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Partisan Modernity  
 

Geeta Kapur 
 

Positions 

It is all too easy to fall into a nostalgic mode while writing on Dr Mulk Raj Anand – referred to 

henceforth in this essay as Mulk, characteristic to his unconventional persona and quite in tune 

with how he was known by people old and young. It would be nostalgia not simply about the 

golden decade of the 1960s and about my youth – and one’s own youth is as seductive a trope as 

you can find in the balance of issues! – but for quite other, momentous, reasons. For the kind of 

public intellectual he was in the Nehruvian era and its first follow-up with Indira Gandhi; for the 

progressive positions he took on matters of culture and politics until his death at the age of 99.  

 

It might also be nostalgia for a particular form of modernity and its corollary, a literary and 

artistic modernism. While the youngest generation of artist-intellectuals in India, situating 

themselves pretty firmly within a postmodern era, may have little patience with modernity or 

modernism, there is reason to believe that the issue, in discourse as in practice, is not so quickly 

disposed of. Not if one rescues it from the nostalgic mode and re-evaluates the logic (or the lack 
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of it) in arguments relating to the “death of modernity”, revises the canonical periodization of the 

complex category of the “modern”, calibrates it from the vantagepoint of the contemporary, and 

sees it as a web of counter-currents resurfacing on a global scale in flows that are far from frozen. 

Indeed, there is fresh discourse on the subject of modernity. Cultural theorists have proposed 

bypassing (or suspending) the too-quickly dated notion of postmodernity, and testing the validity 

of what is seen to be the recurrent claims on the variegated experience of modernity by linking 

the concept directly with the most precipitate temporal category: the contemporary.  

 

By decoding the dialectic that attaches to modernist utopias of the 20th century, we are in a 

position to argue how several historical visions are embedded in the discourse of modernity, 

including that of a liberal-humanist democracy and, at the farthest reach, of a revolutionary 

socialist society. Unless one succumbs to the “end of history” thesis offered by the triumphalists 

of current capitalism, any predication of history as future must give due regard (by which I mean 

analytic attention/stringent critique) to the rationalist programme of human emancipation 

projected since the European enlightenment, with its extension within the dialectic of historical 

materialism. This trajectory is invoked here not as a standard litany of what was proposed in the 

20th century (and then lost, or distorted) but as a particularly apt contextualization for the figure 

of Mulk who, back in the 1920s and ’30s, when he was a student in England, declared himself in 

terms of a utopian affirmation of modernity. He adapted that spirit to his subsequent Indian 

commitment, and maintained some form of its energy throughout.  

 

In one of his early autobiographical monographs,1 Mulk gives an essayistic account of his 

formation as an intellectual and his philosophic credo, which he calls “humanist” with a certain 

naïve insistence (not uncommon in mid-century discourse). Spurred by rage against the cruelty 

and hypocrisy of Indian feudal society and the chaos created by what he calls “the defeated” 

civilizational mentality, he proclaims that the only way to break through the impasse is to always 

historicize. He  goes on to give humanism a world-historical urgency, offering, as a philosopher-

writer from India, a fulsome critique of  the Eurocentric bias in enlightenment values. He writes 

eloquently about inequality, suffering, and the fraud of democracy in capitalist societies, and in 

the ardour of mature youth avers that the apotheosis of humanism will be found in socialist 

egalitarianism. He thus foregrounds utopia from a dialectical view of history. He further claims 

the right to annex to the anti-imperialist cause the spirit of an earlier romantic heroism – which he 

sees as weak and waning in the West, lost in the cynical and nihilist ideologies of the 

contemporary thrown up in the interwar period. “New Asia”, he says, has more potential than 
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“Old Europe”. Universalist humanism must transcend the histories of imperial domination and 

include, instead, a socialist brotherhood whereby humanism may keep the liberal aspect of its 

origins but recognize the claim of democracy to represent the disenfranchised poor. Mulk proudly 

quotes Professor Laski in favour of the Soviet Union, but then flags the socialist ideal with a set 

of modernist icons: desire, spiritual introspection, a recall of the imaginary including the 

unconscious operation of “will”, and what may be called libertarian freedom, always best 

exemplified by the “artist-hero”. Indeed, he openly valorizes the artist and intellectual as the 

vanguard figure of a more composite contemporary civilization. He justifies this hubris on behalf 

of the artist in compensation for an overall negativity of spirit in the contemporary world.  

