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Abstract 

Colour has always been one of the most expressive and meaningful elements of Indian painting. Beyond its decorative 

function, colour serves as a visual language capable of communicating emotions, philosophical ideas, religious beliefs, 

cultural values, and psychological experiences. From the prehistoric cave paintings of Bhimbetka to the refined traditions 

of Ajanta murals, Mughal miniatures, Rajput paintings, Pahari art, and the Bengal School, Indian artists have consciously 

employed colours to symbolize spiritual concepts, social identity, seasonal changes, and aesthetic ideals. The symbolism 

of colour in Indian painting is deeply rooted in the principles of Rasa, Bhāva, and Indian aesthetics, where visual 

elements are designed not merely to represent reality but to evoke emotional and intellectual responses. 

The present study examines the symbolic significance of colours in Indian painting from historical, cultural, aesthetic, 

and psychological perspectives. It analyses how different colours communicate diverse meanings within various schools 

of Indian painting and explores their continuing relevance in contemporary Fine Arts, visual communication, and digital 

design. The research adopts a qualitative and analytical methodology based on classical literature, scholarly publications, 

and contemporary research. The study concludes that colour symbolism remains an essential component of Indian artistic 

identity and continues to influence both traditional and modern visual practices. 

Keywords: Indian Painting, Colour Symbolism, Fine Arts, Indian Aesthetics, Visual Culture, Rasa Theory, Colour 

Psychology. 

 

1. Introduction 

Colour is one of the most powerful elements of visual art because it possesses the ability to communicate emotions and 

ideas beyond the limitations of language. In painting, colours not only enhance visual beauty but also convey symbolic 

meanings that reflect the philosophical, religious, psychological, and cultural traditions of a society. Throughout the 

history of Indian art, painters have used colours consciously to express emotions, narrate stories, depict divine figures, 

and communicate spiritual concepts. 

Unlike many artistic traditions that primarily emphasize realism, Indian painting gives greater importance to symbolic 

expression. Every colour carries specific meanings that are closely associated with mythology, religion, literature, nature, 

and human emotions. The use of colour is therefore guided not merely by visual preference but by established aesthetic 

principles that seek to create emotional harmony and spiritual experience. 

The philosophical foundation of Indian aesthetics is based upon the concepts of Rasa (aesthetic experience) and Bhāva 

(emotion), which explain how artistic elements influence the human mind. Colours function as important visual 

instruments for evoking these emotional responses. For example, red frequently symbolizes energy, devotion, and heroic 

strength, whereas blue represents divinity, infinity, and spiritual consciousness. Such symbolic associations enable 

paintings to communicate complex meanings without verbal explanation. 

Indian painting traditions such as the Ajanta murals, Rajput miniatures, Mughal paintings, Pahari art, Jain manuscripts, 

and Bengal School have all employed colour symbolism according to their historical and cultural contexts. Although 
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artistic techniques evolved across different periods, the symbolic significance of colour remained an essential component 

of visual expression. 

In contemporary Fine Arts, colour symbolism continues to influence painting, graphic design, advertising, digital 

illustration, photography, animation, and visual communication. Understanding these traditional meanings therefore 

contributes not only to the appreciation of Indian artistic heritage but also to contemporary artistic practice. 

2. Objectives of the Study 

The objectives of this research are: 

1. To examine the symbolic significance of colours in Indian painting.  

2. To analyse the aesthetic and cultural meanings associated with different colours.  

3. To study the use of colour symbolism in various schools of Indian painting.  

4. To evaluate the psychological influence of colours in visual art.  

5. To examine the relevance of traditional colour symbolism in contemporary Fine Arts.  

 

3. Research Methodology 

The present research is descriptive and analytical in nature. The study is based on secondary sources, including books 

on Indian art history, aesthetics, colour psychology, research journals, museum publications, and authenticated online 

resources. 

A comparative approach has been adopted to analyse colour symbolism across different schools of Indian painting. The 

research also incorporates interdisciplinary perspectives from Fine Arts, cultural studies, psychology, religion, and visual 

communication. 

 

4. The Concept of Colour Symbolism in Indian Painting 

In Indian artistic traditions, colour is regarded as a symbolic language rather than merely a decorative element. Ancient 

Indian artists believed that every colour possesses emotional, philosophical, and spiritual significance capable of 

influencing human perception. 

The concept of colour symbolism is closely related to the Indian theory of Rasa, where visual elements are organized to 

evoke aesthetic experience. Painters carefully selected colours according to the emotional atmosphere they intended to 

create. Consequently, colour became an important means of communicating invisible ideas through visible forms. 

Natural pigments obtained from minerals, plants, flowers, stones, and earth enabled artists to produce colours possessing 

both artistic beauty and symbolic meaning. These colours reflected not only natural surroundings but also cultural 

beliefs, religious traditions, seasonal changes, and social customs. 

