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INTRODUCTION

Since ancient times, tiles have been used to cover building surfaces not 4
only for practical purposes but also in beautification efforts.! In
contemporary India, as in many places elsewhere, glazed ceramic tiles
often with decorative motifs can be seen everywhere, from household
spaces and village shrines to urban public buildings. The ubiquity of tiles
in India can be traced back to the nineteenth century, when the British
eagerly constructed Western-style buildings decorated with British tiles
in the process of colonial urbanisation.?2 However, it is not widely known
that the spread of tile use among ordinary people in modern India was
promoted by Japanese tile manufacturers in the interwar period, rather
than by the British colonisers or as an organic development among Indians
themselves. Along with a variety of Japanese commodities, including
cotton piece-goods, silks, glassware, and matches, tiles were actively
exported to India in the 1920s and 1930s. Imported Japanese tiles were
particularly popular in Calcutta, which had been the former capital of
British India (until 1911) and as a result of the strong influence of British
practices had been at the forefront of the acceptance of tiles as a building
material.

Among the different communities that cherished Japanese tiles in
colonial Calcutta, the Marwari, a successful immigrant mercantile group
from northern India, were prominent consumers. Japanese tiles were
adopted in construction of Marwari buildings such as havelis (residential
mansions), chhatris (ancestral memorials), temples, wells, reservoirs,
and dharmashalas (rest houses), both in Calcutta and in remote Marwari
home villages. Although the colonial architectural heritage of the Marwaris
has been much studied, the focus has been mostly on mural paintings,
which have been analysed to understand the changes in colonial Indian
society and the builders’ identities through the stylistic transitions
represented on them (Wacziarg and Nath 1982; Hardgrove 2004: 91-125;
S. Jain 2004; A. Patel 2006; Cooper 2009; Lambah 2013). However, it may
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be that the strong visibility of these murals and the attention to them as
a vernacular tradition have hindered the scholarly appreciation of other
visual displays associated with the Marwaris, including the use of Japanese
mass-produced tiles, which must also have been deeply significant for
the builders’ self-representation. '

Meanwhile, Japanese scholars have researched the export of Japanese
tiles mainly to East and Southeast Asia in the interwar period (Takeda
2000; Fukai 2005a, 2005b, 2011a, 2011b). Their attention has not reached
India probably because the tile trade has been discussed mostly in
connection with Japanese colonialism, which focused on parts further
east. However, economic historians have in recent years been engaged
in work revealing the status of Indo-Japanese trade in the early twentieth
century, focusing on miscellaneous commodities exported from Japan to
India.? Due to their durability, tiles constitute rare physical evidence of
this trade that has been handed down to the present day, and that can
help us understand how Japanese commodities were perceived and
consumed by Indian people at that time. The decorative tiles called
majolica were particularly popular in the Indian market, reflecting the
aesthetic values of Indian consumers. In short, Japanese majolica tiles
may give us a crucial perspective on the interaction between consumer
culture and representation of identity in modernising India.*

This article thus aims to trace changing notions of modernity in late
colonial India, focusing on Japanese majolica tiles as visual evidence and
the Marwari merchants as a major group of acceptors of majolica tiles.
First, the historical trajectory of the Marwaris in the colonial period will
be outlined, and their adoption of Japanese tiles for construction in their
remote home villages in northern India will be discussed. Second, the
transformation of the tile culture in Calcutta, where the Marwaris
established their strongest economic base away from home, will be
reviewed to understand how the Marwaris developed the motivation to
introduce Japanese tiles to their home regions. Third, focusing on the
designs of Japanese majolica tiles designed for the Indian market and
depicting Hindu mythological subjects, the Japanese vision of the Indian
market during the interwar period will be examined. Ultimately, the article
aims to shed light on how changes in colonial modernity in India are
crystallised in tiles, and how identity representation in early-twentieth-
century India was moulded through manifold cultural interactions in the
interwar period.

