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Abstract - This paper aims at summarizing the development both in the evolution of style and form of representation of Last 
Supper by six Modern Indian artists. The Modern Indian artists sought essentially to indigenize the Christian content. A 
more personal interpretation was given by the artists like Angelo Da Fonseca, Jamini Roy, Sakti Burman, F N Souza, M F 
Husain and many more. These artists took the motif and mutated it into symbols of personal experiences and suffering, of 
inequity and rooted them solidly in the Indian context.This paper also analyses the works in the context of style, colour, and 
medium of the art. 
 
  
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
The Hebrew Bible consists of two sections: The Old 
Testament and The New Testament. (Assunto, 1960) 
In the Old Testament, the first and the last books of 
Genesis and Revelation have been the most important 
sources of Christian mythology. The first eleven 
chapters of Genesis describe the Creation of the 
Universe and Man. The New Testament focuses on 
the story of Jesus and events related to it. It is 
believed that God, the Father, sent Jesus Christ (the 
Son of God) into the world so that the world might 
be saved through him.  God caused an Israelite virgin 
named Mary to become pregnant miraculously. 
Mary was the mother of this child, but there was no 
earthly father who had caused her to become 
pregnant.  This child was named Jesus.(Cavendish, 
2003)  He was the Son of God, who had now become 
fully human as well. 
According to the New Testament,Last Supper is the 
last or the final meal Christ had with his twelve 
followers or disciples in Jerusalem as described in the 
Gospels ofMatthew, Luke andMark. The disciples 
and Jesus sat at the table when Jesus announced that 
out of those twelve disciples, one would betray him. 
All the disciples were shocked and tried to explain 
that they are not guilty, Judas who was the betrayer 
also denied it. Jesus then thanked God for the meal.  
He shared his bread with the disciples and explained 
to them that the bread was his body and the wine a 
symbol of his blood. Explaining further that bread is 
his body broken for them and wine his blood which 
would be poured out for their sins to be forgiven. 
Last Supper being a very dramatic content has been 
asource of inspiration for many artists all over the 
world but Leonardo da Vinci‘s Last Supper painted in 
late 15th century is one of the world’s most 
recognizable paintings. It is also considered the most 
iconic painting. It has been painted by a number of 
artists after this all over the world. In India, the first 
painting on the content dates back to the Mughal era 
in 17th century.  
Several renowned Modern Indian painters like 
Angelo Da Fonseca, Jamini Roy, Sakti Burman,F N 

Souza, M F Husain,Badri Narayan,Madhvi Parekh, 
etc. were also inspired by the event and have painted 
on the subject.  
This paper is to discuss the representation of Last 
Supper bysix renownedModern Indian artists and 
attempt to draw meaningful insights about personal, 
religious and social factors influencing the artist and 
his painting. 
 
II. ANGELO DA FONSECA 
 
Angelo Da Fonseca was born in 1902 in Goa. He first 
studied Medicine at a reputed college in Mumbai. But 
as he was fond of art than medicine, he went to 
Shantiniketan in Kolkata to study under Rabindranath 
Tagore and Nand Lal Bose. 
 

