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This text is an unedited draft on the basis of which the speaker delivered a seminar, talk 
or lecture at the venue(s) and event(s) cited below. The title and content of each 
presentation varied in response to the context.  
 
If the text has been worked upon and published in the form of an essay, details about 
the version(s) and publication(s) are included in the section pertaining to Geeta Kapur’s 
published texts.  

 
Venue  

• ‘Revisiting The Global 1960s and its Cultural Afterlife – An Interdisciplinary 
International Conference’, School of Arts and Aesthetics, Jawaharlal 
Nehru University, New Delhi, 4th – 5th March 2011  

 

Vagabondage: artandlife in the sixties 

Geeta Kapur 

 

[Blank[  

Mythology abounds: sixties youth tapping the red heart of the twentieth century and 

releasing its utopic surge. Thence the business of living out the moment of hope and 

failure, hope as failure. The sixties imaginary prepares the ground for philosophical 

prognoses, utopia survives in the highly imbricated projection of  the aesthetic and the 

political ─ as compulsion, repetition, play. 

From the afterlife of the sixties to its beginnings; from its cultural ramifications 

today to the rough traversal of political terrain then: look back at the sixties vanguard  

(the march of Che, Castro, Mao, Hồ Chí Minh) and at the cosmopolitan intellectuals in 

the colonies. With  rare existential valency, Fanon inducts traumatized subjectivities into 

the transformative project of history.  

The vanguard figure is seen as a dead letter by the subsequent subalternists (also 

declared by the more uptight aesthetes on the one hand, and politically correct theorists 

on the other, to be a misnomer, literally, because the word comes of course from military 

history). The subalternists after Gramsci are more to the point, except that they  too are  

subsumed by the operational logic of capital. From the antinomies of this global 

contemporary emerges the figure of the motivated migrant ( worker, entrepreneur, artist, 

academic), one who is by default and design a transculturist and thus a  negotiator of 

difference in the global world. There are many trans-es afloat: transnational, transcultural, 



 2

translational. Etc. Are Edward  Said, and our contemporaries Spivak, and Bhabha older 

style cosmopolitans or transculturists? Even as the speedy transculturalist confirms her 

validity in the credentials of a post-national fellow traveler, it might be worth looking 

back to some tougher forms of  cultural traversal; to less mannered gestures of 

transcendent presencing than the vain measure of difference; to such emblematic figures 

that are also flesh and blood warriors in the field.  

Vagabonds and vangaurdists, peaceniks and warriors: the 1960s mixes genres. 

But here my task is much more modest. I re-enter some of the circuits that animate the 

field during the 1960s: Indian artists in concentric, entropic movement, shaping their 

lived aesthetic as rebels at home, émigrés and exiles abroad  

 

Characters in their sixties avatar; here are some cameos. 

 

1. Francis Newton Souza [Souza portrait] The beginning of the 1960s is Souza’s decade 

in the annals of Indian modern art. The unrepentant Catholic brought up in Portugese Goa  

and cosmopolitan Bombay is from the start  fiercely charged: at an everyday level he 

makes a diabolical meal of his family, his compatriots, his real and imagined oppressors 

in the west, and his benefactors in the art world. At a metaphysical level he bears the 

cross, shows the wound,  and adopts the stance of antichrist, [1 psinting] using every 

device he can muster, existential and intellectual, to strategise historical vengeance as a 

necessary wager of the colonized that gives redoubled force to modernist aesthetic, 

otherwise turning tame in the hands of his European peers in the second half of the 

century. He both lives and manipulates the role of the victim and martyr; of one who 

suffers divine malediction and turns it into nemesis. He is India’s manic modernist, yet he 

positions himself historically with utmost acuity: no other Indian artist rides the modern 

with such virtuosity, such transgressive energy. Even as he deploys his mocking 

brilliance as artist and interlocutor from ‘elsewhere’, he comes to resemble the antagonist 

stance of negritude as it repositions itself in the last phase of decolonization. 

