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Abstract 
Indian art is a vast, layered tapestry woven from centuries of myth, philosophy, and 
cultural memory. Central to its enduring appeal and complexity is the use 
of symbolism and myth, which not only defines its aesthetic but also encodes 
profound spiritual, philosophical, and societal meanings. This research 
article explores the intricate relationship between symbolism and myth in Indian art, 
tracing its evolution from ancient times to the modern era. By analyzing key motifs, 
mythological narratives, and their visual expressions across painting, sculpture, 
architecture, and folk traditions, the paper demonstrates how Indian artists have used 
symbolic language to communicate universal truths, cultural values, and the 
mysteries of existence.
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Introduction 
Indian art, in all its forms—be it painting, sculpture, architecture, or folk traditions—has always been deeply intertwined with 
mythology and symbolism. Unlike Western art, which often privileges realism or individual expression, Indian art is 
fundamentally conceptual and narrative, using visual symbols to convey metaphysical ideas, religious doctrines, and moral 
lessons125. This symbolic vocabulary, rooted in ancient myths and oral traditions, enables Indian art to transcend time, language, 
and geography, creating a shared cultural consciousness. 
This article adopts an analytical approach to unravel how symbolism and myth function within Indian art, examining their 
sources, manifestations, and enduring significance. 
 
The Foundations of Symbolism and Myth in Indian Art 
Myth as the Narrative Backbone 
Indian mythology, with its vast pantheon of gods, goddesses, heroes, and cosmic events, serves as the primary source material 
for Indian art14. Epics such as the Mahabharata and Ramayana, Puranic tales, and Buddhist and Jain stories provide narrative 
frameworks that artists have visualized for millennia. These myths are not merely stories; they are repositories of philosophical 
concepts, ethical dilemmas, and cosmological models. 
Symbolism: The Visual Language 
Symbolism in Indian art operates on multiple levels. It provides a visual shorthand for complex ideas, making abstract concepts 
accessible and memorable15. For example: 
• The lotus represents purity and spiritual awakening, rising unsullied from the mud. 
• The trishula (trident) of Shiva symbolizes creation, preservation, and destruction, as well as the triad of will, action, and 

wisdom1. 
• The peepal tree is revered as the Bodhi tree, a symbol of enlightenment and the cycle of life1. 
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These symbols are not arbitrary; they are carefully chosen to 
resonate with the cultural psyche and reinforce the teachings 
of mythological narratives. 
 
Symbolism in Ancient Indian Art 
Stupas and Temples: Architecture as Cosmology 
The architecture of Indian stupas and temples is itself a 
symbolic representation of the cosmos and the spiritual 
journey5. Key elements include: 
• Stupa Dome: Represents the cosmic mountain (Meru) 

and the dome of heaven. 
• Central Pillar (Yasti): Symbolizes the axis mundi, 

connecting earth and sky. 
• Circumambulatory Path (Pradakshina): Mirrors the 

cyclical nature of life and the path to enlightenment. 
 
Hindu temples, with their towering shikharas and sanctum 
sanctorum (garbhagriha), symbolize the journey from the 
earthly realm to the divine center, guiding devotees inward 
both physically and spiritually5. The iconography within 
these spaces—murals, sculptures, and reliefs—further 
reinforces mythological themes and symbolic motifs. 
Iconography: Gods, Goddesses, and Sacred Motifs 
The depiction of deities in Indian art is highly codified, with 
each god or goddess identified by specific attributes and 
symbols8. For example: 
• Vishnu: Shown with a conch (shankha), discus (chakra), 

mace (gada), and lotus (padma). 
• Shiva: Identified by the trishula, damaru (drum), 

crescent moon, and serpent. 
• Durga: Depicted with multiple arms, each holding a 

weapon, riding a lion or tiger, symbolizing the triumph 
of good over evil18. 

