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INTRODUCTION

Ethno-Archaeology Community and their work

 SOAPSTONE- A metamorphic 

rock composed of Talc.



 Oral testimonies:

• Ancestors involved in temple construction and 

carvings.

• Migration of artisans and skills passed 4-5 

generations.

Written documentation:

• largely undocumented

• Scattered references - fragmentary information.

• Connection- Silawat and Vishwakarma 

communities

HISTORY OF THE ARTISANS



 Ancient legacy:

• ancient temple artisans and sculptors.

• Temples of Khajuraho, Jabalpur, Udaipur. 



 Tools and techniques 

• Chisels, hammers and drills used in temples are still 

employed by soapstone carvers.



Stone Carving in India

 Origins:

• prehistoric cave engravings

• Evolved into intricately carved monuments and sculptures. 

Ancient medium of creativity and devotion.



SOAPSTONE CARVING

Present Study: 

• Investigates living traditions of soapstone carving in Madhya Pradesh.

• Comparative study with Udaipur (Rajasthan) artisans.

• Highlights artisans’ roles, practices and challenges.



History:

 Indian Subcontinent:

• Dates back to Indus-Saraswati Civilization 

and Chalcolithic cultures.

• Examples: seals, beads, statues and small 

figurines.

• Steatite ringstones - Shunga-

Maurya period.

• Skanda sculpture- Gupta period.



• Panchmukhi Lingam (black steatite) - 19th century

 Madhya pradesh - key findings:

• Use dates back to Chalcolithic period.

• Excavation at Kaytha and other sites- steatite beads

• Kaytha-Ahar-Malwa

• reliquary caskets made of soapstone - Sonari, 

Satdhara, Andher stups. 



TYPES OF SCULPTURES CRAFTED BY ARTISANS

• Depends on region’s demand and socio-economic conditions.

• Modern to ritualistic art.



Jabalpur region (MP):

• Domestic tourists mostly.

• Devotional and decorative sculptures- cookware, toys, 

showpieces.

• Common motifs- Shivlings, demigods, elephants, birds etc

• material- Soapstone (for small sculptures), marble.

• Soapstone source- mines near Bhedaghat

Jhabua-Alirajpur region:

• Traditional ‘Gaata’ sculptures (relief style, for males 

only)

• Installed for untimely death of a family member-

worshipped with offerings.

• Soapstone sourced from local mines and Gujrat and 

Rajasthan as well.



Udaipur:

• Constent domestic and international tourist inflow- demand for modern art.

• Abstract and figurative designs, blending traditional motifs with modern, 

simplified style.

• Popular forms- lord Ganesh idols, abstract human figures, elephants and other 

souvenirs.

• Soapstone sourcing- mines in and around Udaipur.



CARVING METHODS

Tools used: vary with size and type of sculpture.

• Large tools- big sculptures.

• Small/finer tools- delicate work and 

ornamentation.

Initial step: selection and cutting 

of raw soapstone using a cutter.

Shaping: basic form of desired 

sculpture is carved using hammer 

and chisel.



Refinement: finer and small chisels 

used to carve distinguished features.

Smoothening: mainly done by women, 

using sandpapers of different grits and water.

Detailing: more fine, pointed tools 

for minute detailing.



Finishing: polishing/colouring with waterproof primer, oil-based substance or 

spray paints.

• Seals surface, deepens colour, gives glossy finish.



CONCLUSION

Soapstone holds deep cultural value since bronze age.

High possibility of linkage between the artisans of central and western India.

Knowledge passed orally through generations, now declining as we are in machine 

era.

younger generations less intrested- craft at risk of extinction. 

Sales affected by seasonal challenges.

Tourism and cheap raw material provides some relief.

Urgent need to safeguard, recognise and support artisans for future generations.
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