THE MARWARIS AND THEIR
ARCHITECTURE (FIGURE 1)

The term marwari literally means ‘a person who comes from the Marwar
region’ (the former princely state of Jodhpur) (Tripathi 1996: 190). This
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term was initially used in sixteenth-century Bengal, as an autonym by the
merchants coming from the region (Taknet 1986: 23). Over time, it
became a generic term to refer to merchants from Rajasthan and
neighbouring regions (Timberg 1978: 10). This article uses the term to
indicate migrant merchants from Rajasthan specifically, including various
Hindu and Jain mercantile castes such as the Aggarwals, Maheshwaris,
Oswals, and Khandelwals (Tripathi 1996: 192-3). Many of the influential
Marwari capitalists in the modern Indian economic world trace their
ancestral roots to the Shekhawati region rather than to Marwar.
Shekhawati had long been an important market connecting the coastal
regions of Gujarat and Sind with inland cities. However, in the late
eighteenth century, British colonisation caused the trade networks to shift,
connecting agricultural commodity centres for products such as cotton
and opium with the coastal ports of Calcutta, Bombay, and others. This
change devastated the pre-existing trade route passing through Shekhawati,
a development which encouraged merchants in this region to move to
agricultural centres such as the Malwa and Deccan regions in the early
nineteenth century to work as bankers. From the 1830s onwards, they
advanced into colonial economic centres, including Bombay and Calcutta,
and succeeded as brokers, bankers, and investors in futures markets.
The growth of the Bengali jute trade in the late nineteenth century
encouraged more Shekhawati merchants to move to Calcutta; by the end
of the nineteenth century, those ‘up-country’ merchants called themselves
the Marwaris, and became the central figures in establishing organisations
such as the Marwari Association (1898) and the Marwari Chamber of
Commerce (1900) (Hardgrove 2004: 188-99; Kudaisya 2009: 91). Around
the time of the First World War, the amount of European import goods
in India decreased sharply, and many successful Marwari merchants
entered manufacturing based on fortunes made mainly through futures
investments (Timberg 1978: 43-65; Taknet 1986: 52-6, 83-9; Tripathi 1996:
192-3; Kudaisya 2009: 103-6). Their economic success in immigrant cities
provoked an antipathetic mood against the Marwaris, and their image
as excessive capitalists was strengthened in the interwar period
(Hardgrove 2004: 10-14; Komatsu 2012: 133).

Thus, the Marwaris made their fortune in colonial cities; and many of
them spent it on philanthropic deeds in the form of architectural projects
in their home villages in Shekhawati, mostly between the 1830s and 1930s.
New construction decreased after the period because the Marwaris moved
to cities permanently. Conceptualised as ‘Marwari architecture’ in this
article, such buildings can be interpreted not only as identity platforms
for community members but also as visual devices to display the owners’
wealth and social status, as Pramar points out in his study of Gujarati
merchant houses (Pramar 1989: 108). As a remarkable feature of Marwari
architecture, mural paintings were an essential part of the builders’ self-
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representation for the eyes of other social groups. Interestingly in this
light, the stylistic changes in the murals appear to coincide with changes
in the social status of the Marwaris themselves.

In the initial stage of Marwari architecture, during the first half of the
nineteenth century, the murals followed the pre-colonial tradition of Rajput
paintings, as exemplified by two-dimensional profile representations in
portraiture. From the late nineteenth century, new artistic forms arising
in colonial cities, such as photographs and Kalighat paintings,” gradually
influenced the Shekhawati murals.® In addition, the frequent appearance
of motifs related to mechanised civilization, including railways, bicycles,
motorcars, gramophones, and sewing machines, suggested the extent of
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Western impact at that time. Later, at the turn of the twentieth century,
the development of new printing techniques generated reproduction prints
in chromolithography and oleography as new forms of popular art, and
those printed images were frequently copied in murals (Toyoyama 2012).
The stylistic changes in murals reflected the changes in the social status
of the Marwaris, from provincial merchants (in the first half of the
nineteenth century) to successful traders in the colonial economy (in the
late nineteenth century) and then to leading capitalists of the nation (in
the early twentieth century) (Figure 2). Tile decoration in Marwari
architecture emerged in the 1920s, when the murals mostly depicted
copied images of popular print art. In this light, the tiles may be
understood to have functioned as a form of Marwari self-representation
as industrialists in the interwar period.

