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Abstract: Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee in 1897 likely marked the apogee of the British Empire
and was widely celebrated throughout her dominions. On the day of the Jubilee Procession in
London, the Legislative Council of Ceylon passed a resolution that a statue of Victoria be erected
on the island at public expense. Carved out of Italian marble by British sculptor George Wade, the
statue was publicly unveiled in Colombo five years later; it remains one of the city’s finest public
artworks from this period and a reminder of British colonial rule. 1897 also marked a significant
accomplishment in the colonial state’s archaeological enterprise: as excavations were carried out
at the ancient rock fortress of Sigiriya, its exquisitely painted female figures on frescoes dating
to the 5th Century CE were reproduced in facsimile copy by the island’s fledgling Archaeological
Survey. This essay contrasts Wade’s statue of Queen Victoria with Archaeological Commissioner
HCP Bell’s work at Sigiriya, focusing on his assessment of its frescoes in his “Interim Report on
the Operations of the Archaeological Survey at Sigiriya, 1897” to illustrate the subtle and not-sosubtle ways in which colonial power was projected in Ceylon close to the end of the Victorian era.
—————————————————————————————————————
Across the road and overlooking Colombo’s Vihara Mahadevi Park—known as Victoria Park until
its rededication for an ancient local queen during a wave of post-colonial nationalism in the 1950s1—
there is a free-standing statue of Queen Victoria on her throne, sculpted in white marble, atop a
grey granite plinth.
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Figure 1. Wade’s Diamond Jubilee Memorial Statue of Queen Victoria, Colombo, c.1902, Photograph by
Author, 2022.

This statue is one of many of Victoria unveiled at ‘an increasing rate’ throughout Britain and
across its Empire near the end of the nineteenth century. Even after her death, 38 new statues were
added to 48 extant in the United Kingdom, and 39 more were erected to swell their number at other
locations in the Empire to 75.2 Although Victoria had mostly withdrawn from public life after Albert
died, by the latter part of her reign, ‘popular veneration for the monarchy’ had increased, impelled by
her ‘longevity, probity, sense of duty and unrivalled position as matriarch of Europe and mother-figure of empire’. Although its power declined under Victoria, the monarchy’s ceremonial importance
grew, and ‘her crown became “the emblem of the British race, to encourage its expansion over the
face of the globe”’.3 Indeed, as the British Empire’s tentacles extended ever farther, the ‘monarchy
emerged as a natural vehicle for the display and reinforcement of imperialist images and imperialist
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values’.4 With visual representations becoming cheaper through technological changes in the last
decades of the nineteenth century,5 Victoria’s image was widely disseminated in mass media at
home and abroad; she was ‘recognizable in places as far apart as Dublin and Durban’, a prominent
visual symbol of Britain’s sprawling Empire. 6
By 1897, the year of Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee, British imperialism had reached its apogee.7 A
century had passed since Ceylon had begun being absorbed into its refulgent Empire. The Dutch
ceded control of Ceylon’s maritime provinces to Britain in 1795. Initially governed by the East
India Company, these were ruled directly by the British state after the Treaty of Amiens in 1802.
In 1815, after years of tense coexistence, the colonial army invaded Kandy, the large independent
indigenous kingdom in the interior, unifying the island under a single polity.8 The administrative
and legislative framework for British rule was established by the 1830s, including a Legislative
Council seen almost as a ‘representative legislature in embryo’.9 Despite lingering discontent with
colonial rule, including rebellions in 1817-18 and 1848, Britain exercised firm control over the
island as the nineteenth century drew to a close.
