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Looking Back to Look Forward 

( K.G. Subramanyan interviewed by R. Siva Kumar )

- Manida, with the founding of Visva-Bharati in 1921 

Kala-Bhavana (started in 1919) became the first Univer

sity faculty offering training in fine arts. Can we 

consider this the beginning of an attitudinal change

in Indian art education?

- We probably can, looking back from where we are. But 

we need to remember that Visva-Bharati was, in concept, 

a different kind of university. Which wanted to Initiate 

an attitudinal change in education in general. And this 

also affected its art programme. Besides, Rabindranath, 

one Is led to believe, attached gre->t importance to 

personal self-expression on a large scale. It probably 

grew out of his idea that each person is potentially 

creative and this potential can surface in the right 

environment and with the right incentive. Certainly at 

various levels of achievement, depending on individuals. 

Of whom some may be lay men and women, child or adult, 

and some may be endowed with special talent or sense of 

vocation. So the nurture of this potential had to be 

personalised. And for it a creative environment whose 

every aspect was suffused with a sense of order and 

beauty ^as essential. Where the adept and the novice 

could interact informally without the stress and trauma 

of targeted achievement normal education comes loaded 

with. The main object was not to equip the novice with 

a large packet of skills and information he may or may 

not have use for. But to arouse In him the eagerness 

and the a b i l i t y  to respond to the environment and, in the 

effort, know himself, his potential and the wherewithal 

needed to bring it to fulfilment. So the effort was to



work out an individual strategy of growth leading to a final 

unfolding.

The Ideas were not new. Many thinkers had spelt this 

out before, may be in different words. But it is the opera

tion that is of greater concern. It had to have certain safe

guards. Like the avoidance of over-specific targeting, of 

invariable courses, stereotyped tests and assessments, grad

ing and short-listing. All of which tended to inhibit or 

curtail personal initiative. So the learning/teaching agenda 

had to be worked out between each student and teacher, making 

each ane*s packet special. But also provide, on the side, 

continuous impetus and support for the exercise of student 

initiative.

You may ask me whether I had any notion of all this when 

I came here to study. No#', I did not. The only I thing I 

knew was that I had come into a different kind of institution.

Or say, a non-institution. A fugitive from an over-specific 

and limited educational system, which offered no inbetween 

options or facility for change, I heaved a sigh of relief 

when I reached here. Here you were free from curricula, exams.,

^--tests, attendance registers. Here personal initiative was

prized. For one who was internally rebellious and would not

Qj
take any outside stipuation without questioning it this was 

ideal. Here the teachers functioned like undemanding catalysts, 

not exacting task masters.

The fall-out of this liberalism and effort at individuali

sed education has certainly effected an attitudinal change in 

Indian art education through the years. And ensured training 

in fine (Arts a place in University education. And tried to 

prevent the division of art into many separate disciplines.

But this has happeded through a kind of unplanned seepage.

So the nature of the impact varies from pl^ce to place.

*
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Siva Kumar - It appears that when Rabindranath started Kala- 

Bhavana he visualised two roles for it - he saw it 

as a centre of alternative art education and further, 

the nucleus of an art movement. Did this give Kala- 

Bhavana a distinct character? Was his vision fulfilled?

Subramanyan - I have already given some attention to the first 

part of this question. Yes, he wanted to give a new 

orientation to art education in line with his general 

educational ideas. So I will give more attention to 

the second part,

Rabindranath and his collaborators did at various 

times think of movements, if  only to get together a 

group of like-minded people to combat the sense of 

inertia and lack of self-definition in the Indian 

intellectual and creative person. The main purpose 

being to inculcate in them a knowledge of their 

heritage, a feeling for their environment, side by 

side with their knowledge of the rest of the world.

And lead them from there to a decisive take-off point. 

Under the stewardship of Mastermosai (Nandalal Bose) 

and the benevolent supervision of Rabindranath Kala- 

Bhavana did make an effort, however small, to pave a 

dependable runway for this take-off, through the study 

of various art environments, contact with various 

kinds of art practitioners, collection of various art 

forms and the analysis of their language and function, 

and the understanding of their relevance or irrelevance 

to our new purposes and horizons. All this was a 

succinct part of its agenda as we can see in retrospect. 

But with its meagre resources it could only make a start. 

The task is large? a lot still remains to be done. But 

strangely enough, in the last fiftyfive years, when 

this institution has been better served with funds
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Siva Kumar -

Subramanyan

after being made part of a central university, very 

little headway has been maoe in the direction. The 

archival resources Kala-Bhavana holds today were all 

gathered in the time previous to this * \&Ich is a 

great pity. As a lot still remains to be done to ful

fil its original intentions.

Manida, you were a student of Kala-Bhavana in 19£4- 

U*. What was it like to be a student those ciays?

