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Abstract 
According to existing literature, art and craft are the essential activity of human mind featured with 
imagination and innovation and ornamented by variation of shapes, texture and colors.  It laid emphasis on 
aesthetic excellence and creative collaboration through the design element. Through the ages, design 
component is considered as the visual dialogue and straightest path for the understanding of divergent 
culture, religion and tradition. The language of design deals with the external and internal aspect of images 
that create visual appearance and forms a relationship between art and craft. Over a period of time, 
elephant form has been applied in various art, craft and architecture with hidden meaning. Concerning to 
this, Saharanpur the commercial district of Uttar Pradesh rose to prominence during Mughal Period. 
Situated in the Indo-Gangatic Plains under the shadow of Shiwalik foothills, the district reveals a strong 
cultural past with aesthetic expression. Under the patronage of different monarchs it developed a unique 
style of wood carving primarily done on Shisham wood borrowing elements from Mughal art and 
architecture, a characteristic of Indo-Islamic-Persian style. Saharanpur woodcraft became a part of cultural 
heritage and protected by Geographical Indications (GI) tag. In Saharanpur woodcraft, elephant as a 
decorative element has been lavishly implemented with the abundance of floral and geometrical 
decorations on wood and stone carving as well as wall paintings. These wide varieties of decorations 
demonstrate the glimpse of Indian art as well as the mystery of Mughal art. Despite knowing the existence 
of the elephant motif in Hindu mythology, it was adopted in the Mughal art with impressive manner. The 
aim of writing this paper is to study the factors which were largely responsible for the application of 
elephant motif in Saharanpur woodcraft. The purpose of depiction of this motif is not only the 
ornamentation and decoration but also the adoption of it in human life with essential aspects. The 
conclusive remarks will highlight the significance of elephant motif for woodcraft. 
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Introduction 

Art and craft are the physical manifestations of the needs and aspirations of a society. They are 
determined by the fecundity of imagination and ethos and the way of living of a community. In 
this context, the term craft denotes a tradition, a skill, a technique, a process and wisdom and a 
few more in which art plays a very significant part through design elements. Design element 
speak of the untold tales of its history, its identity and where it has come from. In this regard, 
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Saharanpur city stands out prominently for its woodcraft. It is situated in Ganga Yamuna doab 
region in western Uttar Pradesh. The Ganga Yamuna doab region is recognized for artistic activity 
and fertile lands. In a broader way, the term doab represents  the area of confluence of the two 
rivers. This region is the center of attraction for several types of arts and crafts and came under 
the strong influence of the Mughal monarchs (Hāṇḍā & Jain, 2000). These particular art forms 
have evolved for centuries as an inseparable and intimate part of the ancestoral tradition. In this 
context, Saharanpur woodcraft is acknowledged for its noticeable and meaningful motifs which 
manifest the motives and aspirations of the craftsmen through symbolic images with underlying 
meaning. In this domain, Elephant captures a significant place. It is not just an animal with a 
huge body, but possess its own identity in Indian art and craft, which are strongly inspired by 
Hindu mythology and folklore. Saharanpur woodcraft conveys profound knowledge through the 
elephant motif and interprets ideologies of Hindu mythology and symbolic belief. Mythologies 
advocate that elephant is the symbol of strength, power, fertility, intelligence and royalty. The 
purpose of this paper is to explain the splendid image of elephant in Saharanpur woodcraft and 
explain how it makes a symbol of strength, power, fertility, wisdom and royalty and why it has 
been adopted in Saharanpur woodcraft. 

 

Elephant motif in Saharanpur Woodcraft 

The design elements have always remained an enchanting phenomenon from the very first 
evidence of civilization in the Indian sub-continent that included its culture, tradition and 
mythology. Whereas, a few artists have adopted and implemented some motifs with special 
interest so as to appeal to the spectators and give them pleasure. In craft, designs element is used 
for ornamentation, decoration and embellishing the craft with variation of materials, tools and 
techniques. For instance, elephant design has been traced from prehistoric cave paintings. It  
evidences that the early man wanted to get the sense of aesthetic through wall painting. 
Therefore, he had decorated his cave to break the atmosphere of monotony. In this context, the 
design elements of Saharanpur woodcraft are in five categories like, vegetative, auspicious, 
zoomorphic, geometrical and figurative and have been filled with ornate representation and 
aesthetic application to stir the heart of the viewers and thereby seek to evaluate the adoption 
and implication of all patterns with their meaning and essence. The development of the patterns 
reached such a high degree of complexity and sophistication that they became the hallmark of 
Saharanpur woodcraft. 