On 22 June 1897, a vast crowd of ‘royals, ambassadors, imperial representatives and foreign
dignitaries’ and military units from colonies including Ceylon, paraded through London to celebrate
the Diamond Jubilee.10 Just hours before that, the Legislative Council of Ceylon had convened in
Colombo, presided over by Governor Sir J. West Ridgeway. The Lieutenant-Governor’s motion
‘that a Statue of the Queen be erected in the Island at the cost of the public revenues, and as a
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commemoration of the Sixtieth Anniversary of Her Majesty’s Accession to the Throne’ was carried
unanimously and ‘the Governor was requested to appoint a Committee to consider and report on
the design, as well as on the site’ of this statue.11 A royal salute, levee, and a State Ball, alongside
numerous religious ceremonies, fireworks displays, cricket matches, dinners, and charity events
had long been planned to mark the Jubilee on the island, with a further endowment and expansion of the Victoria Home for Incurables having been decided on as its ‘permanent memorial’.12
Despite this, the additional decision to erect a statue, taken rather late by the Council on 22 June,
was seen not only as amply befitting the occasion but also fulfilling a long-felt need; one local
member even declared that ‘if anything were to compensate a people for the loss of their national
independence, it is to be governed by such a sovereign as Queen Victoria … the greatest and best
queen that we have ever known’.13
George Wade (1853-1933), a ‘minor British artist’14 whose first significant monument had been
a statue of Canada’s Prime Minister, Sir John Macdonald, in 1892,15 was commissioned to sculpt
the statue. This took some time to complete. On 14 November 1900, a question raised in Council
on its progress reveals that a civil servant had visited Wade in England whilst on leave and seen a
full-scale model at his studio, and that ‘a large block of marble was then on its way from Italy, in
order that the statue itself might be proceeded with’. The Governor then stated he too had seen this
model and felt the statue would ‘be an effigy of which this Colony will have reason to be proud’.16
The statue arrived in 1902 and was unveiled on its plinth near the Colombo Port in June that year,
half a decade after its initiation.17
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Figure 2. Wade’s Diamond Jubilee Memorial Statue
of Queen Victoria, Colombo, c1902, Photograph by
Author, 2022.

Overall, the large sculpture of Victoria on her throne and the even larger plinth on which this sits
create a striking visual image, especially at its present site amidst a backdrop of verdant foliage—the
statue was shifted multiple times by colonial and postcolonial governments before arriving at its
current abode in 2013.18 The plinth is 12 feet high with an octagonal base 23 feet long and 17 feet
broad. Its large central column is set 8 feet from its periphery in all directions by two narrow steps
at the column’s base, followed by two shallow sloping steps. These seem designed to keep viewers
at a respectful distance. On the front of the plinth is a shield in low relief containing an image of
a crown, below which are inscribed three barely legible initials, ‘V. R. I.’, the clearer numerals
‘1897’, and the phrase ‘Diamond Jubilee Memorial’. The colour of the plinth blends in well with
18
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its base and the grassy earth on which it rests, and it contrasts, although not too sharply, with the
white marble of the sculpture it supports.
Victoria is carved sitting bolt upright on an angular throne that provides a sharp contrast to her
rounded figure and flowing coronation robes. Although the statue is in the round and designed to
be viewed from all angles, its current siting renders its rear virtually inaccessible; seeing it requires
a privileged vantage point from the adjacent property or a scramble onto and around the plinth
itself. On the back of the throne, which is sheer, is carved a shield in four quadrants with three
passant guardant lions at the top left and bottom right, a rampant lion within a double rectangular
frame decorated with fleur-de-lis of different sizes at top right, and a harp whose neck is a naked
winged female figure at bottom left. This is Victoria’s Coat of Arms, with the quadrants representing ‘the three realms of the United Kingdom, England, Scotland, and Ireland’.19 A ribbon bearing
the phrase ‘HONI SOIT QUI MAL Y PENSE’—the motto of the Order of the Garter, ‘Shamed be
he who thinks evil of this’—curls above the shield, with a ribbon proclaiming ‘DIEV ET MONDROIT’—the Sovereign’s motto, ‘God and my right’—below.20 Both ribbons are in high relief,
with the lower seeming to float over foliage including a rose, shamrocks, and a thistle: ‘the plant
badges of the United Kingdom’. The top rail of the throne has a pyramidal centre atop which is a
crown, and the English lion is on the edge of the top rail at Victoria’s right with the Scottish unicorn
on her left; both hold small shields.21 The throne’s base has panels in front with carvings of roses
in both high and low relief.
