
The Disrobing of Draupadi 
The Power of Opaque Watercolor 

The humiliation of Draupadi in the Sanskrit epic Mahabharata is not simply a 

narrative episode; it is a rupture in the ethical and cosmic fabric of the epic. It is the 

kind of moment that, were the Mahabharata ever translated onto a movie screen, 

would compel an intermission. The lights would flicker on, and the audience would sit 

stunned, suspended between disbelief and sorrow. For in this scene, the epic world 

would be confronting its own moral failure, and the audience would be asked to gaze 

directly at the consequences of that collapse. 

In the epic, Draupadi is dragged into the royal court by her hair, still bleeding 

from her monthly cycle, her body marked with signs of private vulnerability violently 

made public. The atmosphere around her is thick with the silence of men who hold 

power yet refuse responsibility. She stands before Dhritarashtra, a king blind both by 

birth and by disposition, and becomes the focal point of a kingdom’s ethical 

unraveling. Her humiliation is not incidental: it is engineered, deliberate, ritualized. 

The catastrophe that brings her there begins with one of her five husbands, 

Yudhisthira. As the eldest of five brothers, he is meant to embody dharma itself: the 

ideal balance of truthfulness, duty, restraint, and sovereignty. But Yudhisthira is 
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undone by his one acknowledged weakness: an addiction to gambling. Because he has 

vowed never to tell a lie, he cannot deny it; because he cannot deny it, he is bound to 

the very dicing game that will strip him of everything.  

Over the course of the match orchestrated by his evil Duryodhana and facilitated 

by Shakuni’s deceitful dice, Yudhisthira stakes and loses his wealth, his kingdom, each 

of his brothers, and finally himself. The ethical fracture of the epic deepens when, 

having already lost his own personhood, he is prompted to wager his wife, Draupadi. 

Her protest, that a man who no longer owns himself cannot wager another human 

being, is a precise and devastating legal argument. Yet the court, paralyzed by politics, 

ignores her. Her voice dissolves into the hollow vastness of royal inaction. 

This scene is captured with piercing clarity in a nineteenth-century opaque 

watercolor attributed to the Indian painter Nainsukh, housed today at the Harvard Art 

Museums. Encountering this painting is to feel the epic shift from text to image, from 

heard, read, and remembered narrative to immediate presence. Indian miniature 

painting emerged in part to give visual form to stories long transmitted orally and 

later written in manuscripts. These intimate works condensed the theological, 

philosophical, and emotional weight of the epics into compositions meant to be 

viewed slowly, almost meditatively. Opaque watercolor, dense with pigment, precise in 
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line, rich in details, lends itself to this work of condensation. It does not simply 

illustrate; it concentrates and begs for sustained inspection. 

The painting divides itself into two registers. In the lower half, the dicing 

platform to the center-right anchors the composition. On its right sit the five 

brothers, their bodies shrunken into gestures of impotence and shame. They are 

warriors whose arms cannot rise, husbands whose vows cannot manifest as action. 

To the left stands their wife, Draupadi, arms crossed tightly over her chest in the last 

defense left to her. A man reaches for her garment, initiating the act of disrobing 

ordered by Duryodhana to complete her humiliation. Beneath her lie lengths of cloth 

in varying colors: blues, reds, yellows, each like a shard of emotion: fear, outrage, 

disbelief, the flicker of trust that divinity may yet intervene. 

The upper register offers a chilling counterpoint. The king Dhritarashtra sits at 

its center, an axis of inert authority. His blindness becomes symbolic: a ruler unable or 

unwilling to perceive the injustice right before him. Lower to his right stands 

Duryodhana, whose envy and ambition pulse through the composition with his arm 

outstretched. Around them, ministers and elders gather, figures vested with political 

power but stripped of moral agency. Their stillness communicates a collective 
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abdication of dharma. Perhaps, a surrender to fate. They witness the violation and 

elect to do nothing. 

The medium itself heightens the emotional charge. The high pigment load of 

opaque watercolor renders vibrant and intense colors that seem almost too vivid for 

Draupadi’s bleakness, which they represent. The intense reds resonate like open 

wounds. The deep blues echo the quiet invocation of the blue-skinned divinity 

Krishna, forming on Draupadi’s lips. The intricate detailing and rich details of each 

line, brush, expression resemble the tangled threads of fate that ensnare her. The 

spatial arrangement, with Draupadi low and slightly to the viewer’s right, pulls her 

toward the heart’s instinctive sympathy while emphasizing her vulnerability within the 

court’s rigid hierarchy. 

For those who know the epic, the painting resonates beyond what it shows. It 

gestures toward what precedes and follows the scene. A connoisseur of the Sanskrit 

epic would know. The viewer, recalling the narrative, recognizes that in the very 

moment the man attempts to strip her, Draupadi directs her consciousness toward 

her divinity of choice, Krishna. In response, Krishna’s divine protection manifests as 

the unending cloth at her feet. No matter how fiercely the man pulls, the garment 
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replenishes itself. This is the turning point, which the watercolor depicts in its glory, 

when human institutions crumble but divine grace asserts itself. 

Encountering the painting in person intensifies the experience. What one has 

heard in oral retellings or traced in Sanskrit verses suddenly materializes in pigment 

and form. The intimacy of miniature painting forces the viewer to slow down, to lean 

closer, to allow the scene to unfold at a pace set by the image rather than by narrative 

momentum. Each return to the painting deepens understanding. Each detail offers 

another layer of meaning. Miniature painting, in this sense, functions as a bridge 

between modes of knowing, between oral tradition and written text, between 

philosophical discourse and embodied response, between the ethical call of the epic 

and the personal reckoning of the viewer. 

To stand before this watercolor is to feel the full force of Draupadi’s situation. It 

is to witness the moment when dharma fractures, when humanity fails, and when 

grace, unexpectedly and unbidden, floods in. In the tight frame of this opaque 

watercolor Indian miniature painting, an entire civilization’s reckoning with justice, 

suffering, and divine presence is held, fragile, luminous, and through this medium’s 

rendering, profoundly alive. 
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