 

This early essay written in liberal England gains its poignancy from the full-blown sense of 

sovereignty that Mulk, like his compatriots, was at the threshold of attaining with the liberation of 

the Indian nation. Its sweeping optimism, staked simply on good intent, displays little situational 

veracity. But as a free narrative of an Indian navigating European culture in the last phase of 

colonialism, it is a testimony in favour of a form of secular nationalism that is at once historically 

modern and culturally substantiated by the soon-to-be-written constitution of free India. In it a 

40-plus young man sees himself as strengthening the best energies of an emancipatory 

nationalism, yet places himself within the international community through precisely the 

modernizing project of a nation-to-be. Here is a discourse we can, in retrospect, see to be virtually 

cloning that of India’s icon of modernity, Jawaharlal Nehru. And we know how well Mulk fitted 

in with Nehru’s post-independence India. As for the flaws that Nehru’s vision of India may be 

revealed to have harboured in its somewhat simple (and elitist) faith in “mankind”, in the (Indian) 

“people”, in the “common ‘man’” and in the wretched, that narrative of radical alterity is not 

programmed within this essay. 

  

 

Studies in Philosophy and Literature 

Mulk narrativizes his “origins” as an artist-intellectual from the vantagepoint of a runaway youth: 

he left home on borrowed money after he graduated from Khalsa College, Patiala (he told me that 

my teacher-grandfather, Rai Bahadur Manmohan, gave the money, and that story completes itself 

in a fictional affiliation, for “Uncle” Mulk became one of my mentors when I met him at the age 

of 22 just after I had returned from my postgraduate studies in art at New York!). He went to 

England in 1924, the year E.M. Forster’s Passage to India was published – a fortuitous crossover, 

if one may call it that, where a young student from a middle-class Indian family (his mother came 
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from a peasant and father from an artisanal background, but the family became “respectably” 

urban with the father joining the British-Indian armed services), who could well have been 

Professor Fielding’s favourite student, found his Passage to England. He attempted a 

reconciliation between the East and the West, the reconciliation that failed in Forster’s brilliant 

novel. Mulk fashioned himself to “succeed”, aided by the great historical circumstance of India’s 

approaching liberation!  

 

But, first, this volatile young man made a quick class transformation, obtained his doctoral degree 

in philosophy from the University of London in 1929, after which he saw himself wanting to 

become a writer. Mark the dates. This was the high point of 20th-century modernism and the very 

peak of modernist literature. English literature produced in Great Britain was alive with genius: 

W.B. Yeats, James Joyce, Ezra Pound, T.S. Eliot. These were men who set the Anglo-American 

agenda for the profound moment of existential modernity that argued for the artist’s sovereign 

status with a self-imposed demand that “he” pursue a hermetically “pure” form of literary 

experimentalism. Young writers sought their originality in their shadow. Mulk’s biography 

mentions that he worked for T.S. Eliot’s journal, Criterion, and proofread for Leonard Woolf’s 

Hogarth Press. At around the same time he began writing his own confessional novels.  

 

Mulk’s association with the distinctly upper-class Bloomsbury group is “recounted” in his free-

form essays called Conversations in Bloomsbury,2 written fifty years later and therefore best read 

as fictional conversations of unusual poignancy in that they reconstruct not always Mulk’s actual 

encounters but his retrospective “readings”, and, even more, his witty imaginings of persons and 

situations. He interpolates himself in the role of a naïve Indian youth in the class-worn society of 

1920s–30s London. He warms to the far-seeing partisan figure of E.M. Forster, whose just 

published Passage to India had turned the tide on the literary rendering of the colonial encounter 

as epitomized by Kipling. In his fictional conversation with Forster and Leonard Woolf, Mulk 

talks about his own “ghaoon maoon”, the private labyrinth of “a native poet in confusion, in love, 

in exile, in conflict and torment”. He recalls the fine-tuned melancholy and mystical undertones 

in Virginia Woolf, whose Mrs Dalloway, To the Lighthouse, and Orlando (published successively 

in 1925, ’27 and ’28) prompt him to fictionalize the conversation at Woolf’s tea-table around her 

style and characters, especially the hermaphrodite figure of Orlando. He is intimidated by T.S. 

Eliot, the diehard conservative whose epic poem, The Waste Land, gauges the depths of 

metaphysical pessimism in the early 20th century.  
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Outside of the Bloomsbury circle, Mulk was for a brief time room-mate with Dylan Thomas, the 

eccentric, alcoholic Welshman whose incredible use of metaphor, metre, and comic wit, whose 

reckless neo-Romantic sensuality and verse, following in the wake of an intensely desiring 

mortality, appealed to the young Mulk. Then, he met and admired D.H. Lawrence, a dissenter 

who plunged into the lives of working-class people, who invoked the erotic impulse to 

foreground what he believed to be the conflict between nature and civilization – retracting into a 

radical-regressive “primitivism” via a love of “other” (Mexican and Etruscan) cultures. In these 

formative encounters were to be found vignettes of desire and experience, moments replete with 

anticipation, as Mulk stepped on to the threshold of his own creative destiny as a modern writer. 

 

Remember that there were literary protagonists who embodied this very ache, turning them into 

contemporary legends: James Joyce’s Portrait of an Artist as Young Man (1916) was an index to 

a writer’s mythic flight in modern times and when Joyce’s other self, Stephen Dedalus, spoke 

about “forging in the smithy of his heart the uncreated conscience of his race”, it struck a sharp 

chord in Mulk’s “Indian” heart.  

