
The Nandalal—Gandhi—Rabindranath Connection

Nandalal Bose’s ideas on art and art education were influenced to a large 
extent by the ideas of two of his distinguished contemporaries—Mohandas 
Karamchand Gandhi and Rabindranath Tagore.

Gandhi is known in India today as the father of the nation as he 
managed to awaken almost single-handedly, the aspirations of the Indian 
people on a wide scale and organize them into a formidable political force. 
He had captured their attention even before he entered the country’s political 
scene by his successful use of satyagraha (non-violent political action) in 
South Africa to secure for its coloured people some measure of social justice 
from its white rulers. This was so unprecedented that it became the talk of 
the whole world. Gandhi moved to India in 1915; and in the next three 
decades used the same agitational strategy to emancipate the country from 
colonial rule. Nandalal was an involved witness of this process and soon 
became one of his great admirers. He became particularly so when Gandhi’s 
action programme widened its purview to include the economic 
independence of India and the strengthening of its wide-spread artisan 
traditions to achieve this.

This focus on the artisan traditions had a special appeal for Nandalal. 
Even in his childhood years the artisan’s workshops in his home town had a 
great attraction for him; he often went there to watch the workers—potters, 
woodworkers, metal smiths, scroll-painters—ply their trades with seemingly 
effortless skill with open-eyed fascination. It was this fascination that fed his 
desire to become an artist when he grew up. And when he was training to be 
one in the Government school of Arts and Crafts, Calcutta, he came to 
realize the special value of this fascination; simultaneous exposure to art and 
craft skills enriched an artist’s experience and broadened his horizons. Even 
in his mature years, when he was already a renowned artist and art educator, 
he continued to harbour a desire to see art and artisan practice in a connected 
panorama as this alone could ensure a wide presence of aesthetic creativity 
in a modem environment.

While Gandhi’s primary concern was {he country’s political and 
economic independence Rabindranath Tagore’s focus was the cultural 
regeneration of India. A culturally alive,self-assured and educated youth was 
the best promise the country had for its independence. He felt like many
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others that the new educational systeni introduced by the rulers, for ill I ils 
gyotl points, was distancing Indian youth from their cultural antecedents and 
environmental roots and thereby weakening their initiatives. They needed to 
reestablish contact with these antecedents and identify their source streams; 
at a further step reorient them or extend their reach to serve the demands of 
the changing times. Then from a position of cultural self-definition and 
maturity move forward to share the cultural bounty of the outside world. He 
felt strongly that those who failed Jo recognize the virtues of their native 
terrain were ill-prepared to recognize the wealth of the fields beyond. He 
also felt that India had as much to give as to receive and needed to institute 
lor this suitable platforms where such balanced exchanges could be effected.

To set an example he established the, now well-known VisvaBharati 
(or world university) in Santiniketan in WestBengal (Ip 1019). Its sanskrit 
invocation describes it as a place where the whole world can meet as in one 

■nggt_.lt was surely an ambitious venture. Having become by then a literary 
figure with a world-wide reputation and having travelled widely in the east 
and the west and gathered a large circle of distinguished friends and 
admirers he was confident he will get it into motion.

But his intentions were larger and more pervasive. In a world 
fractured by dissentions of various kinds he wanted this concourse to grow 
into a haven of peace (as the name of the place Santiniketan indicated) 
where various cultures and thought systems could interact and discover their 
fundamental similarities. Its initial academic and research programmes 
pulled in this direction. Side by side he wanted to give pride of place to the 
cultivation of visual and performing arts and encourage the growth of an 
environment where each person’s creative potential could find fulfillment. 
To facilitate this, his many-sided genius worked out a calendar of activities 
and events that combined purposefulness with pleasure and tried to 
emphasize the interdependence of man and nature and man and man.

He had decided quite early that the he would make Nandalal his 
trusted accomplice in this multi-faceted effort. He had noticed through the 
years that among the artists he knew, he alone, had the talent and versatility 
this needed. And Nandalal was happy to join him. He was thrilled by the 
prospect of rethinking art education and envisaging an art programme that 
broke out of the four walls of the studio and entered various avenues of the 
life around; where art practice was not just drawing and painting, modelling 
and carving, but also decorating the walls and floors and embellishing the 
environment, dressing people for plays and pageants and the designing of 
their sites and action, fabricating functional objects and planning the whole
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scenario of their usage. And.irt an indirect way. instilling a kind ol 
refinement in social behaviour.