With all this he can speak most tenderly about Gandhi in his inevitable 

comparison to Christ, naming the power of benediction in both,  and in so doing turns his  

modernist pledge and his strategic historicity within the modern into an anomaly: in 
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praise of non-violent resistance precisely against the victors of the modern era. [QUOTE 

Souza] 

During the 1950s, he has already painted some of his greatest paintings but is 

living in poverty and virtual oblivion in London, when he suddenly comes into the 

limelight through a collector; his friendship with Stephen Spender who reads his vitriolic 

autobiography ( compiled in 1959 as Words and Lines) that is better then fiction. [Souza 

2 paintings] In the 1960s, he is invited to show in important galleries, the Tate buys a 

couple of his paintings; he is praised by critics including John Berger, David Sylvester, 

George Butcher; Edward Mullins writes a monograph in  1962.[ Souza 2 paintings[  

When he first returns to India for a visit in the early 1960s, he shakes up the art world 

with his open aggression, visual and verbal, and several young artists are indelibly 

marked by his signature style. From Goa to Bombay to London in 1947 and then New 

York in 1967. As he grows old and lonely in New York, he comes oftener, stirs up a 

storm and then begins to weary: strangely, he dies a solitary death in  his own city of 

Bombay in 2002.  [Blank[ 

 

2. Octavio Paz, posted as Mexican diplomat in Delhi from 1962-68 (he resigns as an act 

of protest when the Mexican Government fires upon protesting students in October 

1968). By this time he has written his great surrealist poems, including Sun Stone (1957) 

and his essayistic exploration of the Mexican mind, The Labyrinth of Solitude (translated 

into English,1961) and he offers his (Latin-American) version of surrealist/anarchist 

avant-gardism to artists and writers in India. (His book on Duchamp, The Castle of Purity 

is to follow soon after). His friend, J Swaminathan, who commands a (post-) communist 

rhetoric with anarchist overtones, produces a dialogue on  indigenist intransigence ─ on 

the  irrepressible unconscious of the ‘other’. Twenty years later, Swaminathan translates 

this maverick discourse into an institutional structure in Bhopal.  

Indian artists are beginning to respond to the shifting aesthetic of the sixties; 

southern Europe is added to the School of Paris. Jeram Patel wears a mask and burns the 

picture surface.  He is a founder-member of the ‘Group 1890’ . [Group 1890 

photo]inaugurated in Bhavnagar, [Jeram working[ comprising artists from several cities, 

with its first and last exhibition mounted in Delhi in Rabindra Bhavan Galleries on 
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October 20, 1963 The Group’s show is supported by Paz, Swaminathan writes the 

Manifesto,  Nehru inaugurates it. [Paz and ASG; 1890 cat.; Exhibition photo with Nehru; 

1965 Catalogue; Gulam card for Swami] QUOTE SWAMI. Paz, driven by camaraderie, 

writes a poem for Swaminathan’s Bombay show in 1965 (subsequently included in Paz’s 

poetry anthologies). 

The Group 1890  becomes the fulcrum for another exhibition, the 1965 Art Now 

in India (shown at the Commonwealth Institute, London, and toured).George Butcher, 

Guardian’s well-known critic vagabonding in India conceives the exhibition (negotiating 

with the Lalit Kala and the government and Chemould Gallery, he wins, loses and wins 

his position as curator) and introduces a face to face of  contemporary urban and rural 

arts—a proposition that will have many radical avatars in later curation, not least in the 

hands of Swaminathan who, quite tellingly, writes the catalogue essay. Indian art appears 

unruly, rough-textured, mock-spiritual, and Himmat Shah’s painting in the style of wall 

graffiti turns into an obscenity issue in England. Philip Rawson who praises the 

exhibition sky-high, invokes the numen, and that word abides─it is Rawson’s central 

thesis for Tantric art (in his catalogue essay for the major 1971 exhibition of Tantric art at 

the Hayward Gallery, London)—and it abides in the vocabulary of Swaminathan where it 

turns around many times to mean many things but that he always uses it to oppose 

phenomenological compulsion and compulsive temporality in favour of evanescence, 

luminence and liminality. [Swami 2 painting] Swami’s vision as a thinker, and potential 

as a painter, exceeds his command of the image—and this perhaps explains the formal 

ambivalence, the negative dynamic of his artistic career: a  faltering language in a man so 

utterly articulate.  

Swaminathan writes  a column in Link from its inception in the late 1950s to the 

onset of Prague Spring, he writes on political and cultural issues pertaining to southeast 

Asia, even as he makes space for his polemic on art. In 1966 he launches a little 

magazine, Contra,  to conduct a high-voltage debate on the destiny of Indian painting—

proving the exhaustion of Parisian aesthetic with a vested interest to de-throne Indian 

modernists of the preceding generation. These ‘masters’ ‘force’ the wild novitiate to 

terminate Contra (after 4 issues), and the battle is suspended, but not the demagogy and 

the poetics of this stormy petrel as Swami calls himself. In 1969 he is awarded the 
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prestigious Nehru fellowship whereupon he embarks on  his free- wheeling exposition 

against the historical modern and in favour of an inclusive con-temporality of the 

aesthetic unconscious.  