 

The literary scene across the channel, in Europe, was another story. There were chronicles of 

dreams and the lure of vagabondage in the cosmopolitanism of the inter-war literary scene of 

Europe. It privileged styles of bohemian poverty and forms of “exile”. But also, ultimately, the 

“return to the native land”, given such historical resonance by Aimee Cesaire in his symbiotically 

surreal poem of the same title, written in an epic style on his return in 1933 from Paris to his own 

country, Martinique. It needs to be mentioned that among the movements of the European 

avantgarde, surrealism (Andre Breton’s Surrealist Manifesto was issued in 1924) permeated and 

influenced even the more conservative aesthetic in England. There was a ripple effect of 

modernist “stream of consciousness” and we find Mulk quoting the “unconscious” time and again 

as an essential resource for what he came to call his own “poetic realism”.  

 

In the decade of the 1930s and during the Second World War, Mulk became part of the more 

political section of the literary scene. His passionate encounter with Marx’s writings, actual 

events like the 1926 general strike in Great Britain and friendships with young communists, made 

him aware of the oppressive nature as well as anti-democratic operations of class society. The 

anti-fascist movement in the heart of Europe brought an immediate focus to the debates around 
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communism: in 1936, the conservative reaction against the elected, leftwing Popular Front 

government in Spain erupted into the Spanish Civil War, attracting active participation from the 

entire gamut of progressive political ideologies of the time. Prominent among the intellectuals 

who fought as partisans for the Republicans in the International Brigades (Mulk claimed 

membership in the International Brigade) was George Orwell. But by the late 1930s and with the 

Stalin-Hitler pact (1940), Orwell had become a bitter critic of Soviet socialism  – denouncing the 

subservience of European communist parties and especially the corruption of British socialist 

theory and practice under the influence of Russian hegemony. While Orwell denounced the 

leftward turn in the literary scene, seeing it as a “fall” in the sovereign status of the artist and a 

corruption of “his” imaginative universe, Mulk, who was marginally acquainted with Orwell and 

had shared anti-fascist platforms with him, moved in the opposite direction: from a left-liberal 

aesthetics to a more ideological stand taken by a large number of literary figures in that decade. 

Mulk knew many of them. To mention a few, W.H. Auden in England; and in France, Andre 

Malraux – a communist supporter until the Second World War whose principal themes as a writer 

were revolution and its philosophical implications, and Louis Aragon – a member of the surrealist 

group which believed that radical changes in the social structure and in the universal imaginary 

were the simultaneous preconditions for a revolution. Mulk probably met Aragon in the late1930s 

(by the 1920s Aragon had joined the Communist Party, in 1930 he visited the Soviet Union and, 

back in France, he called for a revolution): one of Mulk’s unpublished essays mentions in passing 

that he attended an international conference of intellectuals against emergent fascism in Paris in 

1936, organized by Andre Gide, Andre Malraux, Paul Eluard, Louis Aragon, and Elsa Triolet. 

The conference was presided over by Maxim Gorky. Not so coincidentally, perhaps, Mulk’s own 

work tends to a kinship with the kind of social(ist) realism that Gorky instituted in Stalin’s Soviet 

Union in the mid-1930s, although Mulk prefers to use the terms “potential” or “poetic” realism 

for his writing and extols the writer’s need for spiritual freedom, even claiming that “it is better to 

have too much freedom than to have too little”.  

 

During this time, through the 1930s, an anti-imperialist movement was picking up momentum in 

India (with firm supporters among the communists and soft supporters in the British Labour Party 

and in Fabian socialist circles). This commitment was properly ignited for Mulk when he returned 

to India for short periods: in 1928, when he met Jawaharlal Nehru for the first time; then in 1932, 

when he stayed briefly in Mahatma Gandhi’s Sabarmati Ashram and embarked on his novel The 

Untouchable (published in England in 1935, followed by Coolie in 1936, Two Leaves and a Bud 

in 1937, Lament on the Death of a Master of Arts in 1938, and The Village in 1939). He came to 
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India again in 1938, stayed at Sevagram with Mahatma Gandhi and visited Rabindranath Tagore 

in Santiniketan. Back in London, he played a peripheral role in the activities of the Indian 

National Congress and the India League, as also in the anti-war activities conducted by the 

largely partisan British intelligentsia. At the height of the war he was appointed as the Indian 

consultant to the British Ministry of Information and Broadcasting. By now he was committed to 

the cause of public intervention by intellectuals and, more firmly, to the form of progressive 

nationalism supported by international solidarities. Both national and international initiatives, he 

believed, were “led” by the intelligentsia in and across nations. A kind of vanguardism that was 

developed by the left circles of Europe and more decidedly by socialism, became Mulk’s credo. 