Thus, colour symbolism became one of the defining characteristics of Indian painting, distinguishing it from purely 

naturalistic approaches. 

 

5. Symbolic Meaning of Major Colours 

Red 

Red is among the most significant colours in Indian painting. It symbolizes energy, courage, devotion, fertility, 

prosperity, sacrifice, and divine power. In Hindu mythology, the colour is closely associated with Goddess Durga, marital 
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traditions, and sacred ceremonies. Rajput painters frequently employed red backgrounds to intensify emotional 

expression and dramatic effect. 

 

Blue 

Blue represents divinity, infinity, truth, stability, and spiritual consciousness. Deities such as Lord Krishna and Lord 

Vishnu are traditionally depicted in blue, symbolizing their cosmic nature rather than physical appearance. The colour 

also reflects the vastness of the sky and the depth of the ocean, expressing eternal existence and divine protection. 

 

Yellow 

Yellow symbolizes wisdom, knowledge, purity, prosperity, learning, and spiritual awakening. It is associated with spring, 

agriculture, and religious festivals such as Basant Panchami. In miniature paintings, yellow garments often signify 

holiness, optimism, and intellectual illumination. 

 

Green 

Green represents nature, fertility, renewal, harmony, and hope. Landscapes painted in green frequently symbolize 

prosperity, peace, and the abundance of life. Mughal painters particularly employed rich green tones in gardens, forests, 

and courtly landscapes to express natural beauty and royal elegance. 

 

White 

White symbolizes purity, peace, simplicity, truth, and spiritual liberation. Saints, sages, and divine figures are often 

represented through white garments or luminous surroundings. In Indian painting, white also functions as a balancing 

colour that enhances harmony within the overall composition. 

 

Black 

Although black is often associated with darkness and mystery, Indian artistic traditions assign multiple symbolic 

meanings to this colour. Black may represent strength, protection against evil, seriousness, transformation, or the 

unknown. Painters frequently use black outlines to strengthen composition and create visual contrast. 

 

6. Colour Symbolism in Different Schools of Indian Painting 

Ajanta Murals 

The Ajanta murals demonstrate extraordinary mastery of colour harmony. Earthy browns, soft greens, deep blues, and 

warm reds create spiritual tranquility while simultaneously expressing compassion, devotion, and human emotion. The 

painters employed natural pigments to achieve subtle tonal variations that continue to inspire artists today. 

Mughal Painting 

Mughal painting introduced refined colour combinations characterized by delicate shading, realism, and luxurious 

decorative effects. Gold, emerald green, crimson red, ultramarine blue, and white were carefully balanced to represent 

royal dignity, architectural splendour, and courtly sophistication. 
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Rajput Painting 

Rajput artists employed vibrant colours with strong symbolic intensity. Bright reds, yellows, blues, and oranges reflected 

heroism, devotion, romance, and religious spirituality. Colour served not merely as decoration but as a narrative device 

communicating emotional atmosphere. 

Pahari Painting 

Pahari painting is distinguished by its lyrical landscapes and harmonious colour palettes. Soft greens, gentle blues, floral 

pinks, and golden yellows effectively express themes of love, devotion, nature, and the poetry of Krishna legends. 

7. Colour Symbolism in the Bengal School of Art 

The Bengal School of Art, which emerged during the early twentieth century under the leadership of Abanindranath 

Tagore, played a significant role in reviving traditional Indian artistic values. Rejecting excessive Western realism, 

Bengal School artists adopted soft colour harmonies inspired by Mughal miniatures, Ajanta murals, Japanese wash 

techniques, and Indian spiritual philosophy. 

Unlike the vibrant colours of Rajput paintings, the Bengal School preferred subtle shades of brown, grey, pale yellow, 

soft green, and muted blue to create poetic and contemplative compositions. These colours reflected spirituality, 

simplicity, nationalism, and cultural identity during India's freedom movement. 

One of the finest examples is Abanindranath Tagore's Bharat Mata, where saffron, white, and earthy tones symbolize 

sacrifice, purity, knowledge, and devotion to the nation. Thus, colour became an instrument of cultural expression rather 

than mere visual decoration. 

The Bengal School demonstrated that symbolic colours could communicate philosophical ideas, patriotism, and spiritual 

consciousness while maintaining aesthetic elegance. 

8. Psychological and Cultural Significance of Colours 

Colour influences human emotions more rapidly than words. Modern psychological studies indicate that colours affect 

perception, behaviour, memory, concentration, and emotional responses. Indian artists intuitively understood these 

psychological effects centuries before the development of modern colour psychology. 

Warm colours such as red, orange, and yellow stimulate enthusiasm, energy, optimism, and celebration. These colours 

are frequently employed in paintings depicting festivals, marriage ceremonies, heroic narratives, and religious rituals. 