At the time I cawhere to study Rabindranath was 

no more there. I came three years too late to get a 

glimpse of the great man. But in Kala-Bhavana there 

was Mastermosai. ihere were Benodeda (Benodebehari 

Mukhopadhyay) and Kinkarda (Ramkinkar BaiJ). * slowly 

got into a kind of relationship with each; a reasonably 

close one with the latter two, a distant one with the 

former. But I profited from all these equally, close

ness or distance notwithstanding. There were other 

teachers too. But these three were special. Their total 

involvement with art and tv>eir total disregard for name 

and fame, even personal comfort, was an object lesson. 

Then their bright and expansive minds that were never 

idle or closed up.

The environment was delightful. The whole place 

was clean in an unobstrusive way and had an austere 

kind of beauty. The community was largely friendly 

and civilized; there was an atmosphere of mutual 

deference. Even in the altercations there was a 

strange sense of decorum, an avoidance of raised voices 

and ugly gestures. The near-rural campus had an un

mistakable sense of peace and quiet, Justifying its 

name. Broken only by ' birdsongs or the sounds



coming from a practising musician or dancer. Or, in the 

evenings, the enchanting sound of the bass drums and 

flutes from a Santhal village, or the high-pitched sing

ing of Santhal workers returning home. The distinct 

seasonal shifts were brought home to you by Mastermosai*s 

informal calendar of outings and picnics; and celebrated 

in seasonal festivals with verve, with music, dance and 

drama composed by the founder.

Even a reserved and self-absorbed person like me 

could not help being overwhelmed by these,

Kala-Bhavana had at that time a loose work schedule; 

mornings were earmarked for teacher student contact, after

noons for unsupervised work. A circular chart indicated 

which teacher was available for consultation to which group 

o^ students, for a certain length of time, generally two to 

thr?e weeks. Since each teacher was a specialist in some 

field or the other this sequence of contacts was expected 

to give the young artist an exposure to various aspects 

of art practice.

•u t  the air was liberal enough to allow students the 

freedom to cut across or overstep the calendar if they 

chose to. The less motivated confcrmad to the schedules 

and expected to be shepherded. The more motivated 

( snaller in number) took liberties and made their own 

schedule. Most teachers were benevolent enoufrh to allow 

this as long as they were sure that the student was busy 

with his or her work. They even referred students to other 

teachers when they felt it will be to the student's 

advantage. With my various interests, and inflexibilities,

I took full advantage of this liberty. And in my qualifying 

year even stepped out of my normal routine to be an appren

tice helper to Benodeda on his Hindi-Bhavana mural.
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Although it raised some eyebrows, Mastermosai was penerous 

enough to take it in good grace. This was possible at that 

time, when the main focus was on the growth of the novice 

to a level of understanding and excellence, not the steps 

or stages through which he achieved this. The more 

structured programmes of today and the periodical evaluations 

that follow these do not, as a rul», giva room for such a 

re silence.

But the roost noticeable difference between Kala-Bhavana 

and the other art schools of that time m s  in the matter 

pedagogic priorities. Most art schools (even artisans' work

shops) had an ordered system of introducing a nov1ce to the 

disciplines of the trade, starting with various exercises 

in drawing; then advancing slowly into the techniques of 

painting or composition, or sculpture. This was natural 

to professionals who had s fairly clear preconcept of what 

kind of objects to make. And the successive steps that 

went into t^-eir making. In a place where the intention 

was to nurture a personal vision in each artist, the vision 

took, precedence over the skills that went to give it shape* 

As each kind of vision needed a different packet of skills. 

Mastermosai, Benodeda and Kinkarda who were familiar with 

various art forms - like Rajput painting, Tibetan and 

Chinese scrolls, western academic portraits, impressionist 

landscapes, postimpressionist and expressionist painting 

and the sculptural traditions of various parts of world - 

and had made a serious effort to understand their rationale, 

had come to see that each of these were visualised differ

ently and depended on different skill and sensibility 

spectra. So they allowed a novice to blunder through ini

tially towards a kind of personal vision or, say, sphere 

of interest. That naturally came to him, or he derived 

from some work he was impressed by. Then counselled him



how to get together the knowledge and skills this 

called for. And then how to go forward from there.

Looking back now, we can easily see how modern the 

outlook was, even according to today's standards.

True, this called for a large ranjre of sensi

bilities and Skills, and powers of analysis and 

exposition cn the part of the teacher. The three 

masters mentioned ted these in good measure, in their 

own different ways. It also needed support facilities 

like a good art library, art co^loction, resourceful 

photographic archive. Because of its meagre resources 

Kala-Bhavana could have these only on a modest seal®.

But in comparison with what the other art schools had 

at that time, it was still exemplary. I f  a student 

w p s  inquisitive there wap enough noaterial he could 

re^er back to. And this was supplemented by diverse 

exposures Kala-Bhavana provided, directly or indirectly, 

to various aspects of design and participatory activities. 