Victoria herself is shown in coronation regalia, crowned, with the sovereign’s orb in her left hand
and a sceptre in her right; her robes cascade down her sides and obscure the base of the throne,
bunching up more on her right. The sculpture is at its widest point here, over six feet broad. Her feet
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are not visible. There is an elaborate necklace at her throat, a bracelet on her right hand, earrings in
both ears, and medals pinned near her left breast on a diagonal sash that runs across the front of her
dress. This dress is elaborate and depicts floral workings carved in low relief throughout; the shape
of the floral work at the base of her dress reflects the pyramidal shape at the top of the throne. The
crown appears as though it has a bejewelled frame with billowing velvet underneath, and it has a
cross at its apex. A veil drops down from under the crown to cover Victoria’s hair, which is carved
in low relief and seems neatly combed, then drapes over her shoulders and merges with her coronation robes. Her expression seems serene although somewhat cold, an impression accentuated by
her eyes gaze being fixed towards the sky. With the plinth being 12 feet high and her eyes being 8
feet farther up, Victoria’s gaze seems remote, rendering her distant, aloof, and rather inaccessible
from the perspective of observers below.
Inaccessibility, although of a very different kind, was a feature of another type of female visual
representation in Ceylon that attracted attention near the end of the nineteenth century. Sigriya, an
ancient rock fortress ‘re-discovered by Major Forbes of the Ceylon Civil Service’ in 1831, had captured the British imagination.22 It was mentioned in Forbes’ book and in Sir J. E. Tenent’s 1859 Ceylon,
An Account, although its now-famous frescoes were first brought into focus in two papers presented
at the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland in April 1875 by T. W. Rhys Davids and T.
H. Blakesley, respectively.23 Attention was drawn to the ancient but still vibrant frescoes of female
figures in ‘inaccessible’ caves on the rock, which could be ‘looked at only from a distance with the
help of a glass’ but elicited wonder even from afar.24 For Blakesley, ‘the excellence of the drawing of
the limbs’ led to speculation about ‘the races of people to whom the faces belong’ since their ‘style
22
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of art’ seemed far superior to other paintings in Ceylon.25 Rhys Davids felt ‘the freshness of their
colour [made] it almost incredible that they should be the work of Sinhalese artists one thousand four
hundred years ago’, whilst conceding they were ‘of much the same character as the frescoes found on
the ceilings and walls of most of the Buddhist temples in Ceylon’, but ‘more lifelike and artistic’.26
Drawing on the Mahavamsa (Great Chronicle), a history of the island written by Buddhist monks
since the 4th Century CE and translated into English in the 1830s,27 all four writers associated Sigiriya with the parricide King Kasyapa, who is said to have shifted the island’s capital to this rock in
fear of reprisals by his brother for seizing the throne after executing their father by immurement.28
This association helped them gauge the antiquity of the frescoes.

Figure 3. Sigiriya today as seen from Pidurangala. Photograph by Author, 2022.

Their relative inaccessibility rendered the Sigiriya frescoes a problem to be solved. At the request
of the Governor, Sir A. H. Gordon, ‘Mr. A. Murray (aided by Mr. F. G. Pigott, both of the Public
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Works Department), undertook in 1889 the uninviting task of reaching the frescoes’ and came
away with sketches of many of them in coloured chalks,29 although several were damaged in the
process and the less accessible ones were not sketched. 30 It was thus left to Ceylon’s Archaeological
Survey, led by its energetic first Commissioner, the civil servant and district judge, Henry Charles
Purvis Bell (1851-1937),31 to create a set of facsimile copies of all the figures hitherto identified
on the frescoes during excavations at Sigiriya in the mid-1890s.32 These copies, painted in oils,
were completed in 1897 and exhibited at the Ceylon Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society as Bell
presented his ‘Interim Report on the Operations of the Archaeological Survey at Sigiriya, 1897’ at
a dinner meeting that December; the report was later reproduced in the Society’s journal together
with notes on the proceedings. 33
The section subtitled ‘Copying the Frescoes’ comprises the last 17 pages of Bell’s 38-page report.