As for communism, having been a full time member of the CPI for many years, 

Swami’s harangue against a betrayed, or even fundamentally flawed Marxism-

Communism is as full-throated as his passion for the movement embraced early in his 

youth. He continues to venerate the revolutionary Aruna Asaf Ali, keeps his friendship 

with P.C Joshi and Dange, is friendly with Lohia and livens his diatribes against the Party 

with a dispersed radicalism wherein  his attraction for the liberationist impulse and the 

lone revolutionary always triumphs. He meets Castro in Delhi, first via Paz, then at the 

invitation of Indira Gandhi. And, who knows, considering that Link  carried the most 

extensive coverage on the Cuban revolution and its enemies he might well have met Che 

when he came to Delhi in the late 1950s/1962 (Che comes as an anomalous state guest 

with some secretly anti-Battista, pro-Castro Cuban officials, and he holds an express 

dialogue with Nehru).[Che and Castro collage] This is a wild guess without proof─ as is 

the possibility that Swami met Allen Ginsburg on one of his trips through Delhi: Kalidas 

has a hazy childhood memory of  Ginsburg with a harmonium reciting in the scruffy 

environs of the Silpi Chakra Gallery in Shankar Market  sometime in the early 60s. 

Anti-imperialism remains in Swami’s  blood stream: invited to be on the  

international  jury for the Sao Paulo Biennale of  1969. Swami stops  on the way back in 

Mexico City (and meets tamayo), Austin Texas (to meet Paz) , New York, London and 

Paris. In New York his main aim is to attend the anti- Vietnam-war Moratorium (Oct 15 

1969),  believed to have been the largest demonstration in US history where estimated 

two million people were involved across the US. In his stopover in London, I meet him 

more than once ( friendly enemies as we were from the first day), and he takes me to 

where he most wants to go, to the High Gate cemetery where he lays  flowers at the grave 

of Marx.  

Brilliant and sentimental, laconic, garrulous, affectionate and deadly by turns, his 

conversations—topped with liquor—and his compelling speech, made him a reigning 

terror in the art world—indeed, a force far beyond the reach of his art. In his crowning 

commitment to the utopian projects of a multi-arts complex at Bharat Bhavan Bhopal (set 
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up in 1982) he tries to live out his ideology of art against history; of contemporality, 

egalitarianism and transcendence. But that makes up another story. [Blank[ 

 

3.. Bhupen Khakhar in provincial Baroda breaks ground in 1963, the effect of which 

changes the course of Indian art in the coming decades. At a simple level, his move is 

circumstantial: John Donavan comes from the Royal College, London, to the fine arts 

faculty in Baroda armed with a Pop sensibility. He fills his studio in the faculty with 

popular oleographs; Bhupen takes the cue and finds his escape from the ruling aesthetic, 

[Tarnetar + 2 paintings]   turning to enamel paint, rough impasto and religious kitsch.  

[1 painting] ─ and a naïve cunning that he slowly turns into systematic subversion of 

both modernist and indigenist ideologies; of  class, culture, taste, language, and 

heterosexual representation. [Invite poster and portrait from 1970 exhibition.] Gradually 

he develops his lifelong project: to sustain a provoking singularity within a 

communitarian ethos. [Blank] Even while he  leads Indian art to popular and vernacular 

culture, he practices at the end of his life an aesthetic in extremis. He develops a death-

driven iconography that turns kitsch into the sublime, queerness into grace─ and a 

convivial engagement with mortality that sees him through a slow withering death. I call 

him after Genet’s consecration of Jean Genet, Saint Bhupen. 

. 

4. Vivan Sundaram mentored in Baroda at the Faculty of Fine Arts, and by Khakhar, 

embraces pop, sexualizes Hindu iconography after a 4 month stay in Benaras (he goes for 

a job at the Krisnamurti school), paints these in his chawl flat in Bombay [portrait in 

Bombay and 1 ptg]; and gets away with it—two contrasting characters, Subramanyan and 

Swaminathan, write supportive notes in the catalogue of  his rudely flamboyantly first 

exhibition (Delhi, Bombay 1966). [2 paintings and one drawing] A Commonwealth 

Scholar at the Slade School, London, he adopts Ron Kitaj, [Kitaj] the intellectual among 

the Pop artists as guru figure. [Vivan 2 ptgs] Kitaj’s paintings are full of riddles that code 

the radical moments of 20th century cultural history and this legacy is later inducted (via 

the friendly route of artist and critic, Timothy Hyman) into the discourse around the 

‘Place for People’ exhibition [Pl for People group](Delhi-Bombay, 1981), where 
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Sundaram is part of the group constituting Sheikh,  Malani, Patwardhan, Jogen 

Choudhary, and Khakhar ─ by now crowned master of the gang.  

