
 

 

 

Sacrophagous Box, Sandalwood, Mysore, Southern India, c.a. 1860-1880. 

 

 

 

Mysore, known as the Sandalwood City of India1, is famous for its extensive sandalwood forests 

and exquisite woodwork. A remarkable example is a sarcophagus box from the era of a British  

official, showcasing intricate carvings of captivating animal scenes. This craftsmanship is 

skillfully surrounded by elaborate foliage and reliefs of animals. 

 

It was believed that the highly skilled gudigar families from the districts of Shimoga, Uttara 

Kannada, and Mysore are renowned for their exceptional craftsmanship in intricate sandalwood 

carvings.2 Originally focused on creating deities, they later specialised in ornate boxes.3 These 

boxes are distinguished by their interlacing foliage and scroll-like patterns, often embellished with 

figurines of animals and birds, reflecting the distinctive artistic tradition of Karnataka.4 

 

The Mysore Gazetteer describes “Gudigar designs as intricate patterns adorning boxes and crafted 

items. These designs feature interlacing foliage and scrollwork that envelop medallions of Hindu 

deities or mythological subjects, sometimes including animals. The detailed work creates a rich, 

distinctly oriental ornamentation, leaving no part of the wood's surface untouched.”5 
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Museums like Victoria and Albert Museum6 (an image has been 

attached), provide evidence of the preservation of the sandalwood boxes 

from Karnataka, which were crafted in the 19th century, depicting 

intricate artwork. 

               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Even in contemporary times, these kind of boxes is skillfully made from sandalwood, showcasing 

detailed designs, according to sources from NID Sagara. (an image has been attached)7 

 

 

 

 

Numerous websites, including Christie8  provide evidence of the preservation and sale of these 

sandalwood boxes from Mysore, which were crafted in the 19th century, depicting animal figurines 

and intricate scrollwork.  

 

 

This box is crafted in a rectangular shape, resembling a casket, and features a high, detachable lid 

that adds an element of elegance. The exterior is richly adorned with a detailed design of foliated 

arabesques, showcasing intertwining vines, curling tendrils, and stylised flower-like petals. These  
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intricate floral patterns create a decorative lattice effect, similar to traditional jali screens, which 

enhances the visual appeal by allowing light and shadow to dance across the surface. 

 

Each lateral side of the box is divided into two sections, with one section being larger than the 

other. These panels present vibrant jungle scenes filled with intricately carved animals set among 

dense foliage. The elephants are depicted in mid-stride, symbolising strength, wisdom and royal 

dignity. Playful lions or leopards can be seen frolicking amidst the 

twisting vines, adding a sense of motion and life. Subtle hints of birds, 

such as peacocks or other kinds, may be suggested in the designs but 

are not prominently featured.  

 

At the centre of one panel is a roundel, which may have once held a 

personal insignia or symbolic seal. This roundel likely served as a 

medallion of ownership or a mark of the craftsmanship behind this exquisite piece, further 

emphasising its value and significance. 