He begins by confirming that the entire set of frescoes ‘has at length been faithfully reproduced
on canvas, and in a manner worthy of the original paintings’, by the Survey’s Ceylonese Head
Draughtsman, D. A. L. Perera, who spent nearly five months doing so during excavations in 1896
and 1897.34 The early attention paid by the British to the frescoes, including Murray’s ‘heroic first
attempt’ to trace them, is described—although without the criticism rather diplomatically footnoted
in his Interim Report of 1896—followed by minutia on how the Public Works Department helped
devise safe and inexpensive means to access the frescoes, albeit tardily. There is also a reproduction
of Perera’s painting of all the main frescoes at 1/135 scale, executed while suspended ‘in the air
H. C. P. Bell, ‘Interim Report on the Operations of the Archaeological Survey at Sigiriya, 1897’, The Journal of the
Ceylon Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain & Ireland, 15.48 (1897), pp. 93-131, (hereafter referred
to as Interim Report 1897), p.109.
30
H. C. P. Bell, ‘Interim Report on the Operations of the Archaeological Survey at Sigiriya, (Second Season), 1896’,
The Journal of the Ceylon Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain & Ireland, 14.47 (1896), pp. 242-260,
(hereafter referred to as Interim Report 1896), p. 256, including footnote.
31
C. E. Godakumbura, ‘History of Archaeology in Ceylon’, The Journal of the Ceylon Branch of the Royal Asiatic
Society of Great Britain and Ireland, ns. 13, 1969, pp.1-38, (p.17).
32
C. H. B. Reynolds, ‘Review of H. C. P. Bell: Archaeologist of Ceylon and the Maldives by Bethia N. Bell and Heather M. Bell’ in Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 3rd ser., 5.2, July 1995, pp. 323-326.
33
Bell, Interim Report 1897, p. 93
34
Ibid., p.108.
29

78

150 ft. above the ground’ on a chair tied to a rope lowered from the summit, a photograph of which
is also included. Perera’s laborious undertaking and the ‘wonderful fidelity with which’ he had
copied the frescoes, once they could be more closely accessed through the erection of scaffolding,
are unstintingly praised.35 It is, however, the next few pages containing Bell’s interpretation of
what the frescoes depict and who created them that are most interesting and repay closer scrutiny.36

Figure 4. Some frescoes at Sigiriya, c.5th Century CE. Photograph by Author, 2007.

Bell begins by reproducing Rhys David’s conjecture—later confirmed by epigraphic and other
evidence—that the surviving frescoes represented only a fraction of what had originally been on the
rock.37 Then, after invoking ‘their coeval and even more remarkable congeners’ at the Ajanta caves
in India to claim they were ‘paintings in tempera’ rather than frescoes in a technical sense—a point
confirmed by ‘calling in the aid of the most skilled’ traditional native painters he could find—Bell
advanes a hypothesis that ‘artists trained in the same school, if not the very same hands, must have
35
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executed both Indian and Ceylon frescoes’.38 He returns to this at the end of the report, concluding
that the frescoes were made by ‘exotic talent specially imported’ from Buddhist India, based on
historical links recorded in the Mahavamsa, the lack of paintings of similar quality elsewhere in
Ceylon, and the self-confessed inability of the native artists he had consulted with to create work
that would endure for decades let alone for more than a millennium.39
As to their meaning, Bell had little doubt: the frescoes represented a ‘procession of the queens
and princesses of Kásyapa’s court, with their attendants, on the way to worship at the Buddhist
viháré’ on Pidurangala, an adjacent hill; perhaps even likenesses of particular individuals whom he
speculates about in elaborate and rather romantic vein.40 That the figures are only portrayed from
the waist up, their lower bodies obscured by clouds is ‘to economize space’; that more than one
coating of colour was likely used meant ‘a co-temporary artist was given a free hand to bring the
ladies’ dresses up to the “latest Court fashions”’.41 The ‘scarcity of clothing’ evident on most of the
figures is almost desperately denied; every figure
is in reality modestly clothed … in short-sleeved jacket of finest material—“a
wonderous work of thin transparent lawn,” so thin, indeed, that the painter has …
occasionally contented himself by indicating it only by a touch of orange colour
at the neck.42
In Bell’s contortions to somehow explain away the apparent nakedness of most figures in the
frescoes, he betrays the prejudices of his time. Despite a rather more liberal approach earlier in
the century, the attitudes of the British towards matters concerning propriety had turned sharply
conservative in its last decades, resulting in ‘the enthronement of a flaccid “respectability”’ which
38
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we now consider emblematically Victorian.43 Although the climate would have prevented elaborate
clothing of the kind Wade depicts Victoria in, that figures of presumably royal provenance could
be partially nude seems to Bell almost inconceivable; he thus deludes himself into thinking the
frescoes’ depiction had resulted from ‘the known penchant of Oriental sculptor and painter alike
in bygone days for ultra-diaphanous garments’.44 Conversely, his comments on the abundance of
‘coronets, tiaras, aigrettes’, heavy ornaments, jewelled gauds, gold necklaces, ‘and the emeralds
and rubies worn so “rich and rare” that each, if real, would be worth a king’s ransom’ almost betray
a scepticism that native royalty could have been quite so opulent in reality.45 The gems adorning
Victoria in Wade’s statue and in representations of her in contemporary mass media that Bell must
have been familiar with would have seemed paltry in comparison.