So Nandalal V  broad perspectives on art practice and art education 
were influenced in different ways by the ideas of Gandhi and Rabindranath 
with whom lie came to have long-standing associations. But there were also 
many others with whom his associations was shorter but whose ideas 
influenced his thinking in his growth years. One was Ananda 
K.Coomaraswamy whose remarkable t>ook ‘Medieval Sinhalese Art’ came 
out in 1907 and went to demonstrate the virtues in the interwebbing of 
v/uiibiis art and craft practices in a traditional culture; and how its absence 
impoverished the modern scene, Cqomaraswamy was also a prominent 
participant in the Art and Graft movement initiated by William Morris in 
England to ensure the survival of hand skills in a mechanizing world. 
Nandalal came close to Coom aras\vam y in 1909r l0 in the Tagore household. 
There is a latter-day sketch by him that shows him sitting with 
Cnmnaraswamy, surrounded by the Tagore brothers. Another person whose 
ideas had a big impact on him was a Japanese friend of the Tagores, 
Okakura Kakuzo, a learned art connoisseur and theorist, whose books 
ideals of the East' and ‘The Book of Tea’ were widely read at one time. 
Apart from discussing far'eastem art concepts he also introduced him to a 
few Japanese artists who enjoyed the hospitality of the Tagores. Then there 
was Ernest B. Havell who was the Principal of the Government School of 
./\rls and Crafts, ( 'alcutta, when Nandalal joined it (in 1905)but went back to 
England on leave soon after (in 1906). He was a confirmed admirer of 
Indian arts and artisanry and a spirited advocate of their patronage in the 
contemporary world. Coomaraswamy’s Writings collected in ‘Art and 
Swadeshi’(1911) and Havell’s in ‘Basis for the Artistic and Industrial 
Revival in India’(1912) covered more or less the same ground with slight 
differences in emphasis; their central theme was the cultural regeneration of 
India and the continuance of its art and craft traditions.

This is a rough picture of the background of the Nandalal- Gandhi- 
Rabindranath connection- their common desire to support and nurture the 
country’s artisan traditions and encourage the cultivation of hand skills and 
keep alive the basic sources of their cultural heritage.

But their intentions and attitudes vary to some extent. To Nandalal 
the need for the continuance of the artisan traditions was related to the need 
of the present day artist to familiarize himself with various dialects of 
creative expression these gave rise to and thereby gain greater depth of 
vision and technical resourcefulness. To Oandhi the main purpose was to 
develop a low- investment,labour-intensive production system that provided
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for the growth of small units of producer-consumer interaction which 
promised localized self-sufficiency and economic stability; though he did 
come to realize at one stage that such intimate producer-consumer 
interaction refined the sensibilities of both and gave the goods produced a 
quality that went beyond their utilitarian parameters. To Rabindranath a 
culture that held together numerous levels of expression was richer than the 
one with fewer; there the interaction of the complex levels with the simpler 
benefited both, helping the former to avoid preciosity and the latter to gain 
greater depth and refinement. Under the influence of the Art and Craft 
movement in England Rabindranath and his artist nephews also made a 
serious effort to encourage craft practice amidst non-professional 
community groups.

Gandhi and Rabindranath did not see eye to eye on many matters 
though both worked in their own individual ways to ensure an independent 
India its rightful place in the world community, upholding the high 
humanistic ideals the country was famous for. Naturally they remained close 
friends and held each other in respect and supported each other at critical 
moments. When Gandhi led his heroic march of indentured labour into 
Transvaal in 1913 Rabindranath described it poetically as the steep ascent 
of manhood. When Gandhi decided to move to India with the inmates of his 
Phoenix Settlement in South Africa. Rabindranath offered them hospitality 
in Santiniketan. They did avail of this generous offer for a short-while before 
they moved westward to Ahmedabad and settled on the banks of the 
Sabarmati. When in 1932 Gandhi went on an indefinite fast in the Yerawada 
jail to protest against the imposition of separate electorates (which he feared 
will fragment the country), he sought Rabindranath’s blessings by letter. 
Rabindranath’s telegraphic support preceded it. And when the fast was 
broken Rabindranath was there by his bedside. In 1940 when Rabindranath 
was in the poor health Gandhi visited him in Santiniketan. Suspecting that 
this may be their last meeting Rabindranath requested him in a touching 
written note to safeguard the institution in his absence. Rabindranath died in 
August 1941. Nearly five years later Gandhi visited Santiniketan again to lay 
the comer stone of a hospital he had raised money for in the memory of 
C.F.Andrews and see how the institution fared in Rabindranath’s absence. In 
dire financial straits'its administrators sought his help. When India became 
independent the new National government helped it out and made it a 
centrally financed university. Gandhi had however advised them to follow 
their founder and avoid taking governmental assistance if they could as this 
might curtail their independent initiatives.
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Nandalal’s relationship with Gandhi was of a different kind. Nandalal 
was a devoted fan of Gandhi. In an article written in 1940 he records his 
admiration for him and the various transformations he had brought about on 
the Indian political scene. And how like many others he was also 
overwhelmed by his personal qualities- his simplicity, his truthfulness, his 
transparency in speech and action, his sense of compassion and fearlessness 
in the face of a crisis. But he had come to know all this from a distance, 
through indirect means, through the ears and not the eYS-S, as he mentions in 
his article. He came to know him personally only in 1936 when Gandhi 
approached him with a request to design and organize an art and craft 
exhibition during the Indian National Congress session in Lucknow.