 
These symbols serve both as identifiers and as carriers of 
deeper philosophical meanings, such as the cyclical nature of 
time, the duality of creation and destruction, and the interplay 
of cosmic forces. 
 
Myth and Symbolism in Indian Painting 
Classical and Miniature Traditions 
Indian painting, from the Ajanta murals to Mughal and 
Rajput miniatures, is rich in mythological content and 
symbolic detail. Artists use color, gesture, and iconographic 
elements to evoke the essence of mythic narratives: 
• Krishna Leela: Krishna is often depicted with blue skin, 

a flute, and surrounded by cows and gopis, symbolizing 
divine love and the play of the cosmos14. 

• Devi Imagery: Goddesses like Saraswati (with a veena 
and swan) and Lakshmi (with a lotus and elephants) 
embody knowledge and prosperity, respectively. 

 
The use of space, perspective, and composition in these 
paintings is itself symbolic, often eschewing realism in favor 
of conveying spiritual or emotional truths1. 
 
Folk and Tribal Art 
Folk traditions such as Madhubani, Warli, Gond, and 
Pattachitra are deeply rooted in local myths and community 
rituals4. These art forms use a vibrant symbolic vocabulary: 
• Gond Art: Features stories of Bada Dev (the tribal god), 

animals, and trees, blending mythology with nature and 

everyday life. 
• Madhubani: Depicts scenes from the Ramayana, 

Krishna’s exploits, and local deities, using motifs like 
fish (fertility), peacocks (love), and the sun (energy). 

 
These paintings are not just decorative; they are integral to 
rituals, festivals, and the transmission of cultural values4. 
 
Symbolism in Sculpture and Relief 
Narrative Reliefs 
Temple walls across India are adorned with narrative reliefs 
depicting episodes from epics and Puranas. These sculptural 
stories use symbolic gestures (mudras), postures (asanas), 
and attributes to communicate character, emotion, and 
spiritual states. 
 
Animal Symbolism 
Animals occupy a central place in Indian art, each with 
layered meanings6: 
• Elephant (Gaja): Wisdom, royal power, and 

auspiciousness; vehicle of Indra and Ganesha. 
• Peacock: Beauty, immortality, and the cycle of life; 

vehicle of Kartikeya6. 
• Serpent (Naga): Fertility, protection, and the 

underworld; associated with Shiva and Vishnu. 
• Garuda: Divine eagle, vehicle of Vishnu, symbolizing 

martial prowess and protection6. 
 
These animal motifs are found in temple carvings, manuscript 
illustrations, and folk paintings, reflecting the 
interconnectedness of nature, mythology, and spirituality. 
 
Mythological Symbolism in Ritual and Performance 
Art in Ritual Contexts 
Symbolic art is not confined to static objects; it is animated 
in rituals, festivals, and performances. Rangoli and Aipan 
designs, created during auspicious occasions, use geometric 
and floral motifs to invoke divine blessings and mark sacred 
space4. 
 
Dance and Drama 
Classical Indian dance forms such as Bharatanatyam, 
Kathakali, and Odissi use gesture (mudra), costume, and 
narrative structure to embody mythological stories and 
symbolic meanings. The dancer becomes a living icon, 
channeling the divine through symbolic movement and 
expression. 
 
Symbolism in Modern and Contemporary Indian Art 
Continuity and Innovation 
Modern Indian artists have both inherited and reinterpreted 
the symbolic and mythological vocabulary of their 
predecessors3. Figures like Raja Ravi Varma, Nandalal Bose, 
M.F. Husain, and Manjit Bawa have drawn on mythic themes 
while experimenting with new forms and media. 
• Raja Ravi Varma: Popularized mythological subjects 

with a blend of Western realism and Indian symbolism. 
• Nandalal Bose: Used motifs like the Bodhi tree to evoke 

spiritual awakening and national identity1. 
• M.F. Husain: Reimagined mythic figures such as 

Mother India and the goddess Durga, exploring themes 
of power, femininity, and nationhood. 
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• Manjit Bawa: His paintings of Krishna, with the flute 
and sacred cow, use minimalist forms to evoke deep 
mythic resonance1. 