Once he returned to India for good in 1945, he virtually made this political/cultural vanguardism 

the vocation of his life.  

 

Mulk Raj Anand’s return to India and his affiliation, contribution, and role as a writer, as well as 

a critique of his themes and styles of writing, form a separate study that has been extensively 

undertaken by researchers and scholars all across the world. Here I only want to pick up a single 

thread for the sake of continuity before moving on to other aspects of his career, especially his 

role in the field of the visual arts. In 1934 Mulk, with Sajjad Zahir and several other Indian 

writers, made a beginning of what would be their version of progressive literature for the times. 

In 1936 the All India Progressive Writers’ Association held its first meeting at Lucknow under 

the presidentship of none other than Munshi Premchand. Sajjad Zahir was the general secretary. 

The meeting was attended by many writers, including Sarojini Naidu and Mulk Raj Anand. The 

Association initiated a new movement that declared itself against the forces of imperialism, 

capitalism, and colonialism, which changed the outlook of many writers in the various Indian 

languages.3 Sajjad Zahir and Mulk continued to work together in the much later Afro-Asian 

Writers’ movement: the “progressive” epithet had yielded a range of forward-looking positions 

that took issue with modernism, formalism, and the avantgarde as “bourgeois” predilections, 

emphasizing, in Mulk’s own words, a crying need for the “introduction into creative narrative of 

whole new peoples who have seldom entered the realms of literature in India”.4 As I just said, this 

and other aspects of Mulk’s literary life can only be signalled here as constituting another story. 

[ZAHEER? Pl cross-check sp] 

 

Internationalism and the Imaging of India 

Mulk’s internationalism stemmed from its two best periods: the 1920s–30s, the high point of 

modernism coupled with (sometimes in conflict with) socialist internationalism; and the 1950s–
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60s, the period of decolonization, leading to the then radical conception of a third world with its 

own historically immanent destiny. In 1955, nearly thirty African and Asian nations met at a 

conference held at Bandung, Indonesia, with the aim to oppose colonialism and to promote 

economic and cultural cooperation. The conference ultimately led to the establishment of the 

Non-Aligned Movement in 1961. Meanwhile, out of the first Afro-Asian Solidarity Conference in 

Cairo in 1957 arose a movement of Afro-Asian writers, with its first conference being held in 

Tashkent in 1958. Mulk was active in the cultural wing of these movements. Indeed his cultural 

initiatives and activities from the late 1940s to the late ’60s befitted the world image of an India 

instrumental in developing a positive ideology for a third world culture. This was part of a  larger 

political  context in  which Nehru’s leadership shone out. Mulk, like his counterparts in Latin 

America/Africa/Asia, looked for alternative forms of creativity and camaraderie, but such that 

postcolonial nationals, in their firm position as world citizens, linked hands with “humanists” (as 

Mulk continued to call them) and visionaries from everywhere in the world.  

 

Thus, for example, Mulk’s intense admiration for the role two major figures played in the 

modernity project of Nehruvian India during the 1950s and ’60s. He was fascinated, inspired by, 

and entirely partisan towards the invitation extended to Le Corbusier by Nehru himself – on the 

promptings of some enlightened intellectuals and bureaucrats (among whom Mulk counts 

himself). This was an invitation to build, in the foothills of the Himalayas, a wholly new, socially 

integrated, post-independence Indian city. A city situated at the interface of an agrarian-urban 

society that sought its profile within the planned welfare-state project of the Indian state. There 

were active encounters, fictional conversations, and exemplary pedagogies that Mulk devised on 

the experience of Chandigarh, where he spent a good bit of his time in the 1960s, teaching as a 

Tagore Professor of Fine Arts at the University and helping to set up the University Museum of 

Contemporary Art on the campus.  

 

Mulk privileged architecture from the very start of his career in India. The very name of the 

journal he inaugurated (along with the Ceylonese architect, Minette de Silva) in 1946, Marg, 

spells out as Modern Architectural Research Group. Throughout its publishing career, modern 

and ancient architecture, planning and urban development issues were in the forefront of the 

journal’s agenda (see the Marg archive5 for a wealth of material on architecture and urban 

planning).  

[IS IT MINETTE OR  ANILE DE SILVA?] 
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The other example I wish to cite is Mulk Raj Anand’s forward-looking interest in photography 

from the 1950s. In the editorial to an issue of Marg he edited, “Photography as an Art Form”, he 

wrote: 

 

MARG wishes to bring before the Indian people this new art form, self-consciously. We 

hope that the reactionary, hidebound, narrow outlook of those who will not have official 

exhibitions of photographic art in our country, will receive the shock of awareness from 

some of the pictures of Images of India Exhibition, which have been reproduced here in 

this pioneer number on Photography. 

