministry of culture, tourism and civil aviation 
govt. of Nepal and SAARC culture center of Srilanka . 

2017 : Kathmandu Triennale 2017, S.M.A.K.Museum of contemporary Art.Ghent and  siddhartha Arts Foundation.
2016 :  International Watar Color Festival 2016, International Watercolor Society, Nepal Art Council,  Babarmahal, Nepal
2016 :  Satrangi, Mithila Madhubani Art Exhibition, Ojas Art Gallery, New Delhi, India.
2016 :  Santi Ra Sadhabhav,  Himalayan Arts & Culture Foundation, Nepal .
2015 : Exhibition of Prints and Paintings on the occasion  of Valentine Day, Artist Proof Gallery, Kathmand, Nepal
2014 : Under Standing Gender (pariwartan socha ma), Artist Proof Gallery & Image Art Gallery, Kathmandu, Nepal.
2014 :  Search of Ethics (Naitikta ko khoji), Women Artist Group of Nepal (WAGON) at Artist Proof Gallery, Kathmandu, 

Nepal.
2009 : Separating Myth from Reality: Status of Women, Kathmandu International Art Festival, Organized by Siddartha Art 

Gallery, Kathmandu, Nepal.
2009	 :	 Stop	Violence	Against	Women	 –	An	Art	 Exhibition,	OHCHER	 –	Nepal	 (Eastern	Regional	Office,	Biratnagar	 and	

Lalitkala Sangam, Biratnagar, Nepal).
2008 : Amalagam – 2008, Siddartha Art Gallery, Kathmandu, Nepal.
2008 : Mithila Group Art Exhibition, Mithila Artist Society, Kathmandu, Nepal.
2005 : Art Exhibition in Nagoya, Japan, Organized by Artist Association (wind) Japan.
1998 - 2004 : 29th – 35th “National Art & Craft Exhibition, Nepal Association of Fine Art, (NAFA), Kathmandu, Nepal
2000 : Art Exhibition in France, Asian Artist Agromax – French Cultural Association, Kathmandu, Nepal.
1998 : Group of Exhibition, All Nepal Commercial Artist Association, Biratnagar, Nepal.
1996 : Mithila Art Exhibition, Birgunj Jaycess, Nepal.

Work Shop & Exhibition

2017 : 1st International Natural Art Festival Nawalpasari Nepal- 2017, Kalawari Art Council, Nawalparasi Nepal

2016 : Janakpur Literature -  Art festivals: Organized by Janakpur vikas kosh, Jankpurdham, Nepal.
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2016 : Ramayan Circuit – Art Workshop & Exhibitions, BP Koirala India – Nepal Foundation.

2014 : Birat Biseswor Bimarsha – Art Workshop & Exhibitions, Gurasha Library Biratnagar, Nepal.

2013 : Paintings On Nepali Story Art Workshop & Exhibitions, Kalrab and Yumma Fine Art Academy, Dharan, Nepal.

2012 : Workshop, Demonstration & Exhibitions of Paintings in Tharu Community at Hathimuda  Village, Morang Organized 
by Chetana Sanrakchhan Pratisthan, Nepal.

2012 : Naitikta Ko Khoji National Art Workshop & Exhibitions, (WAGON), Kathmandu, Nepal.

2011 : National Art Workshop & Exhibitions, Arohan, Gurukul, Biratnagar Nepal.

2002 : National Art Workshop & Exhibitions, Lalit Kala Sangam & Rotary Club, Biratnagar, Nepal.

Awards & Certificates
2018 : Honour's Hanumandhoka Durbar Square World Heritage to Swyambhu world Heritage walk.

2016	 :	 Certificate	of	Appreciation,	Janakpur	Viksh	kosh,	Janakpurdham	Nepal.

2016 :  Appreciation Letter, Embassy of India, BP Koirala India- Nepal Foundaton.

2014	 :		Certificate	of	Appreciation,	Purwanchal	Chetriya	Mahila	Samajik	Manch,	Biratnagar,		Nepal.

2013	 :		Certificate	of	Appreciation,	Women	Artist	Group	of	Nepal	(WAGON).