While in London] Vivan  dumps art, joins Slade cinema studies, seeing a film 

everyday from Munch’s The Passenger, to Godard’s Two or three things  I know about 

her, to Stan Brakhage’s tampered reels of  Dog Star Man. Hanging out at Arts Lab ( the 

Drury Lane ‘underground’ art hub in 1968-69) he watches films through  the night 

sprawled on a mattress—Warhol’s Sleep, his 8 hour-long, Empire; he runs into artists like 

the Filipino avantgardist, David Medalla whose collective, Exploding Galaxy stages 

performances Vivan attends. Following his diploma show, Vivan is invited to exhibit his 

paintings in its gallery space in June 68; Yoko Ono and John Lennon’s joint art show 

‘Build Around’ opens just before Vivan’s. [Dog Star Man film + Yoko’s Bottoms].A 

friend in the art world invites Vivan to ‘act’ in Yoko Ono film titled Bottoms: too shy to 

been seen exercising his nude bottom in the film frame he misses his chance!And an 

unforgettable moment: in June 1968 he goes to the Institute of Contemporary Art (ICA) 

to hear Arturo Schwarz’s  lecture on Duchamp and as it finishes Vivan almost brushes 

past Duchamp himself The great anarchist of modern art dies in 1968, leaving behind a 

conceptual minefield that Vivan, like several other colleagues in this part of the globe, 

will dig up anew in the 1990s 

In the Slade film course he does a structural analysis of Fellini’s 8 ½ and a shot by 

shot breakdown of Alain Resnais’ Muriel where, quite tellingly, he focuses on the interior 

of the home inhabited by Helene, an antique dealer, played by the beautiful Delphine 

Seyrig. [Muriel 2 shot  + V photomontage] Decades later, Vivan recalls this exercise as a 

precursor to his work on the Sher-Gil picture albums, their bourgeois homes in Lahore, 

Simla, Budapest, and Paris establishing the mise en scene for secret narratives 

constructed by Vivan through digital photomontage. 

The before and after of May 1968 sets Vivan’s agenda in London: [long hair 

Vivan]. By 1968 activism is lived out first hand in a commune where feminists, black 

panthers, theatre people (from the Living Theatre, Bread and Puppet theatre) and 

anarchist-academics co-habit. Hitchhiking through France and Germany in 1968, Vivan 

arrives in Berlin the day student leader Rudi Dutschke is shot dead and finds himself in 

the midst of this enraged and wounded student body at the technical university. 
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Radicalism elicited from decolonizing and other liberationist and guerrilla movements 

turn the youth to revolution from the west coast of American to Japan. [Lenin; Trotsky; 

Mao; Ho Chi Minh;/Tariq Ali ]. The red guard in China and the Naxalites in India are 

waging bloody battles in the country and city on hard political ground. Political rhetoric 

rules educational institutions. Going from pedagogic sit-ins to workshops to rallies, 

Vivan is one day whisked off from a demonstration against America’s genocidal war in 

Vietnam to high security Wandsworth prison for a 10-day remand. [Blank] 

Vivan’s return to India is driven by radical politics, but he completes his youth 

dream with a final take on contemporary-style vagabonding. He hitchhikes across the 

continent of north America with an anarchist companion and then alone from Europe 

through Turkey, Iran and Afghanistan—to India—a trip recalled a decade later in 1978 

by his travels from Havana (following his enthralling encounters at the Castro-led Youth 

festival in Havana), across the gulf of Mexico through the ancient sites of the great 

Mexican peninsula.  

Back in India at the end of 1970, the story begins somewhere else. Prabhat 

Patnaik and Prakash Karat, who Vivan had met in London at Prabhat’s SOAS lecture,   . 

invite him to their political domain─Karat introduces him to his mentor, AK Gopalan 

within months of Vivan’s return to India─ but persuade him to turn to art as a radical 

enough vocation. 