… photography has become an inevitable adjunct, and may supply the instruments for the 

use of all those enthusiastic young people, who are languishing in the small towns of 

India for want of any means by which they can realize their visions and dreams. 6

  

[ HOPE  ALL QUOATIONS ARE IN A SMALLER FONT?]  

 

In an article titled “The camera eye of Henri Cartier-Bresson focused on some decisive moments 

in India: A preparatory essay”,7 Mulk expresses his admiration of Cartier-Bresson, of his 

epiphanous theory of the “decisive moment”, his uncanny and passionately sympathetic presence 

in unexpected situations, in the very moment when individuals and societies find their existential 

and political place in the world. He speaks about the world-historical struggles Cartier-Bresson 

recorded as the 20th century unravelled itself: the Spanish Civil War, the Second World War and 

its aftermath, as for example the Nuremberg Trial. Cartier-Bresson was equally, famously, the 

photographer of the decisive moment of India’s history. The world is witness to his pictures taken 

at the devastating moment of Gandhi’s assassination. Mulk goes on to describe image after image 

how Cartier-Bresson saw in the quick of the moment the enactment of the everyday in the lives of 

Indians. Indeed Mulk chronicles through these descriptions his own obsessive travels, his own 

vivid views of a changing India.  

  

 

Indian Modern Art 

In the area of fine art, Mulk’s ideology and preferences were formed during his stay in the West 

by a mixed set of influences. As a young man he developed a friendship with Eric Gill, the well-

known Catholic-socialist “artisanal” sculptor who offered a critique of capitalism through his art 

practice. Mulk placed Gill in the larger frame of William Morris’s philosophy of art and craft, a 
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logical extension of his initial elective “apprenticeship” to the teachings of Ananda K. 

Coomaraswamy. His engagement with the history of Indian art, beginning with his first book on 

art history, The Hindu View of Art, continued through the thousands of pages of Marg, which he 

edited from 1946–80. The journal created a veritable “museum without walls”, after Malraux’s 

universalist conception of art as heritage, philosophy, and as a secular-democratic norm for 

gaining civilizational poise in the cruel and disturbed century of the moderns. 

 

As for modern art, an international-socialist dimension of pre-Second World War modernism 

favoured in left circles was crested by Mulk’s own interest in more strictly modernist 

manifestations of surrealism. Mulk’s engagement with the movement was articulated via the art 

history/pedagogy of Roland Penrose and Herbert Read, especially the latter whose anarchist 

inclinations informed his theorizing on the relationship of art and society. On the whole Mulk 

retained a leftist insistence on the centrality of representation in art, always denouncing the art-

for-art’s-sake argument of a liberal aesthetic. In later years, he came to appreciate the most 

radical and strictly Marxist art critic in mid-century England: John Berger.  

 

In India, Mulk’s preferences among the “modernist” pioneers, on the scene in the 1930s and ’40s, 

included Rabindranath Tagore, Amrita Sher-Gil, and the Ceylonese painter George Keyt. He was 

one of the earliest critics outside of Bengal to write on the paintings of Tagore – first in Marg and 

then, much later in 1985, in a monograph on the poet-painter (dedicated, significantly, to the 

French surrealist painter Andre Masson), where he reiterates the by-then familiar thesis about the 

significance of child art and the modernist inclination towards “automatic” painting. * Like so 

many male intellectuals and artists in the decade of the 1930s, Mulk was attracted to the 

flamboyant figure of Sher-Gil – a woman of mixed blood (with a Hungarian mother and a  father 

from the Punjab Sikh aristocracy) whose liberated (and libertine) morals, as indeed her between-

the-wars ideology of artistic representation, made special sense to Mulk. * George Keyt’s 

rendering of a boldly modernist language to revisit the voluptuous and lyrical motifs of our 

subcontinental culture made a deep impact when he showed his work in Bombay in 1947 – Mulk, 

enchanted with his work, often used his drawings in Marg to emblematize and reinvent, as it 

were, the past through a contemporary sensibility and fresh formal structures.  

I REALIZE NOW THAT THE TAGORE AND AMRITA ARTICLES AND BOOKS SHOULD 

BE FOOTNTED: IS ANNAPURNA IN A POSITION TO DO THIS? IF SO MANY THANKS 
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Given his faith in the discourse of modernity and progress, Mulk naturally identified with the 

young members of the Progressive Artists’ Group in Bombay. In his ebullient and optimistic style 

he inaugurated their first Bombay show in July 1949. He became, along with European emigré 

patrons and critics like Emmanuel Schlesinger, Walter Langhammer, and Rudy von Leyden, host 

and friend and comrade-in-arms to these young artists. The Progressives and their associates (as 

well as other, primarily Bombay-based, artists like Hebbar and Chavda) featured regularly in the 

pages of Marg, where they gained their first signs of fame and influence. Among the original 

group of Progressives (Souza, Raza, Husain, Gade, and Bakre), Mulk was especially admiring of 

Souza, the rebellious, angry denizen of  the carnivorous metropolis of Bombay. And of Husain, 

the generous painter of a lost communitarian ethos, struggling to survive in the city and indeed 

surviving with elan in a changing India. Both of these painters, like Mulk himself, contributed 

their courage of adventure to the promise of a new universality that spelled Indian modernism. 