Such seeming contradictions extend to Bell’s belief, or lack thereof, in the abilities of the island’s
native artists. Despite extolling the skills of his subordinate Perera, it seemed to him impossible
that native painters could have produced the sophisticated Sigiriya frescoes centuries earlier. At
the Society’s proceedings following Bell’s reading of his report, there was an interjection by a
Ceylonese lawyer, C. M. Fernando, which subsequently led to an exchange of letters with Bell in
the local newspapers. Fernando confessed surprise at Bell’s assertion that the frescoes had been
painted by artists from India; instead, perhaps partly in jest, he ‘hazarded the suggestion that it was
not Tamil [sic] artists who came to Ceylon and painted these frescoes, but Sinhalese artists who
went over to India (laughter)’.46
In this laughter at this elite gathering, amongst a largely European audience in dinner jackets
with few locals present except for a handful of the most privileged, there might be detected no little
condescension.47 Such condescension and the lack of faith in the skills of local artists, coupled with
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a preference in the periphery for the talents at the centre of Empire, likely led to the commission
for Victoria’s statue going to a British artist instead of a Ceylonese. Overall, the loss of artistic and
financial opportunity for locals resulting from such attitudes would have been incalculable, much
like the loss of historical knowledge ultimately caused by Bell’s archaeological enterprise, which
included the dumping of debris and other spoil off the summit of Sigiriya,48 widespread clearing
and burning of obstructive greenery, use of dynamite in clearing debris, and the rough but rapid
reconstruction of fallen monuments, all of which are anathema to archaeology today but were a
feature of the amateur work of his time.49
Finally, that Bell’s work at Sigiriya and Wade’s statue were funded out of public revenues is
important; the overt imperialist symbolism of the latter is mirrored in a subterranean way in the
former. The colonial state had shown great interest in the antiquities of Ceylon since the early 1800s;
it has been argued that this interest fit in ‘with the expected preoccupations of representatives of the
Buddhist monarchy’, thus allowing the British to ‘appear as the inheritors of the tradition of Buddhist kingship’.50 Furthermore, classical texts written with a ‘limited and specific political agenda
…were taken out of context to form the basis of colonial historiography as well as the agendas of
colonial bodies such as the Archaeological Survey.51 It is true that Kasyapa’s association with a
period of Sigiriya’s history remains accepted today despite Bell’s interpretation of its frescoes being
largely dismissed.52 Nevertheless, the colonial exercise of locating the antiquities and monuments
of Ceylon within classical texts such as the Mahavamsa, in which Bell had played a significant
role, served a particular political purpose: a monolithic history was being created for the island in
48
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which British rule became the culminating chapter. Installing Wade’s statue of Victoria in 1902
symbolically brought this curated history up to the present, strengthening Britain’s grip on colonial
Ceylon even further. In this sense, both the statue of Victoria in Colombo and Bell’s work at Sigiriya
can be construed as monuments to imperialism.
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