 

5. In the early 1960s, Kumar Shahani is in a limbo in Bombay: a political science student 

between BA and MA at Elphinston College, he comes to know Anil Mashruwalla ( a family 

that hosted Gandhiji in Bombay) from the Indian Economic Journal. Kumar says, and I 

proceed to paraphrase Kumar’s words in a first person narrative: “He was, rather like Sibaji 

Bandhopadhyaya in Calcutta, attracting all manner of young people by his wild anarchist 

truth spoken at speakeasy addas where all and sundry met. With him I really got to see 

Bombay vertically from the lower depths upwards, he was the only "organic' intellectual that 

I have met before Sibaji, apart from Ritwikda (Ritwik Ghatak). I met Ritwikda when he sent 

word to the film society which I managed, saying that he would like to show a film for which 

he was unable to get distribution. [Ritwik +, Suvarnarekha poster and image].So, I was 

amongst the three persons asked to preview it. Suvarnarekha was a revelation to me, as were 
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the risks that he was taking with his life. I had never heard of him before and I had only seen 

a couple of films anywhere near that caliber. I remember that I walked home and continued 

walking even after I had reached Worli Sea Face where I lived and where, my immediate 

neighbor, with literally a partition dividing our homes lived, guess who but... Waheeda 

Rehman.... Anyway, after Suvarnarekha, I thought I shouldn't hesitate to think of films as a 

possibility. When I was admitted to the Film and Television Institute (set up recently, in 

1960), I took the Deccan Queen to Pune. I am still very attached to that train because I often 

met DD Kosambi on that train and I met tribals and scholars in conversations with 

Kosambi…. It was around the same time that Ritwik, then Vice Principal of FTII, had shot 

Rendezvous… he had got drunk and had to leave his position at the Institute. But I attended 

the mixing of that film whereby the sound and picture begin to come together....the raindrops 

the cry of the child , the chromatic grays and the two nishads of malhar, the personal 

disappointment and deceit together with the deceit of history.... 

Kosambi had also taken me up on the hill which still exists as you go beyond the 

serviceable area of the Institute…he would pick up microliths that had been used to make 

marks upon stone or used as ornaments that looked like the venis that mahahrashtrian women 

still wear…as signs of their being and their longing and the other cosmic events, recorded in 

spirals that we still search ...” 

Kumar was at the Institute from 1963 to ‘67 (Mani Kaul  was a student in the 

same class) and says he owes his  diploma film, The Glass Pane (1966) to the mentoring 

he received from Ghatak. Soon after, he got French Govt scholarship channeled through 

the Education Ministry was in Paris at Institut des Hautes Etudes 

Cinematographiques...IDHEC  He knew more than the teachers since Ritwik had been 

his guru…..  

“I was introduced to Marie Meerson at the cinematheque francaise by 

Dileep Padgaonkar and after that I spent almost all day at the cinematheque , missing 

both lunch and dinner.... She and Langlois perhaps lived together since the days of the 

Resistance when they started collecting films and keeping them in their homes to protect 

them from the Nazi army that had walked into Paris.  

The  cinematheque showed  world cinema day and night–a container of the subtly 

melded unconscious as it is dreamt up by cinema, the celluloid film,  miracle of the 20th 
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century   that goes on as if forever, narrativising myriad subjectivities into an obsessional 

telling, a confession and epiphany of consciousness…  

And Kumar goes on, “I met Langlois when they were mounting an Indian Film 

season….What I remember most of that conversation is that he praised British 

governance for its tendency to be irrational, rather than rationalist like Malraux and the 

other  Gaulists were with their l,espirit Cartesien! We had all demonstrated, earlier than 

May 68 against Malraux who as Culture Minister had banned La Religeuse, the famous 

novel of Diderot's and Malraux also wrenched the cinematheque away from its pioneers. 

The ‘we’ here includes Godard….We sat in the middle of the Place de Trocadero, Godard 

made a speech and a policeman smashed his spectacles, recalling Battleship Potemkin! 

 I saw Au Hassard Balthasar at a screening in Lyon  and it left me with the 

determination to work with Bresson. [Bresson portrait; Mouchette; Balathasar; 2 

Balthasar images ] Balthasar is surely one of the tenderest cruelest allegories on Chist’s 

life, one of the greatest films ever made I find his telephone number and tell him that I am 

from India and wish to interview him and write for a newspaper. I go to meet him on a 

rainy day with Dileep Padgaonkar, my French being roughly as limited as it is today but 

he is truly pleased with the interview and I ask him if I can work with him. He has no 

work just then and asks me to try and extend my stay in France...One day at the 

Luxembourg gardens, I play with a little child…his  grandmother asks me who I am …I 

tell her that I am meant to study films here but wish that I could work with Bresson, or 

Bunuel… She says that she is Madame Sadoul! Georges Sadoul was known to be the 

greatest historian of the cinema....She invites me to dinner and promises that Bresson will 

respond to my next letter, he does and insists that I speak to him several times over the 

telephone. My French had improved a little….however, he is not interested in the 

French...He is more interested in my "soul", if ever I had one.  