 

In an unpublished letter to Souza, June 18, 1986, Mulk writes: 

 

I suppose Camus was right when he said that revolt itself is an ideal for its own sake. 

Because it, ultimately, wins through. 

… I think, you know how we were drawn to each other. It was this very shared rebellion 

that made us sense the warmth in each others’ smiles…. Maybe, next time you come we 

will spend a noisy conversation, in which, you will speak for ten minutes and I for five, 

or the other way round. And, from our fury against the stupid may come more fiery 

words and images. As you know, indignation precedes creative action. 

 

And in a life-long continuation of this very indignation that kept alive a radical form of creativity, 

he wrote a letter on October 9, 1996 (when he was already 90 years old) defending Husain against 

the onslaught of rightwing goons:  

 

Since the time M.F. Husain came down from scaffoldings, above which he painted large 

film posters at a rupee a day, and began, from penury, to recreate beauties, passions and 

pathos of human life in our country, more than fifty years ago, he has won acclaim as one 

of the vital artists of India and the world.  

… To those who want to enshrine Ram and Sita images as little plastic dolls in tinsel 

clothes for worship in Ayodhya, Husain’s nude Saraswati is obscene. 
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… Shri Ashok Singhal and Hindutvas of his ilk, only display their crass ignorance of 

India’s creative heritages and modern resurgence in arts. 

… And Shri Pramod Navalkar exposes his fanatical bias in issuing a warrant of arrest for 

Husain as a common criminal. 

… Meanwhile, Hindutva protagonists stand condemned for their ignorance, blind 

communal prejudices and hate. 

 

THE NEWSPAPER WHERE THIS LETTER WAS PUBLISHED: DOES ANNAPURNA 

HAVE A REF  FOR IT? 

In the field of the Indian visual arts, Mulk Raj Anand’s seminal contributions to the definition of 

Indian modernity range, to my mind, from the late 1940s to the late ’60s: from the inception of 

Marg to his chairmanship of the Lalit Kala Akademi during 1966–72. By instituting in 1968 the 

First Triennale India, an international exhibition conceived on an ambitious scale (somewhat after 

the model of the Sao Paulo Biennale), he put a seal, as it were, on his lifelong commitment to 

modernism/internationalism.  

 

In his introduction to the catalogue of the First Triennale India 8, Mulk  wrote a typically rousing 

text calling artists and intellectuals to an avantgarde quest, asking them to confront in mid-

century the deeply, tragically divided world. He gathered a good jury which included India’s 

friend, Octavio Paz; the Director of the Tate Gallery, Norman Reid; the Curator-in-Chief of the 

Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo, Nasayoshi Homma; and art critics A.F. Jakimowicz, Prithwish 

Neogy, and Rudy von Leyden. He elicited an enthusiastic bunch of messages from a range of art 

celebrities, mostly his personal friends, who saw the event as an index of India’s enhanced 

international profile.9

 

Some of the distinguished artists who participated in the country-sections of the international 

show included , among scores of others, Joseph Cornell, Stuart Davis, Donald Judd, Claes 

Oldenburg, and Jackson Pollock from the United States; from Britain, Howard Hodgkin, Victor 

Pasmore, Ceri Richards; from Ceylon, the founder of the Group ’43, J.D.A. Pereira; and so on 

and on.  

 

A storm of issues was raised with the Triennale. Mulk, as the government-appointed Chairman of 

the Lalit Kala Akademi, was caught in the storm  more or less by default.  Always on the side of 

democracy and rebellion, Mulk was, quite ironically, clubbed with the establishment. By the time 
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the Second Triennale India came round in 1971, an Artists’ Protest had developed asking for a  

boycott of the Akademi until certain governmental/bureaucratic reforms took place. The artists’  

movement inadvertently undermined  the merit of the man with an international vision for Indian 

art. The  invitees to the Second Triennale were still as distinguished: to give an example, the USA 

sent works by Carl Andre, Eva Hesse, Robert Ryman, and Richard Serra, no less! But by now 

Mulk’s term was over and so too his goodwill towards artists. The story of the consciousness-

raising Artists’ Protest movement and of the Lalit Kala Akademi thenceforth,  does not belong 

here.  

 

Mulk left the Indian art scene somewhat sadly, bitterly, but not without marking it with his 

internationalist credo that has borne fruit now – albeit outside of/without state initiatives – 

through the individual ambition of artists, critics, and curators.  

