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Shot near Bhuj – Indian Birds from Kachchh
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6 March – 20 June 2010 

Paintings of Indian birds from the past tell a fascinating story about India and Cheltenham in this exhibition.  Recently rediscovered in our stores, curiosity to find out more about the paintings led to research and unravelling to find out who the paintings had belonged to and how they arrived at Cheltenham Art Gallery & Museum.  

Wrapped in brown paper and stamped that they had come from the Cheltenham Natural Science Society we have been able to trace that the paintings belonged to Henry Pitman, a surgeon who worked for the East India Company.  Pitman was born in India into a British military family; his career was successful in taking him to various places in the Bombay Presidency, including a period in Bhuj, 1847-9 where he began a project to identify just over 100 birds seen in the space of a year. He commissioned illustrations of his specimens from local Indian miniature artists.

Sophia Wilson, Exhibitions & Education Manager says:

It has been tremendously exciting discovering more about this collection.  We were all intrigued and felt that there had to be more to these beautiful paintings.
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30 of the paintings are on show in this exhibition ranging from small insect eaters to large birds of prey.  They are painted to give an accurate representation of the bird for the purposes of identification rather than being decorative.  Pitman wanted to create a record of the type of birds living in the Bhuj area at this time.  This has left us with a valuable historical resource especially as some birds are now near extinction.  

Guest Curator Heather MacLennan says:

These paintings are a rare example of Company Art commissioned in the West of India in the 1840s. They express an intense interest in the natural history of Kachchh and unlock an under-researched gap in the history of the region.

The collection also holds a unique story to Cheltenham – because of its reputation as a fashionable spa town, Pitman retired here and thus brought his paintings which we are now fortunate to have at the Art Gallery & Museum.

For further details please contact Sophia Wilson, Exhibitions & Education Manager, or Anna Stanway, Marketing & Information Officer, Tel: 01242-237431.

Opening times:


Daily 10.00-5.00 (April – October) 10.00-4.00 (November – March) ▪ First Thursday of each month open from 11.00am ▪ Third Thursday of each month open until 8.00pm ▪  Closed Bank Holidays ▪ Free admission
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