In the meantime, May 68...the batons on one's neck, stinging....June, and we start 

shooting Une femme Douce.... his colour  film based  on Dostoevesky’s story, The Gentle 

Maiden. [full page Une Femme Douce]  

With Bresson, it was wonderful ..I was an apprentice.. I offered to do anything 

that his assistants or for that matter anyone of the team asked me to do or fetch or 

clean..... I was treated with a lot of love by all of them and Mylene who was the second 
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assistant still sends her remembrances through Nasreen Munni Kabir. Mylene later 

married Bresson. Bresson often dropped me home after seeing the rushes. And quite 

often Mylene and he sat in front discussedd the day's shooting and the rushes. Sometimes 

when she was going home by herself, I would sit in front with him and the conversation 

hinged around his other work, his friends and collaborators, the traditions that he placed 

himself in. and the limits of jansenism. He was delighted that I stayed in the Val de grace 

at that time.  Rue St. Jacques connected the Sorbonne to Port Royal with which  the great 

philosophers like Pascal are associated.. Bresson's sutras in Note on The Cinematograher 

are modelled on Pascal's Pensees. 

Godard was a friend of Jacques Kebadien, chief assistant to Bresson. Godard 

offered to edit and produce a film which would put together sketches by six immigrant 

film makers... ...[ Godard photo and collage] I decided that its best to come back, in spite 

of all the beauty and love which Paris was then capable of giving…”  

Back in Bombay in the last year of the 60s... he makes his  first feature film, Maya 

Darpan in 1972 [Kumar with KK] ; this is followed by distinguished filmography, 

frequent and protracted travel,  successive fellowships, many awards and honours. 

[Blank] 

 

6. In 1963, at the age of 20, Geeta Kapur goes to abraod to study art: New York 

University, Washington Square campus. Living between Greenwich Village and 8th 

street, a space alive in the day with students and by night in book shops and jazz cafes, 

and into the weekend with hippies who make music: youth culture and bohemia rule. 

[GK New York subway] Her teachers include the well-known black painter, Hale 

Woodruff, from the WPA movement (Works Projects Administration, 1932 -43,  the 

social realist mural movement that both represents and alleviates the artist during the 

Great Depression) and Irving Sandler, affiliated to the world-conquering American 

abstract expressionists. Geeta is too much of a novice to recognize alternative (doesn’t 

see Yvonne Rainer perform next door in the avantgardist hub at Judson Church, doesn’t 

hear the faintest echo of the famous loft-battles taking place somewhere not far off 

among intransigent New York school artists and critics. She does witnesses Martha 

Graham doing her spell-binding performance of Clytmenstra , sees  Trojan Women 
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performed by The Company in the famous Circle in the Square theatre on Bleeker street 

in Greenwich Village a step away from her dormitory ( and fast forward: sees it back in 

India directed  in 1967 (?) by Alkazi at the NSD with a suite of accompanying drawings 

by Tyeb Mehta).  

 Predictably she loves the last phase of high modernism—de Kooning and 

Motherwell and Guston─ and is thus tuned into the sensibilities of Indian modernists, 

some of  whom -- Akbar, Krishen, Gaitonde—are in NY in those years as Rockefeller 

Fellows. They befriend her instantly, even as she immediately runs into a spat with 

Laxmi Sihare, completing his doctoral thesis at NYU ‘s prestigious Institute of Fine Art 

with the art historian, Robert Goldwater. Sihare commands her, sitting in the MoMA 

Library, that she must defer to the destiny of Indian modernism as he envisions it, for he 

will be the future director of the NGMA ( so he becomes in 1972). He does indeed 

translate  the  spiritualist abstraction after Mondrian, Malevich, Kandinsky and Klee—the 

subject of his doctoral thesis ─ into neo-Tantrism. But already in New York Geeta is 

doing good student reviews on key shows of Warhol, Segal and Oldenburg, and is 

prepared to join the rite of passage-- beyond the successive schools of abstraction in Paris 

and New York--to another aesthetic. In addressing the contemporary, she understands the 

Pop turn and later plays a fully partisan role in translating this urban vernacular into a 

figurative narrative ‘school’ . She crosses swords with the establishment headed by 

Sihare on the question of spiritual vs  historical situatedness as the manifesto-like text of 

Place for People exhibition (1981) endorses.  