2013 : Subhash Baral Smriti Bani Smman, BaniPrakashanBiratnagar.

2013	 :		Certificates	of	Excellence	by	KU	&	American	Embassy	Kathmandu,	Nepal.

2012 :  Samman  by Kalrab and Yumma Fine Art Academy Dharan, Nepal.

2011	 :		Samman	(Certificates	of	Honor)	by	Maithili	BikashAbhiyan,	Biratnagar,	Nepal.

2011	 :		Samman	(Certificates	of	Excellence)	by	Maithili	SewaSamiti,	Biratnagar,	Nepal.

2008 :  RastriyaPratibha (National Talent) Puraskar By Nepal Government.

2004 :  Special National Award in the 35th National Art & Craft Exhibition, Organized by Nepal Association of Fine Art 
(NAFA), Kathmandu, Nepal.

1999 : National Award – Second Prize in 30th  National  Art & Craft Exhibition Organized by Nepal 

Association of Fine Art (NAFA), Kathmandu, Nepal.
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1998 : National Award in the 29th  National Art & Craft Exhibition Organized by Nepal Association of  Fine Art (NAFA), 
Kathmandu, Nepal.

1997 : Special Consolation Prize in KoshiMahotsav, Biratnagar, Nepal.

1994 :  Consolation Prize in Greetings Card Design Content, Bhaktapur, Nepal.

Travel
- France, Dubai, Germany, India, Bangladesh, China.

- “Mithila Yatra” (Village of Mithila In Nepal, India Visit & Study of Mithila Paintings.

Membership
- Siddharta Art Foundation, Nepal, Lalit Kala Sangam, Biratnagar, Nepal, Chitransh, Sewa Parishad, Chetana 

Sanrakchhan Pratisthan Nepal, Rita Memorial Trust, Rajbiraj, Nepal.

Adviser
– Mithila Kalakar Samaj, Kathmandu, Nepal.

– Maithili Sewa Samiti, Biratnagar, Nepal.

– Birat Mithila Natya Kala Parishad, Biratnagar, Nepal.

Hobby

- Textile Designing & Radio Jockey (Birgunj, Biratnagar)

Collection

- Costanza Foundation South Korea, Bangladesh Shilpkal academy, Seventh Beijing International Art Biennale 
Organizing Committee, S.M.A.K Museum Belgium, J.K. Museum Pokhara, Kalawati Art Council - Nawalparashi,

- Nepal, India, USA, UK, Japan, Denmark, Canada, Netherlands, France, Kenya, Switzerland, Italy, Russia, Egypt, 
South Korea, Mexico, Australia.
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Media Coverage

- Article, Interviews, Published and aired through various mainstream print and electronic media on the issue of 
Mithila Art, Culture & Paintings.

As a Writer
–  Articles on Fine Arts and Culture published in National Daily Papers, Weekly and Monthly Magazines.

–  Aesthetics of Mithila Art, Siddhartha Art Foundation Education Initiative

Paper Present
2018 : Master Artist of Mithila.

2018  :  History of Mithila Art.

2017  : An Ancient tribal Arts Depicts  Modern Contemporary Art.

2017  : An Ancient Mithila Art Depicts Modern Contemporary Art.

2016  : Innovation in Mithila Traditions.

2015  :  Aesthetics of Mithila Art.

2015  : Reporting Culture.

2014  :  Mithila Art – Past & Present

In General

Actively working in the organizations for the development of Art, Artists’ and Artists’ Association for more than 30 years. 
Organized Group Exhibitions of Paintings time to time and created interest among people towards Fine Arts. Organized many 
National & International Art Camp. Helped different institutions as a “Chief Judge” during different art competitions held 
by those institutions. Actively participation in organizing and making tremendous success a national  level Art Workshop in 
Biratnagar in 2002. Also, conferred honorary Pvt. Tuition of Art and helped many promising Artists.
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Contact Address:
Subodh Chandra Das, C/O Dr. S. K. Das,
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Tel : +977 – 21470064 (Res), 
Mob. : 9842023461
Mail : artistsuman.scd@gmail.com
Web : www.scsuman.com
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