The elephant motif can be seen on different types of wooden objects like household items,  
decoratives, furniture, toys, textiles, and a few more. These craft items have special demand and 
are bought by customers who give  special preference to elephant motif. The zoomorphic motif of 
the elephant is a popular design pattern which can be seen in all craft items.  Some of these craft 
items are given below: 

Household items: multipurpose box, bowl, dry fruit box, key holder (fig.2), key ring, tray 

Textile items: Wooden block (fig.8). 

Entertainment items: Toys (fig.3), chess board, 

Furniture: Room partition, Jharokha (fig.1), dining table, chair, stool, 

Decorative items: Idols, showpiece, wall hanging and few more. 
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Fig:1.Wooden jharokha with elephant motif  Fig: 2.Wooden key holder with elephant motif Fig: 3.Wooden toy 

of elephant   (Source: Author) 

 

Mythological Facts about Elephant Motif 

In Hindu mythology the elephant, which has gained popularity in society from the ancient times, 
has been given a special place in art and society. It is not just an animal with a large body, but its 
divine presence is vital in Hindu templeworship.  The earliest evidence of elephant motif comes 
from the Vedic literature of India. There are several references in the Rig-Veda, which reveal the 
divine significance of the elephant. It is referred to as Airavata who is the vehicle of Lord Indra, 
king of the angels (Vedic deity of rain and thunderbolt). Airavata is identified as a white elephant. 
It has various name with their significant meaning, such as Abhra- Matanga( elephant of the 
clouds), Naga- Malla (fighting elephant) and Arkaso-Dara(brother of the Sun). It is said to be 
depicted on the entrance pillar of Indra’s palace. In Vishnu Purana Airavata is referred to as the 
king of all elephants (Chanda, 1998). According to some Jataka tales of Buddhism, another fine 
example of elephant stories, it is found in Hastinmangala festival. In this festival the king is 
depicted as gifting away many elephants with gold ornaments to the Brahman well versed the 
three Vedas and Hastinsutra (Gupta, 1983). The festival is associated with the fertility rituals 
related to agriculture. In Hinduism there are innumerable references to the elephant. Puranas like 
Skandha Purana, Bhagavat Purana narrate the story of Gajendra Moksha. Gajendra was an 
elephant which was saved by Lord Vishnu from the mouth of a crocodile and consequently it 
became a great devotee of Lord Vishnu (Sharma, 2006). In Hindu mythology, the elephant is 
considered a sacrosanct creature which the holy image of Lord Ganesha, who is an elephant 
headed god with one tusk, explains. Lord Ganesha is the son of Lord Shiva and Goddess Parvati. 
He is one of the most worshiped gods in the Hindu pantheon. He is believed to be the destroyer 
of pride, greed and the remover of obstacles. He is mostly depicted as seated with four arms. He 
has an elephant head and is potbellied with a single tusk (Dalal, 2010). In Boddhisatva tales, the 
elephant is considered as a Boddhisatva. Because the mother of Buddha saw a dream of white 
elephant with six tusks that enters her womb (Dayal, 1999). Hence it is the symbol of fertility.  The 
significance of the elephant as a symbol can be found in Gaja-Laxmi concept. Gaja-Laxmi is 
known as the goddess of elephant. “Gaja-Laxmi is considered as the daughter of ocean 
(Subramanian, 2003). She is generally depicted as seated with two elephants on either side 
spouting water over her. She was also depicted on coins, Barhut stupa, Tanjore Paintings and so 
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many artifacts. Gaja- Laxami is the symbol of wealth and beauty common in Hindu and Buddhist 
art. From all the examples given above, it can be concluded that an elephant is divine and holy 
animal which represents wisdom, strength, power, devotion, fertility and confidence. 