Back in Delhi in 1965 she vagabonds and enters artist’s bohemia—Delhi, Baroda, 

Bombay….. Her first allegiance is indeed to the modernist masters on whom  she is to 

write—first on Husain, a slim monograph, commissioned by Mulk Raj Anand (who she 

acknowledges as her maverick mentor), [Geeta; Mulk; Husain];  [Satish Swami; Nasreen 

Jeram] to ‘research’ which  she travels with Husain to Hyderabad to see the Badri Vishal 

Pitti collection including the now concealed set of Ramayana paintings, and then, a 

decade later, Contemporay Indian Artists, featuring Husain, Souza, Padamsee, Ram 

Kumar, and the two contrasting eccentrics, Khakhar and Swaminathan.  

In 1968 she goes on a Commonwealth Scholarship to London for another masters 

at the Royal College of Art and enters the second scenario of youth culture that is now 



 13

manifestly political: on October 27 1968 she walks somewhat timidly with a quarter of a 

million people in the largest anti-Vietnam rally in England with Tariq Ali (all of 25 years 

old), among the leaders. She enters more confidently into the discursive field guided by 

Peter de Francia, communist painter-teacher who steers her into Marxism, third-world 

ideology and postcolonialism. [with de Francia; thesis; Berger] Her MA thesis dwells 

(besides undertaking case studies of Husain, Swaminathan and Khakhar) on the Mexican 

mural movement, negritude and Fanon. The title of the thesis, In Quest of Identity:  art 

and indigenism in post-colonial culture with special reference to Indian painting, 

includes key words: indigenism is a coinage by Paz, I think, and not found in the 

dictionary; identity is just coming up as a battle cry within cultural politics after 

decolonization; and postcolonial is just developing as a trope in theorizing the world but 

definitely not current in discussions on art. Which makes me, for good or worse, an early 

exponent of that now belaboured term.  [Blank] 

The earnest climb to the citadel of the national-modern that I later install in my 

book of essays, When was Modernism (2000), is preceded by internationalist 

engagements with  cutting edge films, avantgarde theatre, shows and performances at the 

ICA (including John Latham and Stuart Brisley’s nihilist acts), and hearing all that is on 

offer in the metropolis-- from Rolling Stones to John Berger (who is invited by Vivan 

and friends at the Slade whereon I get to meet the hero of our time at a date in the park). 

The cosmopolitanism of the 1960s, eclipsed at times by other urgent agendas in India, is 

precisely the ground on which I resurrect, with help from thirworldist Havana, the term 

and concept of  the avantgarde in its other, more diverse and polyphonic registers.  

 

7. Consider two aspects of sixties internationalism in Delhi. Clement Greenberg comes to 

India  with an exhibition of postwar American art sent on tour in 1967 by MoMA.  

[ Greenberg; Johns, Guston, Warhol] He speaks officially at the Lalit Kala (and just 

returned from New York and a ‘trained’ critic on top, I, act as a cheeky all-knowing 

interlocutor). And he banters informally with artists at a drunken meeting at the Silpi 

Chakra gallery where Swaminathan, baits him throughout on pet themes: late modernist 

abstraction and cultural imperialism.  Greenberg declares that among Indian artists, 
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Ambadas is the most ‘exportable’, presumably because of a perceived resemblance to 

Gottleib—we never spare him that comment!.  

In 1968, writer and art historian, Mulk Raj Anand, Chairman Lalit Kala Akademi, 

institutes ‘Triennale India’: after Venice and Sao Paulo, Delhi─ way ahead of the 

biennale boom. Mulk’s progressivist ideology gives it an anti-imperialist/ third-worldist 

profile. The USA recognizes the stakes (and sends a major work by Eva Hesse (followed 

in 1971 by Carl Andre in person).[Barr message, Eva Hesse] John Berger cannot come 

for the Jury, but sends a rousing message. [Mulk pic +Berger message] Krishen Khanna 

mounts the first seriously curated  show of Indian art in an official site, and the ball is set 

rolling for high-spirited battles of ideology and favour in the precincts of the Akademi. 

[Krishen drawimg room] 

Back to Swaminathan. By 1971, the protest against the art establishment 

gathering ground via Gulam Sheikh’s Vrishchik, had been garnered into a movement that 

came to be known as the Artists’ Protest targeting the Lalit Kala, and the recently 

inaugurated Triennale India. Swaminathan changed places a decade later and ruled the 

politics of the LKA and the Triennale with his very supporters—Gulam Sheikh and 

Vivan Sundaram─ on the other side of the divide. Even as he (with Krishen Khanna and 

Richard Bartholomew) commandeered the 1978 Triennale, the results were engaging: 

they invited Harold Rosenberg and Matta—and with Matta driving on to the symposium 

stage on a bicycle, everyone was dis-armend and a Dada gesture won the day. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Vagabondage: artandlife in the sixties