Also, a student of Kala-Bhavana could easily pet access 

to otter disciplines too, if  he so wished, or had the 

time; interdisciplinary contacts were generously encouraged.

In general, people were happy to help. The community

was small, the pressures were little. And there was

little sense of hierarchy. Any student could approach

a specialist without being snubbed or shooed away. I

still recall with pleasure how Professor Wu Shao Ling

or Pandit Hazari Prasad 'Owivedi were always ready to
v

answer questions about Chinese of Indian aesthetics. How 

Sushil Bhan,ja and Ashesh Baner,> e were happy to ?>lay 

sitar or e3 ra^ to a small group of us in an after dinner 

session, Just for the asking. How Prabhat Mukhopadhyay 

was over^oved w^en he saw you in the Central Library and 

went out o^ his way to help when you wanted to locate a 

rare book.
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Siva Kumar - The years you were a stu ent in Kala-Bhavana were

the closing years of one of its most creative phases.
was

Looking back, what do you think/most important in that 

period? Why was the creative momentum not maintained?

Subramanyan - You can say that the four years I spent here more 

or less signalled the end of an era. Benodeda left for 

Nepal not very long after I finished my studies and left. 

This was a distinct blow to Kala-Bhavana, He had become 

through the years a kind of mentor whom Mastermosai 

relied  on heavily, inspite of certain small personal 

differences they nay have had. Many hoped he would be 

Mastermosai*s successor whan Mastermosai retired; for he 

was one person who could have steered the institution on 

an even keel in the uneasy times ahead. There was a feel 

in the air of approaching changes. The university was 

slowly losing nerve and direction in the absence of 

Rabindranath. And there was shortage of funds. In 1940 

Rablndranatn n9d perhaps foreseen that he would not be 

around for long and had made a request to Gandhi, who was 

on a short visit to the institution, to look after it
fry*' .

in his absence. When Gandhi visited tM s place MM

years later the administrators and academics of this 

university ran to him in panic, seeking advice and 

assistance. Gandhi advised them in clear terms to stick 

to their ideals and independence as their founder did; 

and if they did so assistance will come by itself. They 

should In no c^se surrender these in return for help. But 

they did not have the courage. In the course of the next 

seven years they had nearly sold the institution to the 

government and changed its orientation,

Benodeoa's leaving broke down the cohesive trinity
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that had presided over the institution for nearly two 

decades. Mastermosai and Kinkarda were still there for 

a number of years but it was no more the same. Each lived 

with himself. And when Benodeda did come back some years 

later he had lost his eyesight, Mastermosai had become 

immobile and Kinkarda had lost his fipbt. But all this 

happened liuch later, when I was no more here.

But when I was, the change had not yet taken place. It 

was only being discussed, mostly out of our hearing. So 

this did not affect a student like me directly, we had 

our freedom. We lived in the proximity of exceptional 

artists, who were at the height of their powers. From the 

middle of the thirties to the middle of the forties they 

had turned out some of their most significant works or 

were busy on them. They had already distinct personalities, 

aesthetic philosophies, pedagogic strategies. Their 

discussions and conversations revealed great insight and 

original thinking. And their works had a forward vision.

To the responsive they had many things to give. And some 

of us had the added advantage of taking note, on the side, 

of their apprehensions and soul-searching in the face of 

the approaching changes.

Some of the reasons for the come-down were internal.

The objectives Rabindranath set for his institution and 

the fluid agenda he visualised for i t —-to serve the ’growth 

needs ol youth within a holistic perspective - needed a 

bunch of very dedicated and resourceful collaborators who 

were continuously innovative. And had the courage to face 

the challenges of the changing times, without losing sight 

of the central values. He was at the start fortunate to 

get some such people. But a growing institution needed more.
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But that was a tall order. There was a paucity of such 

people. In the face of this an institution tends to 

become conservative and hold on to whatever it has. &ven 

in normal circumstances institutions tend to lapse into 

routine through time to escape the instabilities of 

continuous change and innovation. Rabindranath had noticed 

this in his later years and sounded periodical warnings.

But was this all? Was there any weakness in its forward 

planning? Or as some established educationists had pointed 

out in the beginning itself something in its work structure* 

that failed to ensure uniform educational standards? Or 

as recent critics say, the generous government support that 

has undermined its character and flushed out the ideals of 

its austere vears?

Only someone who is properly informed of the details 

of its growth can make a considered statement in this 

regard. I can only speculate. When Rabindranath launched 

his school he called it the 'Poet's School'. A poet's

brain-child, with flexible horizons but insufficient means.

s
A creative concouranre of enlightened teachers and ea^er 

students under a modest clump of trees. With the blue sky 

above and the red earth below. He did through the years 

gather the material resources necessary for such a school. 