Gandhi retired from the Congress in 1934 and moved residence from 
Sabarmati to Wardha, although his shadow hovered over all its discussions 
and decisions till the end of his days. He wanted to devote more time to 
nation-building activities,especially those related to its economic 
independence. For this he formed the AH India Village Industries 
Association under the auspices of the Congress. It had an elaborate agenda 
that covered every aspect of village development and sought advice from 
distinguished people in various fields. He also invited Rabindranath (in a 
letter of November 1934) to lend his name to the advisory body, presumably 
to advise on matters relating to art, education and culture. It is conceivable 
that Rabindranath had suggested the name of Nandalal to advise them on the 
working details.

The first art and craft exhibition to be organized with a Congress 
session was at Indore in 1934. But Gandhi wanted such exhibitions to 
become a major feature in all the subsequent sessions and make them more 
attractive and spectacular. So he sought the help of Nandalal to instal the 
exhibition he planned for the Congress session in Lucknow (in 1936). 
Though apprehensive in the beginning Nandalal accepted the responsibility. 
He was happy to have the privilege of getting close to Gandhi. And this 
happiness knew no bounds when he found that Gandhi had discriminating 
taste and as he mentions in his article the ‘eye of a connoisseur’. Gandhi 
appreciated the simple structures made of bamboo, reed and timber to house 
the exhibits, the simple decor and display and spent everyday a long time 
looking at each exhibit with care. The austere aesthetics of the show pleased 
him greatly. Although there was a general impression that Gandhi had no 
interest in art, Nandalal found him highly sensitive and observant. He recalls 
with delight (in his article) how Gandhi while appreciating the set up and 
display during a preview had pointed out to them an offending detail at the 
entrance, which they had overlooked in their confusion.



Nandalal’s talent to make an aesthetic .statement with the simplest 
materials made Gandhi more ambitious. He had at last discovered an artist 
who could aesthetise even a poverty stricken environment. He wanted to put 
this to test in Faizpur where the next Congress session was to be held in the 
end of 1936. He had planned it as a village congress, and wanted to keep it 
as free from urban influence as he could. Firstly, he wanted the whole 
township (Tilak Nagar) to be built with local materials- wood,, bamboo and 
hay. He wanted the exhibits^be mostly the handiwork of the humble village 
artisans of the neighborhood. He insisted that Nandalal should take this 
responsibility.

Nandalal was frightened by this many-sided assignment and tried to 
evade it. He pleaded ignorance of architecture and pointed to the limitations 
of his talent. Gandhi would not hear of it, he was just the person he wanted. 
Nandalal mentions in his article that he sent him a cryptic message “I do not 
want an expert pianist, I want a devoted fiddler”, and broke down his 
resistance. Nandalal was provided the assistance of an architect named Mr. 
Mhatre. A group of young helpers accompanied him from Santiniketan. He 
stayed in Faizpur many weeks and supervised the work. The result exceeded 
expectations and Nandalal’s resourceful use of simple materials became a 
model for young designers in the years to come.

Gandhi declared at the opening “God has given me a sense of art but 
not the organs to give it shape. He has blessed Nanda Babu with both. The 
result is that the whole of Tilak Nagar is an exhibition in itself. It begins not 
where I am going to open it but at the main gateway which is a fine piece of 
village art”. He repeated this over and*over every day. Nandalal’s reputation 
as an artist was till then confined to the elite circles of Behgal and 
elsewhere; but this open and unstinting praise of his work at Faizpur shot 
him into national fame. He became the Artist-laoreate of nationalist India.

Gandhi again invited the participation of Nandalal in the Congress 
session at Haripura(in 1938). This resulted in his painting the famous 
Haripura posters. He is reported to have painted a hundred of them by his 
own hand. His student and teacher associates made close copies ofthim and 
multiplied them fourfold. They were displayed on the main gate and the 
exterior of the pavilions; Gandhi had wanted them to catch the attention of 
the passers-by. They also went on the walls of the volunteer camps, the 
rooms of Gandhi and Subhas Chandra Bose (the President of the session). 
Gandhi’s open-hearted appreciation of the works convinced Nandalal that he 
was a man of remarkable taste and sensibility inspite of his pretensions to 
the contrary.