Geeta Kapur





Francis Newton Souza, Photo Richard Bartholomew



Francis Newton Souza, The Deposition: Burial of Christ,1964



Francis Newton Souza, Mother and Child,1962 Francis Newton Souza, Drawing of  Pieta,1971



Francis Newton Souza, Oedipus Rex,1961

Francis Newton Souza,1961





Members of Group 1890
at Qutub, Delhi,1962

Photo Kishore Parekh



Jeram Patel at work, Baroda,1961. Photo Kishore Parekh 



Octavio Paz  and Amrita Sher-Gil’s  
Two Girls, Delhi,1963

Cover of exhibition catalogue 
Group 1890, 1963

Jawaharlal Nehru with Octavio Paz, 
J.Swaminathan and Jeram Patel 

Group 1890 exhibition
Rabindra Bhavan Galleries, 

Delhi,1963

J.Swaminathan, exhibition catalogue
with Octavio Paz poem, Bombay,1965

Swami in Brazil
collage by Gulam Sheikh,1969



J.Swaminathan, Signal Tablets,1965

J.Swaminathan, The Last Step,1967



Che Guvera in Delhi,c.1959 Indira Gandhi with 
Fidel Castro,1973

Syeed Naqvi interviewing Fidel Castro in Havana 

Fidel Castro and Che Guvera





Bhupen Khakhar, Nagji Patel,Vivan Sundaram 
with friends at Tarnetar mela,1962

Bhupen Khakhar, Interior of a Temple,1965

Bhupen Khakhar, Untitled,1965



Bhupen Khakhar, Pan Shop,1965



Bhupen Khakhar
Poster and catalogue for the 1970 exhibition, Delhi

Bhupen Khakhar at 1970 exhibition
Photo Richard Bartholomew





Vivan Sundaram at his Bombay studio,1965.
Photo Ashwin Mehta

Vivan Sundaram, Bars Invisible,1966



Vivan Sundaram
Svayamvaram,1965

Vivan Sundaram
“Sorry honey, but theres no other way out” 
said Balsi,1965

Vivan Sundaram, Revolutions,1965



R.B.Kitaj
The Ohio Gang,1964



Vivan Sundaram, Inbetweeness,1967

Vivan Sundaram, It was a great day,1968



Group photograph, Place for People exhibition, Delhi,1981



Yoko Ono, Film No.4 (Bottoms), 1966-67 
single-channel video projection, 80 min

Stan Brakhage, Dog Star Man, Part I – IV, 1962-64, single channel video projection



Vivan Sundaram, Party time, 2001

Alain Resnais,Muriel,1963



Vivan Sundaram, London, 1969
Photo Gulam Shiekh



Lenin as represented in Sergei Eisenstein's
film, October, 1927 

Trotsky with Lenin and soldiers 
Petrograd,1921

Mao Tse-tung Ho Chi Minh

Tariq Ali in London,1968





Ritwik Ghatak

Subarnarekha,1962



Robert Bresson

Au Hasard Balthazar,1966





Jean-Luc Godard

Two or Three Things I Know About Her,1967



Kumar Shahani and K.K.Mahajan shooting Maya Darpan,1971





Geeta Kapur in New York subway,1964



Mulk Raj Anand, Bombay,1990’s. Photo Ketaki Sheth
Maqbool Fida Husain.c.1971. Photo Richard Bartholomew

Mulk Raj Anand, Delhi.1985. Photo Dolly Sahiar

Geeta Kapur,Delhi,1968. Photo Gulam Sheikh



Satish Gujral and J.Swaminathan.Delhi,1975
Jeram Patel and Nasreen Mohamedi, c.1970

Photos Richard Bartholomew



Geeta Kapur and Peter de Francia

John Berger





Clement Greenberg in Rabindra 
Bhavan Galleries, Delhi,1967

MoMA exhibition
Two Decades of American 
Painting, Delhi,1967

Andy Warhol,Campbell Soup,1965Philip Guston, Beggar’s Joys,1954-55

Jasper Johns, Maps,1961



First Triennale India
1968,catalogue message

Evan Hesse 
Repetition Nineteen III, 1968, MoMA, New York



First Triennale India.
1968,catalogue  message

Mulk Raj Anand
Chairman, Lalit Kala Akademi, Delhi, 1966-72



Krishen Khanna, Ram Kumar and Virender Kumar at Krishen Khanna’s residence, Delhi, c.1967
Photo Richard Bartholomew
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