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Encouraging the next generation of artists to venture to India, the renowned painter William Hodges
believed that they must posses a ‘desire to present the truth, for “everything has a particular character,

and certainly it is the finding out the real and natural character which is required.”

Maharaja Krishnaraja Wodeyar III was a man who dedicated his life to the pursuit of truth. His own
personal circumstances led to a relentless desire for justice and the salvation of his family honour.  The
great mastery of his portrait culminates in Landseer’s evocation of the ruler’s indomitable spirit, which

so adeptly reveals his true character.

After the defeat of Tipu Sultan at the Siege of Seringapatam in 1799, the five-year-old Krishnaraja
Wodeyar III was appointed Maharaja of Mysore by the British. The recently annexed state was in

political and economic turmoil and the Maharaja faced a taciturn Prime Minister and mounting debts.
The East India Company deployed troops to assist with the Naga rebellion in 1831, and subsequently
took over the administration of the state. Krishnaraja Wodeyar III was retained as the titular sovereign,

and guaranteed that he would regain his position once stability had been achieved.

Over the coming decades, the Maharaja dedicated his best efforts to regaining full administration of the
state and sought relief in the arts.  He was a polyglot, author of several literary works and developed a
new style of epic prose. His reign witnessed a flourishing of creativity in Mysore, as musicians, artists

and playwrights were encouraged to visit the province. During this period it was fashionable for
Maharajas to commission European artists to paint their likeness. George Landseer was an award



winning portrait and landscape painter who had exhibited numerous works at the Royal Academy. In
1859 he left London for Calcutta at the request of Queen Victoria. Landseer was well acquainted with
the artist Frederick Christian Lewis, who had established a successful career painting in India. Lewis

himself had visited Mysore in I845 and 1846, to paint a portrait of the British Commissioner and
complete a large painting of Krishnaraja Wodeyar III’s Durbar Celebrations. It is most likely Landseer
was commissioned to paint the Maharaja’s portrait following an introduction from Lewis. Furthermore,
Landseer’s endorsement from Queen Victoria made him a highly sought after artist amongst Indian

patrons. During the year of 1861 he joined Lord Canning’s tour of the Himalayas as well painting
portraits of the Maharaja of Indore and Gwalior. It would not be implausible thus to suggest Landseer

painted Krishnaraja Wodeyar III during this fruitful period.

Hailed as one of the most capable yet underrated of Victorian painters, Landseer’s portrait of the
Maharaja stands as testament to his achievements. The use of vibrant pigments to capture the
beguiling jewels, the energetic brushstrokes of the turban and fleeting dashes of white to create
aqueous eyes, all typify Landseer’s hand. These liberal traits delineated him from the previous
generation of portraitists and imbued his works with a tangible quality of the sitter’s character.

There are four other versions of the current painting, two of which include the Maharaja’s hand clasping
an ivory hilt and show him wearing a belt buckle, depicting a medallion of Queen Victoria. Whilst
painted with enthusiasm and observation, the portraits fail to achieve the nuanced detail of the

Landseer work, and bear a somewhat naïve quality. Queen Victoria’s diary mentions her fondness of
some cattle Krishnaraja Wodeyar III had sent to her and in return she entrusted the Maharaja’s physician
with reciprocal gifts. These included; “a few specimens of the manufactures of Great Britain and other
articles of which Her Majesty requests your acceptance as token of Her friendship and esteem.” Lewin

Bentham Bowring, Commissioner of Mysore (1862-1870) also described the Maharaja wearing a
“much cherished sword with a medallion of the Queen upon the belt.” The illustrations of the medallion

therefore reveal that the Maharaja sat for the portraits no earlier than 1861. This significant year marked
the completion of the Maharaja’s new residence, the Jaganmohan Palace and Art Gallery.

Commissioning a renowned British artist to mark the occasion would seem fitting of a ruler who was a
great advocate of painting. Inviting resident court artists to the sitting also enabled them to develop their

techniques in portraiture and provided new works to decorate the palace and museum.

The Maharaja’s final years were plagued by concern that the Wodeyar family may never regain their
autonomy. In 1865 he adopted a son and despite sanads (certificates) guaranteeing princes their right
to adopt heirs, the privilege was denied to the Maharaja. Dismayed but unrelenting, he took his case to
the House of Commons. His physician led the campaign in England, forming the Mysore Caucus’ with
previous Commissioners and Company officials. Rallying the press led to much public support as both
nations were captivated by the seminal case. In April 1867, the Secretary of State finally informed the
Maharaja that the throne would be seceded by his adopted heir. The Maharaja died the following year,

having finally accomplished his lifelong goal. To this day he is hailed as a ‘freedom fighter’ who, despite
interminable adversity, led an unwavering campaigned for justice.

In Landseer’s painting of the Maharaja, the priori of artist and patron to unveil the truth evokes a
dialogue of reciprocity within the work. The Maharaja presents himself in true authenticity and Landseer

sensitively relays this to the canvas. In turn, the viewer is invited to journey into a seminal period of
British and Indian history and venerate a man who committed his life to his principals.

 