 

Ending 

Mulk was an eccentric, an archetypal bohemian, an inveterate traveller. He cultivated a nomadic 

worldview from the caravansarai of the imaginary, and yet was ever concerned with the ethics of 

everyday life. Stylishly simple – dressed in winter in his thick-tan English corduroys, and in 

white kurta-churidar-bandi in the summer – he chose his aesthetic carefully and privileged always 

a modernist design for the few objects with which he furnished his many “little” homes in Delhi, 

Chandigarh, Bombay, Khandala. The homes were all-verandahs, made (Corbusier-like) with an 

open-work brick structure; there were thousands of  books in bare rooms livened by brightly 

painted, rudimentary shelves, tables and chairs -- with always a couple of low, jute-strung 

armchairs designed by Pierre Jeanneret in Chandigarh as markers of  economy  and comfort.  

 

Almost a hippie before the hippies came along in the early 1960s, Mulk promoted permissiveness 

in love as a propitious sign for the romance of life. He was something of an enfant terrible as 

well. After the fashion of Dylan Thomas, he declared in his own manner how he wouldn’t “go 

gentle into that good night” but go when he would gesticulating, talking, protesting, until the 

angels took him into their fold and quieted him down to the silence of their infinite melancholy.  

 

I can imagine Mulk among the angels ruing the “loss of innocence” in humankind, an innocence 

measured in terms of deep knowledge, not ignorance; knowledge in favour of a greater humanity 

in the face of the barbarism of power that the protagonists of 20th-century utopias have 

repeatedly witnessed. With the re-establishment of Empire in the 21st century – in the present 
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phase of capitalist globalization, to be more precise – Mulk might indeed have wanted to 

withdraw, to wander in the mind like an untethered poet, like the betrayed Lear. There was 

something of Shakespeare’s Lear in Mulk, shrewd and trusting, King and Fool, raving and wise at 

the same time…a “renaissance figure” surviving to almost a hundred in an age of accelerated 

negotiations that he tried to handle with his strangely pragmatic skills. In the end  however he 

entirely gave himself over to the genre of the autobiographical memoir, the memoir as a 

masquerade of “the man who didn’t die” but went into the zone of  vivid amnesia after living in 

the (now undone) century of the moderns, stripped down to extreme vulnerability by his fully 

fallible, incorrigibly ebullient life…. 

 Do not go gentle into that good night, 

 Old age should burn and rave at close of day; 

 Rage, rage against the dying of the light. 

  And you, my father, there on the sad height, 

Curse, bless, me now with your fierce tears, I pray. 

Do not go gentle into that good night. 

Rage, rage against the dying of the light. 

   –Dylan Thomas  

 

 

 

Notes  

 
1 Apology for Heroism: An Essay in Search of Faith, Lindsay Drummond, London, 1946. 
2 Arnold Heinemann, New Delhi, 1981. 

3 See Sisir Kumar Das, A History of Indian Literature, 1911–1956, Struggle for Freedom: 

Triumph and Tragedy, Sahitya Akademi, Delhi, 1995, p. 683. 
4 Mulk Raj Anand, Apology for Heroism. 
5 www.marg-art.org/archive  
6 Marg, Vol. 14, No.1, December 1960. 
7 Unpublished manuscript. 

8 Lalit Kala Akademi, New Delhi, 1968. 

9 A selection from the messages published in the catalogue reads as follows:  

 

January 28, 1968: I was very honoured to receive your visit and I hope to be able 
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to see you one day in your country. … May the artists from all countries-North, 

South, West and East-meet in New Delhi and draw from your ancient civilization 

a new wisdom. May their message go beyond a simple work of art and form the nucleus 

of a new and human democracy. This is what I wish in sending you my best regards.  

 Joan Miro, Son Abrines, Palma de Mallorca  

 

January 24, 1968: I send my best wishes for the success of the First Triennale of World 

Art organised by your National Academy and my profound regrets that I am not able to 

participate in the opening ceremony. International exhibitions of this kind have become a 

feature of the “global village” in which we all live, and it is appropriate that India, whose 

artistic heritage is unrivalled in the world, should be the scene of such an event. The 

purpose of such exhibitions is not to demonstrate an uniform internationalism in art, but 

to show that art is an universal language in which the beauty and vitality that have their 

roots in each separate region can be communicated to everyone. Art has a supreme 

function in creating a new world of peaceful nations, and it is my belief (as it was also 

Tolstoy’s) that only art can serve this purpose.  

Herbert Read, Stonegrave, York, England 

 

January 26, 1968: The Triennale of Contemporary World Art is an enterprise both 

courageous and admirable: courageous in the face of many difficulties; admirable in its 

breadth of vision which includes not only India and the Indian Ocean regions but also the 

Far East and the West.  

 Art coming from all over the world will interest young Indian artists; they will learn much 

from this wide-spread foreign invasion. Of course the Invasion is friendly, but it may seem 

overwhelming. The young Indian artist should fortify the cultural independence of his great 

country by maintaining the individuality of his own spirit.  

Alfred H. Barr, Jr. 