All the same art did not figure prominently in Gandhi’s list of 
priorities. His main objective was to strengthen the self-assurance of the 
Indian people and motivate them to fight for their independence with his 
methods of non-violent action that called for enormous physical and mental 
courage. Then educate them in the values they needed to uphold in a free 
India to make it a land of peace-loving and compassionate human beings, 
which provided equal rights and opportunities to each person to live 
creatively to his full potential. In the, face of the vision of dire poverty amidst 
large sections of the Indian people and the various social ills and disabilities 
that impaired their progress talking about art seemed to him a kind of 
sacrilege.

So when people questioned him about his interest in art he evaded an 
answer; or said he did not* tfie* time to give it attention. When he was 
planning at one time to go to the temple city of Belur (in Karnataka) to 
personally receive a donation of five hundred rupees ^someone asked him 
whether he will also go and see the temple’s exquisite statuary, he replies 
humbly: ‘Who will not be drawn to this wonderful temple of Indian art?. But 
a representative of daridra narayan like me may not indulge in the feast of 
the eyes’. Answering a young interviewer who questioned him about his 
much publicized disinterest in art and beauty (ini924) he says, ‘Orissa 
haunts me in my waking hours and my dreams. Whatever is useful to these 
starving millions is beauty to my mind’. He was obviously referring to the 
scenes of abject poverty he had seen in certain parts of Orissa. Then he adds 
in seemingly biblical language, ‘Let us give today the vital things o f . life and 
all the graces and ornaments of life will follow’. This young interviewer had 
a long session with him, which is more than what anyone else had managed 
earlier or later. Gandhi’s answers showed that he wasAconfirmed Tolstoyan 
who did not believe in art for art’s sake and laid special emphasis on truth 
and moral values.

After 1934/when he starts taking special interest in promoting artisan 
traditions, he is not so reticent or guarded. He owns up that he responds to 
works of art in his limited way. While opening the Lucknow exhibition (in 
1936) he says, ‘This exhibition I am going to declare open is the first of its 
kind. Village artisans from all over India have gathered, from Kashmir to 
South India, from Sindh to Assam. Nandalal Bose and his associates have 
lavished their labour for several weeks to set it up.... Do you know Orissa 
and its skeletons? Well, from that hunger stricken impoverished land of 
skeletons have come craftsmen who have brought miracles in bone, horn and 
silver. Go and see how the soul of man in an impoverished body can breathe 
life into lifeless bone and metal’.. While returning from the Round Table
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conference in London (in 1931) Gandhi stops by .in Rome and spends more 
than an hour in the art galleries of the Vatican,

He writes to a friend describing the experience; how the time was too 
short; how to have good idea of the things he saw he should have spent there 
at least three months; how a painting of the crucifiction greatly impressed 
him. Then he adds, “You see I enjoy art. But have given up or have had to 
give up many such pleasures”. Talking to pressmen after the visit he told 
them too that he had a taste for art but not the time for it. If he had not been 
obliged to become a political activist he would have liked to be a musician.

One cannot however figure out from all this how broad or deep 
his interest in art was. Although Nandalal credits him with taste and 
sensitivity and his statements sometimes show that he watched art objects 
with care, we have no proof whether he had had occasion to see a large 
cross-section o f fadMft art and if he had,whether he would have enjoyed, or 
approved of, their widespread sensuOusness and, in places, frank eroticism. 
This is hard to expect from a man like him who laid much store on 
abstinence and asceticism and had great reservations even about the well- 
known works of some of the established masters of Sanskrit literature like 
Kalidasa. But from a distance he did accept the sanctity of this age- long art 
tradition with all its features,irrespective of his preferences. When Nandalal 
once mentioned to him with consternation the proposal of some of his 
enthusiastic followers to hide the erotic sculptures of the Konark and 
Khajuraho temples from the public eye, he promised it will not happen.

In any case the Nandalal connection did open up his vistas. It gave 
rise to a loose link up between the Gandhian and Tagorean institutions. 
Those graduates of Santiniketan who wanted to work close to the ground 
realities volunteered to work with Gandhian institutions and those of his 
workers that Gandhi felt needed a cultural grooming he sent to Santiniketan 
to work under Nandalal’s guidance.

But this link up was active only as long as Gandhi was alive.

K.G. Subramanyan