 

Depiction of Elephant as Design Element in Indian art 

The elephant was frequently used in Indian art, architecture, paintings, coins, and seals in 
symbolic form. From the first evidence of art, it was depicted in a hunting posture on the rock 
painting of the prehistoric period. After that, this fabulous animal took place on the Pashupati 
seal and the elephant seal of Indus valley civilization. Pashupati seal was discovered at Mohenjo-
Daro. In this seal the central figure a yogi is seated on a low throne in a yogic posture and some of 
the fabulous animals like elephant, tiger, rhinoceros, buffalo and deer are surrounding him. This 
seal is called the Pashupati seal in which Lord Shiva has bee depicted as a yogi. Pashupati , the 
lord of the animals, is an avatar of Lord Shiva and the seal throws light on the religious beliefs and 
culture of the Indus people. Another seal is the elephant seal of Indus valley which has been 
preserved in the Indian Museum, Kolkata.  In the Mauryan art elephant has been depicted on 
different artifacts by King Ashoka. Lion capital of Sarnath, Sankissa, Dhauli can be considered as 
examples. In Kushan Period, this powerful animal was caught on the coin of Huvishka and various 
artifacts. Dashavtara Temple of Gupta Dynasty is the finest example of elephant depiction. In 
Vaishanava mythology, it can be seen in the story of Gajendra Moksha.  

Ajanta cave paintings also carry the elephant image in various paintings. These paintings 
belong to life stories of the Budha which are compiled in Jataka tales. Ajanta cave paintings also 
represent the different moods and poses of this fabulous animal. This animal is also frequently 
used in art, sculpture and architecture of Elephanta cave, Khajurao Temples, and many other 
temples as well as the miniature paintings. Miniature paintings are related to different types of 
school such as Mughal School, Rajasthani School, Pahari School and so on. Thus, this powerful 
animal can be traced in various schools of thought in Indian art. 

 

Depiction of Elephant Motif in Mughal art 

The Mughal Dynasty left an unforgettable mark on the history of Indian art and architecture 
which is quite appreciable. Babur, the promoter of the Mughal art was fond of visiting the 
historical monuments of India. During his visit to Gwalior, he noticed and appreciated the Hathi 
pol which was the stone sculpture of an elephant. He was the first Mughal emperor who 
mentioned the elephant as symbol in his travelling account. “A stone Image of an elephant with 
two drivers is called Hathi-pol” (Nath, 1997). After the death of Babur, his son Humayun 
patronised this tradition of art. He was a great lover of art. He and his son studied painting with 
Abd as-Samad. He appointed master painters for paintings and calligraphy. He placed an elephant 
sculpture at the southern gateway of his Din- Panah at Delhi. Despite its existence as a symbol in 
Hindu mythology, it was adopted in Mughal art. Under the influence of Bhakti movement many 
Hindu rituals were adopted by Muslim culture. The din-e-ilahi custom was also another reason 
for such religious adoptions from one religion to another. Akbar was very keen about the 
promotion of religious harmony and fine arts and so he took special interest in all reproductive 
activities including art. The horse and the elephant were the two most prized subjects in Mughal 
art which represented various temperaments and mood (Aziz, 2004). The elephant was 
considered as a vehicle of warfare during the Mughal period. With the passage of time, elephant 
motifs had been frequently used in Mughal art and was adopted during Akbar, Jahangir, 
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Shahjahan’s period etc. In Mughal paintings and architecture the elephant motif was frequently 
used for many reasons, but the major reason was for the display of royal power and strength. In 
other words, beautification and aesthetic approach are the most important factors that would 
enhance the artistic quality. 