Conversely, cool colours such as blue, green, and violet create feelings of calmness, devotion, meditation, and emotional 

stability. These colours are particularly prominent in paintings depicting divine figures, natural landscapes, and spiritual 

themes. 

Cultural traditions further strengthen colour symbolism in India. Saffron represents sacrifice and spiritual discipline, 

white symbolizes peace and purity, green signifies fertility and prosperity, while red is associated with marriage, 

devotion, and divine feminine energy. These symbolic meanings continue to influence not only painting but also 

architecture, textile design, sculpture, festivals, theatre, and religious ceremonies. 

Consequently, colour symbolism functions as an important bridge between visual aesthetics and India's cultural identity. 

9. Contemporary Relevance of Colour Symbolism 

Although artistic techniques have changed significantly with the development of digital technology, colour symbolism 

continues to play an essential role in contemporary Fine Arts. Modern painters, graphic designers, illustrators, 

photographers, advertisers, fashion designers, and digital artists consciously employ colours to communicate emotions, 

strengthen visual identity, and influence audience perception. 

In advertising and branding, colours are selected according to psychological principles to establish emotional 

connections with consumers. Educational illustrations employ colour to improve learning and visual understanding, 
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while digital artists use symbolic colour schemes to enhance storytelling in animation, gaming, and multimedia 

productions. 

Contemporary Indian artists continue to reinterpret traditional colour symbolism while addressing modern social, 

political, environmental, and cultural issues. Their works demonstrate that traditional aesthetic principles remain relevant 

even within rapidly evolving digital environments. 

The growing influence of digital painting, artificial intelligence, and virtual exhibitions has further expanded 

opportunities for experimenting with colour while preserving India's rich artistic heritage. However, meaningful artistic 

expression still depends upon the artist's understanding of cultural symbolism rather than technology alone. 

 

10. Critical Analysis 

The study of colour symbolism reveals that colours in Indian painting possess meanings that extend far beyond visual 

beauty. They function as powerful cultural symbols capable of expressing religious philosophy, historical memory, 

emotional experience, and collective identity. Indian painters intentionally selected colours according to aesthetic 

principles rather than merely imitating natural appearances. 

Unlike Western naturalistic traditions, Indian painting emphasizes symbolic communication. Colours often represent 

spiritual concepts rather than physical reality. The blue complexion of Lord Krishna, for example, symbolizes divine 

infinity rather than human skin colour. Similarly, the golden halo surrounding saints and deities represents spiritual 

illumination rather than physical light. 

The various schools of Indian painting demonstrate that colour symbolism evolved according to historical, political, and 

cultural circumstances while preserving its essential philosophical foundations. Ajanta murals emphasize compassion 

and spirituality; Mughal painting reflects refinement and imperial grandeur; Rajput painting celebrates devotion and 

heroism; Pahari painting expresses lyrical beauty; and the Bengal School embodies nationalism and cultural revival. 

In contemporary visual culture, colour symbolism continues to influence digital design, cinema, photography, branding, 

and interactive media. Nevertheless, commercialization sometimes reduces colours to marketing tools, weakening their 

deeper philosophical significance. Fine Arts education should therefore encourage students to understand both the 

traditional symbolism and contemporary applications of colour. 

The study suggests that preserving traditional colour symbolism is essential for maintaining India's artistic identity while 

simultaneously encouraging creative innovation within modern visual culture. 

11. Conclusion 

Colour occupies a central position in Indian painting because it functions as a visual language capable of expressing 

emotions, spirituality, philosophy, and cultural identity. Throughout the history of Indian art, colours have been 

employed consciously to communicate meanings that extend far beyond decorative beauty. From prehistoric cave 

paintings and Ajanta murals to Mughal miniatures, Rajput paintings, Pahari art, and the Bengal School, colour has 

remained one of the most significant elements of artistic expression. 

The present study demonstrates that colour symbolism in Indian painting is deeply connected with the principles of 

Rasa, Bhāva, religious traditions, mythology, psychology, and cultural values. Different colours communicate distinct 

emotional experiences while contributing to the overall harmony and expressive power of visual compositions. 

The research further indicates that traditional colour symbolism continues to remain relevant in contemporary Fine Arts. 

Modern painters, designers, photographers, and digital artists continue to employ colours strategically for emotional 

communication, cultural representation, and visual storytelling. Despite technological advancements, the symbolic 

meanings of colours continue to influence artistic creativity and audience perception. 

Therefore, understanding colour symbolism is essential not only for appreciating India's artistic heritage but also for 

strengthening contemporary Fine Arts education and visual communication. Future research may further examine the 
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relationship between colour symbolism, digital aesthetics, neuroscience, and intercultural visual studies, thereby 

expanding new possibilities for academic research in Fine Arts. 
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