 January 10, 1968: I send my greetings to the first Triennale of Contemporary World Art to 

be held in India. It would suggest the possibility of escaping from or even overthrowing the 

hegemony of Europe and North America in these matters. This hegemony is disastrous because, 

whatever the personal feelings or ideas of individual artists or teachers may be, it is based upon 

the concept of a visual work of art as property. The historical usefulness of such a concert has 

long past: it stands now as a barrier to further development. The ideology of modern European 

property is inseparable from imperialism. The fight against imperialism and all its agencies is 
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thus closely connected with the struggle for a truly modern art. I wish you clear-sightedness, 

strength and courage in your struggle.  

John Berger, London 

  FOOTNOES AND FOOTNEOTED QUOTATIONS IN SMALLER PRINT I HOPE? 

 
Captions 
 
1. Mulk listening to a speech, Gathering of World Intellectuals(?), Prague, 1948. 
2. Mulk with Georgian intellectuals, Gathering of World Intellectuals(?), Prague, 
1948. 
3. Mulk in China with K.A. Abbas, Aileen Karanjia and others, 1950. 
4. Group Photo for Art Seminar, National Gallery of Modern Art, New Delhi, 1950. 
5. Mulk with Carlo Levi and friend, Rome, 1954. 
6. Mulk with Indira Gandhi, First Triennale, New Delhi, 1968. 
7. Mulk with Jack Lindsay and his wife, Cambridge, U.K., 1986. 
8. TITLE(?), M.F. Husain. Use one from old Margs as per our discussion. 
 
POSSIBILITIES 
OLD MARGS IN COLOUR 
OR 
Can include a  
George Keyt 
Souza 3/3 
R Tagore 12/1  14/2  21/1 
Shergil  1/1  21/1  25/2 
Photography  14/1 
General pics from 1/1 
Husain  4/3  6/2  8/3 
 
I WILL LEAVE IT TO YOU TO CHOOSE THE PICTURES 
 
Quotes 
 
In Defense of M. F. Husain (Quote to be paired with Geeta Kapur's essay) 
 
With inborn genius for line, colour and form and awareness of the human condition, he 
has enlivened village women, not in [the] conventional photographer’s sensational 
portraiture, but delineating women as energies and not as dumb dolls…He once glorified 
the heroic woman, who ended General Yayha Khan’s genocide in Bangladesh, by 
recreating [an] image of Goddess Durga who vanquishes buffalo demon Mahesh. 
 
Open letter sent to newspapers, October 9, 1996 
 
 
The use of machinery to change caste politics (Geeta Kapur’s Essay) 
When the sweepers change their profession, they will no longer remain Untouchables. 
Any they can do that soon, for the first thing we will do when we accept the machine, 
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will be to introduce the machine which clears dung without anyone having to handle it – 
the flush system.  
 
Untouchable (London: Penguin Books, 1935), p. 155. 
 
 
On the First Triennale of World Contemporary Art (Quote to be paired with Geeta 
Kapur’s article) 
 
And may I welcome, into our country, which believes in “live and let live”, all those 
talents of all those countries of the world which have come to share in the festival of our 
first Triennale…. May I assure them, those who are only present here through their works 
and many others who could not be represented, that, suffering as we do the torments of 
oppression, cruelty and bestiality through the lack of human sensitiveness in many men 
of power, we preserve a lingering faith, without mystique, but as human beings, away 
from greed and power, in the healing capacities of the creative arts.  
 
Undated manuscript for The Artist as Hero. 
 
 
On Amrita Sher-Gil and the Felt Presence (Geeta Kapur’s Essay) 
  
The general principle which she understood in her experiments when she reached India 
was that the nearer the presentation of a theme approaches natural form, the less is it art 
form. Because if it were possible to represent objects as they are, they would just remain 
what they were, imitations.... The achievement of likeness or imitation may constitute 
good craftmanship, but it certainly does not include the degree of transformation which 
may communicate what we have called the felt presences in Amrita Sher-Gil’s works. 
  
  
On the Release of Insider (To be paired with picture of Indira Gandhi and Mulk near 
Geeta Kapur’s Essay) 
  
You have indicated in your book the nefarious love of power of most politicians. And yet 
you have shown how the democratic process was vitiated and how it somehow survived... 
Many of those who had admired Indira Gandhi’s liberation of Pakistan’s East Bengal and 
called her Durga were dead against her forward land policies. Her own Emergency had 
been far too extreme an action violating all that her father stood for.  
  
Typed undated letter to P.V. Narasimha Rao, “A Letter to Insider” 
 
NOT SO HAPPY ABOUT THE TWO QUOTATIONS MARKED IN GREEN TO BE 
INCLUDED WITH MY ESSAY: CAN YOU OMIT THESE? 
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The formatting and typography of these quotations (to be inserted inrelation to my 
article) is not clear in this manuscript: I expect this will be looked after by the 
editors/designers. 
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