When Vyjayanthimala
Sang in Bangla

This collaboration was more than
just a musical novelty. It symbolized
a quiet breaking of barriers

the 1960s,

VyJayanthlmala

stood at the pinna-

cle of Hindi cinema,

admired for her ele-

gance, expressive

acting, and mastery

of classical dance. She was

one of the defining stars of

her era, seamlessly blending

artistry with mainstream

appeal. Yet, beyond the glam-

our of Bollywood, she once

stepped into an entirely differ-

ent cultural and musical

space, one that few remember
today.

It was filmmaker Tapan
Sinha who saw the possibility
of this unique crossover.
Known for his thoughtful sto-
rytelling and deep connection
to Bengali culture, Sinha
encouraged Vyjayanthimala
to sing not in Hindi, but in
Bangla. It was an unusual
proposition at the time, as lan-
guage boundaries in Indian
cinema were far more rigid
than they are today.

To bring this vision to life,
Sinha collaborated with
Mrinal Chakraborty, a talent-
ed yet often underrated com-

poser. Together, they crafted a
duet that would bridge two
artistic worlds. The song,
"Chey Thaki Chey Thaki," for
Hatey Bazarey (1974) became a
rare and beautiful experi-
ment, melding the voice of a
Hindi film icon with the lyri-
cal richness of Bengali music.

This collaboration was
more than just a musical nov-
elty. It symbolized a quiet
breaking of barriers, showing
that artistry is not confined
by language or region.
Vyjayanthimala's willingness
to step outside her comfort
zone reflected her dedication
to creative exploration, while
the composition itself carried
the emotional depth charac-
teristic of Bengal's musical
traditions. Though not widely
known today, "Chey Thaki
Chey Thaki" remains a fasci-
nating cultural moment, a
reminder of a time when
artists dared to cross bound-
aries and create something
truly unique. It stands as
proof that true artistry tran-
scends language, connecting
people through shared emo-
tion and expression.

@ Bulbul Joshi
or International
Women's Day 2026, we
sat down with curator
Dr. Christine Seidel to
find out more about this
incredible 16th-century

artist.

Catharina van
Hemessen is the earliest
European woman

painter whose works can be identi-
fied without doubt. She was just 23
years old when she created this
small, intricate 'Portrait of a
Woman' in 1551.

In a time where very few women
worked as artists, van Hemessen
painted with confidence and skKill,
proudly signing her name on nearly
all of her works.

Though we don't know who the
sitter in this artwork was, her soft
brown eyes and slight smile draw us
in. Imagine her chatting to van
Hemessen as she sat for her por-
trait, sharing a rare moment of cre-
ative connection between two
women in the 16th century.

For International Women's Day
2026, we interviewed curator Dr.
Christine Seidel to ask...

1. What makes this painting
so special?

Despite its small size, this painting
holds a very special place at the
National Gallery: it is the earliest
painting by a woman painter in the
collection. Signed and dated, it is a
true masterpiece that shows
Catharina van Hemessen at her
best.

2. Which is your favourite
detail and why?

A wonderful detail is the lap dog
that the woman carries by her side.

It was common for women to have
their portrait painted alongside
their favourite companion during
this period.

Here, the dog takes on its own
personality. The way in which she
holds him suggests that he did not
want to sit still in her lap but want-
ed to be tucked under the arm. The
bells on his collar would jingle with
every move. The liveliness is some-
how captured in the way van
Hemessen characterises the white
and bright orange fur and whiskers.

They are painted 'wet in wet,' a
quick way of layering paint and
brushstrokes on top of other paint
layers that are not fully dry. The wet
paint can be dragged and blended to
create a lively mixture of textures
and colour.

3. What three things do you
think people should know
about Catharina van
Hemessen?

Firstly it's important to know that
she worked in Antwerp, one of the
most vibrant artistic centres in
16th-century Europe. The city was a
hub for banking, luxury goods like
paintings and tapestries, interna-
tional trade and innovative think-
ing. The opportunities created a cer-
tain liberal atmosphere.

