THE PEACOCK AND THE COBRA

A Simurgh Attacking a Gajasimha Carrying Elephants, early 19th century, India (Rajasthan, Jodhpur).
Opaque watercolor and gold on paper. Philadelphia Museum of Art: Stella Kramrisch Collection, 1994-148-400.
The Peacock and the Cobra, 2008, by James Prosek
Cardboard box, clear glue, crushed walnut shells, wooden matchstick with
plastic tip, five intaglio prints (plates 3 and 4 are hand colored) printed on
Magnani Pescia paper, one linoleum cut printed on Moriki Japanese paper.
Philadelphia Museum of Art: Gift of the Jones Wajahat Family Collection,
2013-3-1a–m.
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PEACOCKS AND COBRAS IN SOUTH ASIA
The Indian or blue peafowl is native to South Asia, found in domestic settings as well as in the wild. With their
strident call, loudest when they mate during the monsoon season, peacocks symbolize unrequited love and
longing. Their many-“eyed” tails and bright blue bodies speak, in the Hindu world, of divine power and beauty;
they often appear in depictions of the blue-skinned god Krishna, the god Karttikeya (Shiva’s son), and
Saraswati, goddess of wisdom. Through Middle Eastern legends and Christian symbology, they are associated
with immortality. They also represent royalty, from the peacock-feather fans held by an Indian king’s attendants
to the famous Mughal Peacock Throne.
Cobras, including the common Indian cobra and the enormous king cobra, are found across the subcontinent.
All are noted for their characteristic motion of rearing up and spreading their hoods when startled. The symbolism
of cobras, and snakes in general, is even richer and more profound than that of the peacock. Revered and feared,
they rule the underworld and guard wealth. They shelter the Buddha and the Jain savior-saint Parshvanatha
during their meditation, and they ornament fierce gods including Shiva. Thanks to their ever-regenerating skins,
cobras also symbolize renewal and rebirth, especially across the Middle East and the Christian world. During
the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century colonial expansion, Europeans came to associate these animals with
Asia and so both peacocks and cobras came to represent the exotic.
Kurmavatara (Vishnu’s Incarnation as a Tortoise), page from a dispersed Dashavatara set and/or
Bhagavata Purana (Story of the Lord Vishnu), c. 1760–65, India (Himachal Pradesh, Basohli or Chambra).
Opaque watercolor and gold on paper. Philadelphia Museum of Art: Gift of Stella Kramrisch, 1984-139-1.

— Ainsley M. Cameron, exhibition curator and Assistant Curator of South Asian Art, Philadelphia Museum of Art
Crimson Horned Pheasant (Satyr Tragopan),
c. 1775–1800, India (West Bengal or Bihar). Watercolor
on paper. Philadelphia Museum of Art: Gift of William
P. Wood in memory of Mia Wood, 1984-82-1.

Swami Hanuhaak, c. 1755, India (Rajasthan, Kishangarh),
ascribed to Nihalchand. Transparent and opaque
watercolor, ink, and gold on paper. Philadelphia Museum
of Art: 125th Anniversary Acquisition. Alvin O. Bellak
Collection, 2004-149-43.

THE PEACOCK AND THE COBRA
The Peacock and the Cobra, a portfolio by artist and naturalist James Prosek (American, born 1975), forms
the centerpiece of this exhibition. Also on view are a variety of painted pages and other objects from the
Museum’s rich collection of art from India and Pakistan. While Prosek is not himself South Asian, the narratives
that compose The Peacock and the Cobra invoke a range of ideas and images from the subcontinent.
The artist, a keen observer of nature, is best known for his portrayals of fish and animals, real and imagined.
His technique—most often finely detailed watercolor—is closely akin to the realistic portrayals of local flora
and fauna created by Indian artists for British patrons during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

Shiva Describes the Benefits of Pilgrimage to Holy Kedarnath, page from a dispersed series
of the Kedara Kalpa, c. 1800–1825, India (Himachal Pradesh, Kangra). Opaque watercolor, gold,
and silver colored paint on paper. Philadelphia Museum of Art: 125th Anniversary Acquisition.
Alvin O. Bellak Collection, 2001-43-1.
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Yet Prosek also playfully inverts the documentary tradition of natural history painting. The portfolio takes the
form of a colonial-era matchbox from Multanshire, a fictional amalgam of a South Asian and British region.
Hybridity, a term used both in biology and in cultural studies, holds a special fascination for the artist. In the
final folio of The Peacock and the Cobra, Prosek portrays the two creatures fusing into a single being. Although
legendary antagonists, they are surprisingly alike: the peacock’s sinuous neck echoes the cobra’s body, and both
are known for their aggressive posturing and hissing battle calls. Prosek’s visual reflection on their combined
form is both thoughtful and provocative, and experiencing the work in a South Asian context probes the
unexpected cultural dialogue that constitutes global art in a modern world.

Kamadhenu, The Wish-Granting Cow, c. 1825 – 55, India
(Rajasthan, Jodhpur or Nathdwara). Opaque watercolor and
metallic pigments on paper. Philadelphia Museum of Art:
Stella Kramrisch Collection, 1994-148-401.

Astrological Sign of Capricorn, c. 1810–20, India (Himachal Pradesh, Kangra). Opaque watercolor on paper.
Philadelphia Museum of Art: Gift of Nancy and Wayne Hunnicutt, 2010-176-1.
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