 
Figure 1 

 
A Christian himself, he painted several Christianity 
events in a distinct Indian style. He painted The Last 
Supper in 1940 (Figure 1).In this work, Da Fonseca 
introduced many elements which were not a part of 
the Christ iconography of this theme.Instead of being 
around a table, Christ and his disciples sit on the floor 
which was the age old Indian way of having a meal. 
This posture was considered the right way to sit and 
eat. Sitting with folded legs is akin to the yoga pose 
or asana called Sukhasana.The Christ is sitting in the 
centre of the frame with his legs crossed and six 
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disciples can be seen on each side of the composition. 
We get to see the frontal view of Christ while we can 
see the disciples in profiles. However, the artist has 
made sure that we see the faces of all the twelve 
disciples by either showing them bending forward 
with the hands folded or either sitting upright. 
Further, he has ensured that each of the disciples has 
a distinct identity by giving them each a different hair 
style and the beard.It is important to note that there is 
only one disciple with no beard and looks younger in 
age too. Jesus adorns a Big yellow halo whereas the 
disciples have a ring like halo around there heads, 
only leaving one without which clearly points 
towards the betrayer, Judas. The Halo is not the only 
pointer, we can see something of green colour in his 
hands. Green is the colour which is also traditionally 
associated with greed and jealousy.Jesus is holding a 
cup or a bowl which is again not the symbol of 
iconography which as a wine glass but it is the same 
importance it captures the Eucharist when Christ took 
the bread and the wine and giving it to his disciples 
said “This is my body,given for you. Do this in 
remembrance of me.” And then he took the cup of 
wine, sharing it with his disciples and said “This wine 
is the token of God’s new covenant to save you” -an 
agreement sealed with the blood I will pour out for 
you. He also told all of them, “I will not drink wine 
again until the day I drink it new with you in my 
Father’s Kingdom.” (Drane, 1999) Coming to the 
other elements in the painting which are not exactly 
the same as in the Christ iconography of the 
theme,like the traditional Indian plates or “Thalis” 
which are on the floor in front of all the disciples and 
the Jesus.The plates are empty except the one of 
Jesus.Another interesting traditional lamp can be seen 
in the foreground and which signifies the time as 
night as we can see the “diyas” are lit shown by the 
typical style seen in many paintings of that time in 
which the flame is shown in typical shape and colour 
with small lines for rays.Similar type of lamps but 
smaller in size can be seen hanging in the picture on 
both sides of the seated figure of Jesus.Further we can 
see a simple architectural representation by simple 
lines and pattern. The colour palette used by the artist 
is the analogous colour scheme in which three or 
more hues are used which are positioned next to each 
other on the colour wheel.This use of colour scheme 
makes this work of art pleasing and soothing to the 
eyes.The calmness on the face of Jesus is also well 
portrayed by the artist. Altogether this is the perfect 
example of a Christian theme represented beautifully 
in the Indian style and setting. 
 
III. JAMINI ROY 
 
Jamini Roy was born in 1887 in Beliatore in West 
Bengal.One of the most famous student of 
Abanindranath Tagore whowas trained in the Western 
academic painting styles initially worked in the Post-
Impressionist genre of portraits and landscapes. In the 

1920s, he became inspired by the lines and palette of 
paintings (pattas) sold in bazaars outside of the 
Kalighat temples in Bengal. He soon developed his 
unique method for the revival of indigenous painting 
traditions, as  
 

 
Figure 2 

 
homage to the folk painters of his native Bengal often 
depicting the Puranic gods and epics.(Chaitanya, 
1998) 
In his Last Supper painted in 1958 (Figure 2), we see 
the typical style of Jamini Roy. In the first look, the 
symmetry of the painting is striking and seems that if 
we cut it in the centre, the two halves will be 
identical. However, on a closer look, we can find 
small but significant differences. We can see thirteen 
figures with Christ in the centre as the protagonist of 
the theme with twelve other figures representing the 
twelve disciples. From the layout in the frame, there 
are seven figures including the Christ in the 
foreground and six figures in the background. 
According to the painter, this could either symbolize 
the important and less important characters or it can 
just be the way of squeezing all the thirteen figures in 
one frame. Either way it is a very interesting and 
different way of representing the incident. The colour 
of the skin of the face is different of the ones in the 
foreground and backgroundall the faces are tilted 
towards the centre figure of Jesus.The eyes are fish 
shaped which is the signaturestyle of the artist.Also, 
the style of the hair and beard are same. There is no 
one single rectangular table which is the 
iconicsymbol, but instead we can see small tables in 
the foreground. On a closer look,we can count as 
many as thirteen tables – six small tables in the 
background and seven big tables in the foreground– 
with the one in front of Jesus being slightly larger. 
The glasses and bowls are depicted with mere white 
outlines. Focusing on the hands of the seven figures 
in the foreground we can see the two disciples at the 
left and right most side of the picture are similar 
holding something like a small knife or dagger but 
the one on the left side can be assumed as the 
betrayer as the red paint on the knife can symbolize 
blood. Jesus is holding something which can be 
bread. From the four other disciples in the 
foreground, three are keeping the hands folded while 
one holding a glass.Another fascinating aspect of this 
painting is the way the artist has used the broad 
bordersto discriminate between the figures within 
limited space.The figures are all wearing robes with 
similar pattern for the seven figures in the foreground 
whereas the robes of the background disciples are in 
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plain colours.We can see the sevensimilar pointed 
arches which is showing the architecture of the room. 
The colours used in the painting has a wide range as 
we can see red,blue,green,yellow brown. We can see 
use of black for borders and outline another typical 
style of Pattas.The border of the painting is done with 
broads and bold colours. Extreme left corner of the 
frame is signed by the artist in Bengali language. 
On being asked why an orthodox Hindu who has 
never even read the New Testament should be 
interested in the subject of Christ, Jamini Roy 
explained that “in the first place, I wanted to find out 
if my new technique could be applied with equal 
effect to a subject remote from my personal life…..I 
wanted to show that the human and the divine could 
be made one only by abstract, symbolic 
means……”.(Irwin &Dey,1987) 
 