 

Discussion 

In Indian antiquity and mythology, the elephant is recorded as the most significant and 
remarkable motif associated with myth and rituals with emphasis on its peaceful aspect. The 
elephant is not merely treated as only an animal; knowingly and unknowingly it has been 
considered and applied as a design element. The elephant as design element was not solely 
accepted by Hinduism, Buddhisim and Jainism but has been borrowed by the great Mughals. Now 
the question arises, why the elephant motif is being carved  by the Saharanpur woodcraft 
artisans? Through the market survey the study found that the artisans have keen observation and 
are inspired by the old buildings and temples of Saharanpur where elephant and other 
exceptional motifs have been used in the architectural designs. During the survey, elephant 
symbol has been found on the entrance door of the house with the Lord Ganesha in the centre 
and two elephants as a guards on either side (fig. 4). In Saharanpur woodcraft, the elephant as a 
symbol can be seen in different forms like elephant family in the 3d image, as a guard, a nature 
lover, Gaja-Laxmi  and lord Ganesha etc.  

 
Fig: 4. Elephant as a guard       Fig: 5. Showpiece of elephant family Fig: 6. Lord Ganesha idol in wood           

(Source: Author) 

The elephant has the symbolic significance in Indian arts. Image of a strong elephant 
represents health, supremacy and power and elephants on either side of the door/gate are 
considered as guards of the place, similar to Lord Indra’s elephant. The image of Lord Ganesha 
symbolises the elephant head with intelligence and wisdom (fig.6). Peoples put the Ganesha idol 
at the entrance of the door for religious purpose. It does not merely serve as the welcome sign 
hanging on doorways, but as a mascot that bings luck and protects the house from all 
complications of life. It is a symbol of good omen that creates a spiritual aura around the inmates 
of the house and removes all their troubles. Elephant in the standing position indicates firmness 
and royalty and it resembles the Mughal figurines in form and the elephant in violent mood 
represents aggression, and look like war vehicle (fig.8). As in the Mughal period, its military 
significance has also been considered by the emperors. In another pose it has been carved out as a 
lover of nature which represents the lavish image with plants which illuminates the delightful 
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mood of elephant (fig.7).The elephant displays the harmonious unity and love of life (fig.5). In 
another carving the elephant is shown in a standing pose with its trunk upright, it is generally 
seen as similar to Gaja laxami (fig.9). As Gaja-Laxami stands as a symbol for wealth and 
prosperity, this pose too is considered as a symbol of wealth. Interestingly, this motif which is 
fully rooted in Hindu mythology is also  reflected in Mughal art and craft. 

 
Fig:7. Wooden Tray with elephant motif as a lover of nature, Fig:8.Wooden block with elephant motif, Fig: 

9.Wooden altar with elephant motif, (Source: Author). For fig: 7. 
https://handmadegifts1.files.wordpress.com/2014/03/wooden-handicrafts.jpg 

Besides aesthetics, marketing plays an important role in influencing the Saharanpur wood 
craft. The growing needs of comfort in human lives have led to the innovation in the field of art 
and craft. Comfort and uniqueness in this domain has led to the innovation to meet the day to 
day demands of certain utility items. Items like key ring, mobile stand, cigarette case, mirror and 
others can be cited as examples. These items are decorated with design elements, texture and 
colour for better marketing of the products. In this context, it is only but natural that every 
customer should seek beauty in each and every object of art. From the marketing viewpoint, 
elephant as a design element is very popular. Therefore, it has found a place in households, 
furniture, amusement toys, as well as decorative items. In the current scenario, it is the foremost 
design element in all animals which is being experimented with different shapes by the artisans of 
Saharanpur. It can be noticed on all items of craft including  wooden boxes in elephant shape, 
toys, elephant wooden jewelry, hair pins and a few other items. Despite its popularity in the 
antiquity the elephant is being carved in wood since the last century in Saharanpur. It can be said 
that elephant motif has made its existence in Saharanpur woodcraft in all its aspects like the 
mythological, ornamental and marketing too. 

 

Conclusion 

It can be concluded that the elephant as a motif has a significant place in Indian art and 
architecture since the remotest times. As a symbol it has added a new freshness to woodcraft and 
its universal appeal lies in its mythological aspects that are emotionally inspiring. The object will 
not only be considered as a part of the religious creeds and values, but also as a divine emblem of 
power. In Saharanpur woodcraft it has been used with its symbolic and reigious significance 
which also serves its marketing purpose. Being time-tested the image of the elephant as a design 
has great future despite the invasion of the market by the electronic toys and goods. 
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