 
Contemporary artists continue to engage with myth and 
symbolism, using them to comment on social issues, identity, 
and the changing landscape of Indian culture3. 
 
Analytical Perspectives: Why Symbolism and Myth 
Matter 
Philosophical and Spiritual Dimensions 
Indian art’s reliance on symbolism stems from its 
philosophical traditions, particularly Vedanta, Tantra, and 
Buddhism, which emphasize the inadequacy of language to 
express ultimate reality. Symbols serve as bridges between 
the visible and the invisible, the finite and the infinite7. 
Social and Cultural Functions 
Symbolism and myth in Indian art reinforce social norms, 
transmit ethical values, and foster a sense of community and 
continuity. They provide a shared language through which 
diverse groups can connect with their heritage and with each 
other4. 
 
Psychological Impact 
The use of archetypal symbols—such as the mother goddess, 
the hero, the serpent—taps into the collective unconscious, 
evoking powerful emotional and psychological responses. 
This universality explains the enduring appeal and 
adaptability of Indian art across centuries and cultures. 
 
Case Studies: Iconic Symbols and Myths 
The Bodhi Tree 
The Bodhi tree, under which the Buddha attained 
enlightenment, is a recurring motif in Indian art, symbolizing 
spiritual awakening and the interconnectedness of all life1. It 
appears in ancient sculptures, temple carvings, and modern 
paintings, serving as a visual metaphor for the quest for 
knowledge and liberation. 
 
The Trishula 
Shiva’s trident is a potent symbol of the triadic nature of 
existence—creation, preservation, and destruction. It also 
represents the three gunas (qualities) and the integration of 
will, action, and wisdom1. In art, the trishula is often depicted 
in the hands of Shiva or Durga, signifying divine power and 
cosmic balance. 
 
Krishna and the Flute 
Krishna’s flute is more than a musical instrument; it 
symbolizes the call of the divine, the awakening of the soul, 
and the harmony of the universe1. Artistic depictions of 
Krishna playing the flute, often under a tree and surrounded 
by gopis, evoke themes of love, devotion, and the 
transformative power of music. 
 
Animal Motifs 
The frequent appearance of animals such as elephants, 
peacocks, and serpents in Indian art reflects their 
mythological significance and the belief in the sacredness of 
all life6. These motifs serve as reminders of the 
interconnectedness of the natural and spiritual worlds. 
 

The Enduring Legacy of Symbolism and Myth in Indian Art 
Preservation and Transmission 
Through the use of myth and symbol, Indian art has preserved 
and transmitted cultural knowledge, spiritual insights, and 
historical memory across generations45. This has ensured the 
survival and relevance of ancient traditions in the face of 
social, political, and technological change. 
 
Adaptation and Innovation 
Indian artists have continually adapted symbolic and 
mythological motifs to new contexts, media, and audiences. 
Whether in temple sculpture, miniature painting, folk art, or 
contemporary installations, the language of myth and symbol 
remains a vital tool for creative expression and cultural 
dialogue3. 
 
Global Influence 
The symbolic and mythological richness of Indian art has 
inspired artists and scholars worldwide, contributing to 
global understandings of spirituality, aesthetics, and the role 
of art in society7. 
 
Conclusion 
Symbolism and myth are the lifeblood of Indian art, infusing 
it with depth, resonance, and universality. Through a 
sophisticated visual language, Indian artists have given form 
to the intangible, narrated the stories of gods and mortals, and 
articulated the mysteries of existence. From ancient stupas 
and temples to vibrant folk paintings and contemporary 
canvases, the interplay of myth and symbol continues to 
shape the evolution of Indian art, ensuring its place as a living 
tradition that bridges the past and the present, the material and 
the spiritual. 
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