This influenced  attitudes
towards the education of girls and
the legal status of women within
society. The social circles and net-
works of van Hemessen's father,
who was himself one of the most
sought-after painters of the day,
allowed her to enter a world that
was otherwise rarely accessible to
women.

Secondly, she was a literary fig-
ure during her own lifetime, which
is unusual. One of the reasons we

'‘Portrait of a Woman'

Remembering the Voyage That Shaped History

ayflower Day is observed on September 16 to commemorate the historic voyage of the Mayflower, the ship that carried the
Pilgrims from England to the New World in 1620. On this day, the Mayflower set sail across the Atlantic with over 100 passengers
seeking religious freedom and new opportunities, eventually establishing one of the earliest English settlements in America. The
journey symbolizes courage, perseverance, and the pursuit of liberty. Mayflower Day serves as a reminder of how this voyage
shaped early American history and continues to be celebrated as a milestone in the story of migration and settlement.
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#CATHARINA VAN HEMESSEN

t was common for women to

have their portrait painted
alongside their favourite compan-
ion during this period. Here, the
dog takes on its own personality.
The way in which she holds him
suggests that he did not want to
sit still in her lap but wanted to be
tucked under the arm. The bells on
his collar would jingle with every
move. The liveliness is somehow
captured in the way van Hemessen
characterises the white and bright
orange fur and whiskers.

know of Catharina van Hemessen
today is the fact that a very influen-
tial writer mentions her in his
'Description of the Netherlands,'
published in 1567.

The author was a Florentine
merchant named Ludovico
Guicciardini, who had lived in
Antwerp not too far from the fami-
ly's home. Guicciardini included
van Hemessen among the well-
known and gifted women painters
working in Antwerp, mentioning
her by name.

This, together with the intrigu-
ing fact that she went to Spain as a
lady-in-waiting to Mary of Hungary,
regent of the Netherlands, may have
made her even more famous
amongst art lovers.

Thirdly, it's important to note
that she probably only worked for a
few years, between 1548 and 1555 at
the latest. During this time, it's like-

ly she did not run a workshop as a
professional painter but rather
worked within the network of her
father's workshop. Here, she had the
opportunity to learn about the craft
and come in contact with potential
clients as well.

I n 'Portrait of a Woman,' we do
not know who the young
woman that Catharina van
Hemessen depicted is. She must
be of noble birth, or a member
of a wealthy family, as her costly
dress suggests. The twin rings on
her left pinky finger, one with a
red and the other with a blue
gemstone, make it highly likely
that it was intended as a com-
memorative portrait, which
would have been gifted to a hus-
band or a close friend.

4. Why do you think she
signed so many of her
works, including this
picture?

The main purpose of signing an art-
work is to identify its author, and
this is never done for its own sake,
but for the audience.

We think of an artist's signa-
ture as an expression of self-asser-
tion. That's a modern idea, which
still tells us something about the
relation between the painter and
their work.

In van Hemessen's case, we can
easily imagine that the self-portrait
she painted, the earliest dated work,
was both an image of her likeness
and a demonstration of her skill. It
could only have been intended for
an audience that was likely to be
found in the circle of her father's
clients or colleagues. Today, this

painting is in the collection of
Kunstmuseum Basel in Switzerland.

In 'Portrait of a Woman,' we do
not know who the young woman
that Catharina van Hemessen
depicted is. She must be of noble
birth, or a member of a wealthy
family, as her costly dress suggests.
The twin rings on her left pinky fin-
ger, one with a red and the other
with a blue gemstone, make it high-
ly likely that it was intended as a
commemorative portrait, which
would have been gifted to a husband
or a close friend.

The signature states that
'Catharina van Hemessen painted
[it]' in 1551 and can be read as a sign
of pride in the artist's work. She
uses a similar signature on her
'Portrait of a Man,' also in the
National Gallery's collection.

5. How difficult was itto be a
woman artist in 16th-
century Europe?

It certainly wasn't easy to be a
woman artist in Europe at that time.
Professions in most cases were not
really a choice, but passed on
through family tradition, especially
among artisans. As a rule, women
were not allowed to work as profes-
sionals outside the home. When
they did, they often had to navigate
within tight legal constraints (i.e.
being able to sign contracts, among
other things).