FiG. 2. THE STYLISTIC CHANGES IN THE MURALS OF MARWARI ARCHITECTURE

Shar Temple Mohantal Ishwardas Modi saveli Shivehandra Shah havell
(1840, Ramgarh) (1896, Thunghunu) (c. 1920, Nawalgarh)

THE TILING OF THE HOMELAND:
JAPANESE MAJOLICA TILES IN MARWARI ARCHITECTURE

Most of the tiles used in Marwari architecture are made in Japan and of
a type called polychrome relief tiles, which of a decorative character and
project the outlines of floral, animal, geometric, and other motifs, and
are glazed with multiple colors (STH 2000: 50) (Figure 3). As discussed
in more detail later, polychrome relief tiles were developed in nineteenth-
century Britain and commonly known as majolica tiles in the world market.
The name derived from painted pottery of Renaissance Europe, called
maiolica (from Italian), that was strongly influenced by Islamic pottery
techniques (van Lemmen 2013: 112-19, 172-3).
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Fic. 3. A PoLYCHROME RELIEF TILE USED IN MARWARI ARCHITECTURE
(SONTHALIA GATE, 19305, MANDAWA)

The research on Marwari architecture so far has found 21 tiled
properties in 9 villages and towns in the Shekhawati region (Table 1), of
which the Piramal hawveli is reviewed below as a case study (Figure 4).
Situated in the small town of Bagar, this haveli was built in 1928 by Seth
Piramal Chaturbhuj Makharia (1892-1958), who had been enormously
successful in the cotton and opium trades in Bombay (Martinelli and
Mitchell 2004: 93). The walls of the galleries attached to the fagade and
reception room are decorated with polychrome relief tiles bearing floral
motifs. The tiles have partly come off the walls, and the marks on the
back are stamped on ground plaster. Generally, the marks on the back
of tiles indicate useful information to identify the manufacturers, such as
the place of production and the manufacturer’s trademark. A trace on
the plaster in this hauveli, for instance, shows a diamond mark with the
capital letters ‘DK’ at the centre; below this mark is the sign ‘MADE IN
JAPAN.” DK here stands for Danto Kaisha or ‘Danto Corporation’ (INTK
1991: 462) (Figure 5). Danto was established in 1885 (in Japan, Meiji era
year 18) on Awaji Island in Hyogo prefecture, and is still a leading tile
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company in Japan today.” Danto’s trademarks have changed several times
since its establishment, and the one found on the tiles in the Piramal
haveli was used between the late 1920s and 1930s, that is, the early or
prewar Showa era, beginning in 1926 and thus coinciding with the date
of construction of the haveli (Fukai 2006: 101-2; 2008: 11-12).

The Piramal haveli is a rare case in that it directly tells us the
manufacturer of the tiles used on the walls. Another possible way to read
the trademarks on the back of tiles is to analyse tile remnants from
demolished Marwari buildings. Hundreds of such remnants are stored
by antique dealers in Shekhawati, and prove that other manufacturers
also supplied similar polychrome relief tiles for Marwari architecture. A
large number of these tiles bear the trademarks of Japanese manufacturers,
including Saji Tairu (Saji Tileworks), Fujimi Yaki (Fujimi Tile), and Sato
Kesho Renga Kojo (Sato Decorative Tile Factory).® In addition, there are
found a limited number of British tiles containing the trademark of H &
R Johnson® and Indian tiles, identified by their places of manufacture in
Wankaner and Gwalior.!® These collections fuel further interest in the
great popularity of Japanese majolica tiles in Marwari architecture.

TABLE 1. LiST OF TILED MARWARI BUILDINGS IN SHEKHAWATI

Location Name of Building Year of Construction
Alsisar Khaitan haveli Unknown
Bagar Piramal haveli ' 1928
Churi Ajitgarh  Nemani chhatri 1930
Nemani kothi ¢.1930
Churu Malji ka kamra ¢.1925 (tiles not extant)
Shantinath' Temple 1935
Dugarmalji Baid kaveli Unknown

Mannalal Hanutmal Surana nivas Unknown
Sugarmalji Hanutamal Bair haveli Unknown

Fatehpur Joharlal Bhartia haveli 1920s
Gopiram Jalan haveli Unknown
Goenka haveli Unknown
Mahendra Lal Devra haveli Unknown
Nand Lal Devra haveli Unknown
Lakshmangarh Rama Shrine 1954 (probably the year of
renovation)
Mandawa Sonthalia Gate and haveli 1930s
Ramgarh Hanuman Temple 1885 (the year of initial
constrution)
Johari haveli Unknown
Hanya Lal Modi haveli Unknown
Moti Lal Sawanlika haveli - Unknown
Sikar Jubilee Hall 1897 (the year of initial
construction)

Source: Based on the Author’s Fieldwork in 2010, 2012, 2013, 2014, and 2015.