IV. SAKTI BURMAN 
 
Sakti Burman was born in 1935 in a small village in 
Bengal. He completed his studies in the Government 
College of Art in Calcutta in 1956, he left to Paris to 
continue his learning process. He experimented with 
lot of techniques. His technique is a result of a chance 
as once water fell on his painting while he was 
working on his table. The effect on the painting was 
what Shakti Burman was trying hard for.  
 

 
Figure 3 

 
So he experimented more first with watercolour and 
then with oil colour. This is how his marbling 
technique came out.The Indian folk and religious art 
brought a great impression on the artist. So, the blend 
of Italian Renaissance art and the Indian art heritage 
emerged beautiful art works. “The Last Supper 
painted in 1968 (Figure 3) is interesting mainly 
because of its simplified character to convey the 
complexity of this significant theme from the Holy  
Bible. Sakti drew a few table napkins to convey the 
story of Jesus at dinner with his disciples. The 
napkins encompasses the figure of the Lord and also 
that of all his disciples except the one who is to 
betray him. Two of the napkins also join to form an 
image of the cross while the third napkin isolates the 

culprit. The picture is an example of his maturity in 
developing pictorial metaphor to suit his theme and 
style but stops short of reaching any significant 
height”. (Ghose, 2006) 
The background with twelve disciples and Jesus is a 
blend of red and yellow colour, whereas with the 
disciple who is going to betray him is a checked 
pattern with yellow and blue. The heads of all the 
disciples and Jesus is somewhat similar and circular 
in shape. But that of Judas is bigger and longer 
symbolizing a disappointed person.The eyes of all the 
faces are big Jesus is the only one showed in full 
figure the rest are only heads. The hands and the feet 
of Jesus are not detailed and have a hazier look. The 
hands are crossed near the hear 
 
V. F N SOUZA 
 

 
 
FN Souza was one of the founder members of the 
Progressive Artists Group founded in 1947.  Being a 
Christian, he kept on interpreting Christian themes 
throughout his creative years. (Seth, 2006), He 
painted a lot of paintings on Last  
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Figure 6 

Supper. Here, instead of discussing one painting, 
three of the artist’s painting (Figures 4,5 and 6) have 
been compared to talk more about the artist’s psyche 
as well as his interpretation of the subject. Whilst the 
choice of colours and textures have varied across his 
paintings, there are consistent themes.  
First, across all his paintings, Jesus seems to be the 
only one to have a ‘normal’ face with distinct features 
compared to all other characters which seem to have 
distorted shapes and figures. It goes a long way in 
portraying his belief that Jesus was the. 
Second, Jesus and his disciples are never sitting in 
line around the rectangular table, but are always 
hurdled together. Third, Christ always seems to have 
a halo around his head. 
Fourth, Christ is holding a glass which looks more 
like a torch which can be symbolic of enlightening or 
depicting Jesus’s selflessness and sacrifice.  
Coming to the evolution of style and technique  we 
can note that with time his works have become sober 
faces with protruding eyes in the last supper painted 
in 1989 to the faces painted in 2001 which have 
normal features .The brush strokes have also  become  
fine with time. 
 
