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How do you define a nation’s aesthetic or style in one word? 
Some are obvious. 

Japan’s minimalism as epitomised by Tadao Ando’s 
architecture, or the tea ceremony. Dutch avant-garde product 
design as witnessed in Maarten Baas’ smoked furniture or Marcel 
Wanders’ crochet chair. German perfection as seen in Jil Sander’s 
clothes, Dieter Rams’ products, or automobiles such as the 
BMW. Swiss precision as in Akris’ dresses, Jaeger LeCoultre’s 
complications, and Patek Philippe watches. French insouciance — 
think of Jane Birkin mixing a Dior suit with a casual cashmere scarf, 
or Catherine Deneuve’s je ne sais quoi attitude. America’s sporty 
casual chic epitomised by J. Crew clothes, Ralph Lauren suits and 
Michelle Obama’s sleeveless dresses. South Korea’s street style, also 

known as Gangnam style. Latin sexiness as seen 
in Salma Hayek and Javier Bardem’s 

brooding looks. Italian flamboyance, 
Australia’s easygoing nature, 

and the Middle East’s 
wealth. These are instant 

associations that we 
make with a culture 
and country.

What about 
India? How do we 
describe India’s 
style credo in 
one word? The 
Indian government 
uses the words 
‘Incredible India’ in 
its campaign. I have 
another submission: 
Sensual India. 
We Indians enjoy, 
indeed, revel in the 
senses. Touch, taste, 
smell, sight and 
hearing: we call them 
the pancha-bhutas 
or five elements. 
This sensuous 
aesthetic, reflected 
in our clothes, 
colour, music, 
dance, architecture, 
and way of life is 

Sensuality is an Indian 
art form, perfected since 

the age of the Kama 
Sutra. It is what India 
lives and dies for; and 
it is what you can, as 
a discerning traveller, 
seek and experience

unparalleled anywhere else in 
the world, save perhaps Bali 
(and Bali’s sensuality comes 
from its Hindu roots that came 
from India). Isn’t this what we 
call culture? 

A Gujarati banker may 
wear bespoke Zegna suits to 
meetings in Mumbai or New 
York. Come Dussehra, he will 
dance the sinuous dandiya 
under a moonlit sky in Baroda 
or Amdavad. A Tamilian 
executive may wear Jimmy 
Choo heels and Prada pants to 
client meetings. But she will also 
walk barefoot on Chennai’s dewy 
grass wearing Kanjivaram silks, 
and braid mogras into her curly 
hair. A Sindhi entrepreneur 
may entertain using Baccarat, 
Riedel and Versace, but when 
at home, he will eat sai bhaji 
with his hands (is this where the 
phrase, finger licking good came 
from?) on a simple stainless steel plate that Subodh Gupta has used 
to make million-dollar sculptures. A Kashmiri shopkeeper may sell 
Pashmina shawls and hand-woven carpets with brisk efficiency to 
tourists. But he will slowly savour fragrant kahwa tea with slivered 
almonds and saffron during his break. The Delhi socialite may carry 
her Hermès Kelly bag to garden parties, but she will lounge at home 
in soft diaphanous muslin while getting a sandalwood oil massage. 
The Rajasthani prince may have turned his palace into a hotel, but 
he sees nothing wrong in wearing inherited Cartier necklaces with 
giant emeralds while greeting guests. 

India is over the top, supremely sensuous, and the opposite of 
the less-is-more Bauhaus or minimalist aesthetic. As others have 
noted, India is about more-is-more. Regardless of region or social 
class, regardless of state or stature, Indians are extremely fond 
of sensual experiences. We touch each other, we sing, we dance 

and hug, we feast our eyes 
on colour, and we surround 
ourselves with jasmine 
and rose.

It is this exuberant 
sensuality that dazzles tourists 
when they visit India, and it 
is what a discerning traveller 
should seek in this land. Enjoy 
your body being turned to pulp 
with an ayurvedic massage 
besides the beach, under 
rustling coconut palms in 
Kerala. Sip on a Petrus paired 
with freshly caught fish after. 

Listen to the plaintive strains of the Manganiyar singers while 
sipping a pepper mojito. Drape yourself in a Sabyasachi woven 
sari from his flagship store in Kolkata. Visit the boutique stores 
of Mumbai where contemporary chic meets Indian aesthetic. Go 
gallery hopping in Lado Sarai, New Delhi and buy works of the 
young artists on their way to becoming superstars. These are the 
pleasures of India. They can be uber-expensive, or they can, like a 
paan, be had for pennies. 

One way to access this sensuality is through products that you 
buy: a small vial of pure sandalwood oil that costs about $150 at 
Cauvery Handicrafts on MG Road, Bangalore. I mix it with almond 
oil imported from the United States and use it like a moisturiser. 
Another way to take home a piece of sensual India is through its 
hand-woven textiles, each in beautiful jewel tones with evocative 
names: blushing rose, eggplant flower purple, tender leaf green, and 
others. Saris symbolise India and you can take home a traditional 
Benares silk sari that feels like heaven and costs a few thousand 
dollars. What comes across in all these purchases is India’s 
astounding regional variations. We may speak in English but we 
sing in Telegu, recite sonnets in Urdu, serenade in Hindi, and argue 
in Bengali. The expressiveness of our tongue epitomises a very 
particular aesthetic. Through our language, we convey our spirit. 

Sensuality is an Indian art form, perfected since the age of the 
Kama Sutra. It is what India lives and dies for; and it is what you 
can — if you are lucky — seek and experience. 

An example of India’s sensual, diverse aesthetic

Flowers, a symbol of sensuality Indian fabrics drape and flatter the body

Maharaja Gaj Singh and Prince 

Shivraj  in their luxurious finery

Fragrant sandalwood 

powder, used in Indian rituals