Women who ran workshops and
were registered in the guild, where
they were able to access the market,
were usually widows of deceased
former members and shop owners.
Though, it was not impossible for a
woman to work as a painter.

Those woman painters who are
known today, like van Hemessen,
either moved outside of these pro-

fessional networks to work for kings
and queens, which also meant a
change in social status, or were very
much part of a running workshop.

6. Why is itimportant to share
Catharina van Hemessen's
story and can we see her
influence anywhere in the
modern day?

Perhaps, the most important thing
about her story is that we can still
tell it today. This is not the case for
many other women painters of the
time who worked in their fathers' or
husbands' workshops under the
mantle of anonymity.

It is an astonishingly rare case
of a woman painter in the 16th cen-
tury with a surviving and identifi-
able body of work. Her story
deserves attention, close looking
and will hopefully spark the desire
to learn more about her.

The 'Portrait of a Woman' is an
excellent example that shows her
skills as a portraitist at its best.
There are only a few signed works
by her hand that show her talent
and ambition as clearly and
unapologetically as this one. They
form the basis of how we can uncov-
er her artistic temperament.

In addition, her self-portrait
appears to have become synony-
mous with the 'woman painter' in
early modern Europe. This is mostly
because it is the earliest that we
know of any female painter today.
Although this picture is very well
known, there is still a lot of mystery
surrounding her life, we don't really
have a clear idea of who she was,
what she did in Spain with Mary of
Hungary's court, or exactly when
she died.
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Things To See
And Not Miss

eauty need not be described in words.
Sometimes, all one should do is, look at
it. A story, a piece of history, or most
valuable, something to see which
leaves each viewer free to look and
realise, or not even that, just see some-
thing of wonder. So, here are some
stone carvings to appreciate and wonder at the
craftsmen, their skill, and what inspired them to
do them, the way they did. What you and I can see
in them and what the next man may find in them.

L ooking upward, this intricately carved stone
ceiling reveals a breathtaking display of sym-
metry, devotion, and architectural brilliance.
Layer upon layer of circular patterns draw the eye
towards the central pendant, creating a mesmeriz-
ing sense of depth and balance. Every ring is
adorned with finely sculpted motifs, reflecting the
extraordinary craftsmanship and patience of
ancient artisans. The precision in detail speaks of
a time when temples were not only places of wor-
ship but also masterpieces of mathematical and
artistic excellence. This ceiling stands as a silent
testament to heritage carved in stone, where spir-
ituality and geometry unite in perfect harmony.

_ Eplc Mythologylh gﬂ

his dramatic temple carving captures a

powerful battle scene frozen in stone,
reflecting the intensity and storytelling bril-
liance of ancient Indian art. The detailed fig-
ures, charging elephant, and armed warriors
demonstrate remarkable craftsmanship and an
extraordinary sense of movement carved into
solid rock. Such sculptures were often inspired
by mythological epics and heroic legends, trans-
forming temple walls into visual narratives of
courage, conflict, and divine power. Every orna-
ment, weapon, and expression was carefully
shaped to convey energy and symbolism. Even
centuries later, these masterpieces continue to
highlight India's rich cultural heritage and
unmatched architectural artistry.

; Sucre_-Gedmtfy"

his breathtaking temple carving pres-

ents an entire mythological epic sculpt-
ed into stone with astonishing detail and
narrative depth. Hundreds of finely carved
figures fill the panel, each representing
divine beings, warriors, and sacred
moments preserved through generations of
storytelling. The layered composition
reflects extraordinary artistic patience,
transforming a single stone surface into a
living chronicle of faith and culture. At the
base, powerful guardian figures symbolize
protection and cosmic balance, reinforcing
the spiritual meaning embedded within the
artwork. Even after centuries, this monu-
mental relief continues to captivate viewers,
standing as a timeless testament to devotion,
imagination, and the unmatched brilliance
of ancient temple craftsmanship.
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By Jerry Scott & Jim Borgman
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