VI. KRISHEN KHANNA 
 
Another important painter, KrishenKhanna, was born 
in 1925 in Lyallpur which is now in Pakistan. He is 
basically a figurative painter.He uses simplified 
figures but the form and content are also important.  
His application of the paint with the palette knife is 
not as usually seen impasto but it is more delicate and 
thus gives a deeper impact. (Sinha,2001)He also 
made a large number of paintings on Christian themes 
and Last Super being one of them. Krishen Khanna 
also painted a number of versions of the Last Supper. 
In his Last Supper painted in 1979 (Figure 7), Christ 
sits on a broad bare table surrounded by his twelve 
apostles. The table is square unlike the rectangular 
one as per folklore. Instead of the frontal view we can 
see the disciples siting all around the square table. 
Jesus is seen sitting in the centre with his cupped 
hands on the table.He looks wrapped in a white cloth. 

 
Figure 7 

His face and hands are lighter than the rest of the skin 
visible. He looks more like an old Indian farmer 
sitting on table with the co-workers at the end of the 
tiring day. The figures don’t have proper clothes they 
have cloth wrapped around the body. The colours 
used in the painting are shades of brown and blue 
only the Christ is in lighter shades. The twelve 
disciples are all around enclosed in the frame. In the 
foreground, the figures are shown with back towards 
the viewer and the faces are in profile. The disciples 
siting on right and left side of the painting are also 
showing different reaction to the Christ’s 
announcement. The painting has no architectural 
background or any other element other than the 
figures and their expressions. The work is far away 
from the iconic representation of the Last supper. The 
painting is more like a glimpse of the present day 
situation showing the suffering of the poor people of 
the country and Jesus as the hope which keeps them 
going. 
 
VII. A. RAMACHANDRAN 
A Ramachandran wasborn in 1935 in Kerala he is a 
painter, muralist and a sculptor. He paints big mural 
sized paintings. His paintings are very imaginative 
and are beyond the usual.  

Ramachandran’s strong and confident lines, and his 
complete understanding of colours and forms makes 
his paintings exciting and  

Figure 8 
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more dramatic. In this painting by A Ramachandran 
(Figure 8) we can see only the pairs of arms and feet. 
The hands of the twelve disciples are rested on a table 
and the feet can be seen below the table. The eleven 
pairs of hands are rested on the surface while the 
arms which are faced upward in the gesture of 
praying seems to be of Jesus. The other set of arms 
which is not on the surface  can be  of the betrayer 
Judas as it is in the position of any culprit who has his 
hands tied up after proven  guilty. The painting is all 
over shown with the red and blue cloth whose folds 
are painted with light and shade. The explanation 
given by the artist itself to Dr Urmi Kessar is ‘In his 
Last Supper 1966 there is no human form, but only 
the rigid hands clasped in fists and feet peeping out 
from under the table. Through these anatomical 
details, he projects the entire gamut of emotions, 
anger, mourning, frustration and so on. The 
iconographic requirements are thrown overboard and 
burning fires that have consumed the bodies are 
presented as marching towards the hands and feet. 
This explanation was given to Dr. Urmi Kessar by the 
artist himself when she met him at Kasauli in June, 
1977 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The interpretation of Last Supper by the six artists is 
significantly different from the usual iconography. 
Whilst the artists interpreted the symbol of the Last 
Supper as a symbol of betrayal but almost all the 

Modern Indian artists have indigenized the Christian 
content. 
The variations can be seen in the representation. 
One one hand, artists like FN Souza and Krishen 
Khanna seem to have expressed their personal angst, 
of their own sense of torture and alienation from the 
conformist world in their paintings. 
On the other hand, a more personal interpretation was 
given by the artists like Angelo Da Fonseca, Jamini 
Roy, Ramachandran and Sakti Burman.  
Irrespectively, all artists took the motif and mutated it 
into symbols of personal experiences and   suffering, 
of inequity and rooted them solidly in the Indian 
context. 
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