
INDIAN LUCKNOW CARVED IVORY FIGURE OF A SNAKE CHARMER ‘SAPERA’
A FINE INDIAN LUCKNOW CARVED IVORY FIGURE OF A SNAKE CHARMER ‘SAPERA’ 

WITH IVORY, HORN AND SANDALWOOD SNAKES SURROUNDED BY THE VARIOUS TOOLS OF HIS TRADE, AND A SCORPION,
ON A RAISED ARCADED PLATFORM

19TH CENTURY
SIZE: 17CM HIGH, 14CM DEEP, 11CM WIDE – 6¾ INS HIGH, 5½ INS DEEP, 4¼ INS WIDE

 
LITERATURE

CF: A VERY SIMILAR FIGURE IN SIMON RAY’S CATALOGUE, NOVEMBER 2008, NO. 46
THE SNAKE CHARMER IS SHOWN HOLDING A SMALL IVORY WRITHING SNAKE IN ONE HAND AND THE FLUTE OR ‘PUNGI’

WITH WHICH HE MESMERISES THE SNAKE IN HIS OTHER HAND. THE ‘PUNGI’ IS A TYPE OF FOLK CLARINET THAT
ORIGINATED IN THE MIDDLE EAST AND IS USUALLY MADE FROM A DRIED BOTTLE GOURD OR COCONUT. IT HAS TWO
REEDS OR BAMBOO TUBES, ONE FOR THE MELODY AND ONE FOR THE DRONE, WHICH ARE PLAYED BY A STUDIED

METHOD OF CIRCULAR BREATHING, SO THAT THE HAUNTING AND HYPNOTISING MELODIES ARE PLAYED WITHOUT A
PAUSE.

THE SNAKE CHARMER HAS LEARNT TO READ THE MOVEMENTS OF THE SNAKE AND CAN TELL WHEN IT WILL STRIKE.
SNAKES ARE ESSENTIALLY TIMID REPTILES WHO PREFER TO SCARE PREDATORS RATHER THAN FIGHT THEM, AND SO

WHEN RELEASED FROM THE DARK INTERIOR OF ITS BASKET THE COBRA WILL STAND UPRIGHT, EXTEND ITS HOOD AND
SWAY TO AND FRO APPEARING TO DANCE TO THE MUSIC BEING PLAYED BY HIS MASTER. THE SNAKE, HOWEVER, CANNOT

HEAR THE TUNE AND IS ONLY REACTING TO THE MOVEMENT OF THE FLUTE AND THE VIBRATIONS FROM THE SAPERA’S
TAPPING FEET.

TRADITIONALLY, SNAKE CHARMERS WERE HEALERS WHO COULD TREAT SNAKEBITES AND CAME FROM BENGAL. DURING
THE EARLY 19TH CENTURY THE CENTRE OF THEIR TRADE MOVED TO A SMALL VILLAGE CALLED SALENAGAR NEAR TO

THE ANCIENT CITY OF LUCKNOW. MADE FOR THE EAST INDIA COMPANY EXPORT TRADE BY THE SKILLED IVORY CARVERS



OF LUCKNOW, THESE MODELS PROVIDED AN INSIGHT INTO THE DAILY LIFE OF THE INDIAN SUBCONTINENT AND WERE
EXOTIC SOUVENIRS OF A FAR OFF AND DIFFERENT CULTURE.

 