And build a calendar of activities that strengthened 

students' Initiative, love of nature, sense of community and 

a vision of li e that eschewed parochialism and smallmended- 

ness and emphasised the nurture of human potential at the 

highest. And the need to build a better and more joyful 

world.

s>c~e h
Tn a mvfoe where tv*e purposes of education we^e pre+t.1.ng 

narrower, driving more towards training people for definite

functions in society and less towards refining the human
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being behind the functionary, Rabindranath*s effort was 

most opportune. But to run a school on the lines he 

visualised was a challenging task. To have the right 

kind of teachers; to foster the right kind of environ

ment; to h^e the kind of infrastructural facilities that 

will k?ep the teachers and students churning in .joyful 

Interaction. Rabindranath had to strain hi a every nerve 

to bring all this together. And having staked all he had 

on it , had often to go round on strenuous collection 

drives.

when, later, in his boundless enthusiasm he launch

ed the Visva-Bharati, or the world university, he had

probably bitten off more than he could chew. Fr~m his point

of view this was inevitable. You cannot effect a change

in life 's  horizons with just a school; it had to come under

the benevolent shadow of a programme of higher learning

and research, that held old knowledge to scrutiny and

sought out new. And invited the collaboration o*' the w^o'e

world in this. His outlook was doubtless exceptional.

Education to him was sonething that seeped down from the

peaks of parennial enquiry and wisdom. Almost conforming

to the upanishadic image - urdhvamulamadhassakham eshosvathah

pan at an ah - +he ageless oeeoal tree with its roots in the

sky and branches growing downwards. Linking heaven and 
r

earth, interlocking transcendental wisdom and pragmatic action.

Although this vision 01 a world university roused the 

enthusiasm oi many h« discussed it with in many parts of 

the world, even attracted a few of them to come and spend 

some time in Santiniktan, he co"ld not get together an in

frastructure that could support and nourish cross-cultural 

and inter-disciplinary studies on 1_he scale he forsaw.

11



12

Though he tried his best. He had some remarkable students, 

some remarkable teachers, sorie well-wishers who helped 

generously with buildings, money or books. But that was 

not enough. In his later years Rabindranath had started 

feeling that to survive the institution had to become a 

national responsibility. That he had mentioned this to 

Candhi in a touching note In 1940 when he saw him last 

has already been pointed out. Rabindfanr-th certainly 

the nation to support Visvatfharati to fulfil its original
N

objectives, whether ha spelt it out in so many words or 

not. Gandhi too had read this message in his request.

That is why he exhorted the asramites to stick to their 

ideals when he faced them during his last visit. He had 

apparently seen the shadow of weakness in their faces.

Rabindranath’ s ideas were too idealistic and non

conformist to most of the asramites and parents of 

students; so no sooner than he disappeared from the scene 

they sought comfort in conformity, Vhen they soupht 

government help they did not stand up for a special status 

for the institution and demand special facilities as they 

could have done. The first Prime Minister of India, Pandit 

Jawaharlal Nehru, would have been sympathetic, for all we 

know, \lthouch he was a political heir to Gandhi he ooenly 

confessed that in many matters his mind was closer to 

Rabindranath’ s. Also, the first education minister, Maulana 

Azad, was no stickler for precedents. So it could only be 

that the institution's spokesmen did not have the courage 

or the confidence to plead their case with sufficient force.

But admitting this was the case with the total ins

titution why did Kala-Bhavana not plead its case strongly?
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Art depafraents are given special treatment even in normal 

universities. Why did not Mastermosai take the matter up? 

His views would have been respected. He was close to 

Gandhi from the mid-thirties, becoming a sort of adviser 

to him on matters relating to art. Pandit Nehru knew him 

well. When his daughter (Indira) was in Santinlketan for 

a short while Mastermosai was like her local guardian.

She remembered his affection all her life . When after 

independence the National emblem was being decided 

Jftastermosai was one of the first persons to be consulted.

The master copy of the Indian constitution was illuminated 

by his students under his personal supervision. And the 

special nature of Kala-Bhavana was not unknown to Pandit 

Nehru, whatever his notions on art might or might not have 

been. All this makes it appear that Mastermosai could 

have exerted hi mas I:1' t ? he wanted.

Possibly Mastermosai was a little bewildered by the 

changes. And was anyway relinquishing administrative 

responsibilities soon. He may also have been growing more 

conservative. Althou&fc ten years earlier he was discussing 

within himself a forward-looking program® for Kala-Bhavana. 

But in the inbetween years he was getting panicky about 

preserving the image of the institution. One of the worries 

he shared with Gandhi (in 19^5) was around finding a suitbale 

successor. Gandhi asked him to lay aside that worry, if 

one took care of the present, the future will take care 

of Itself. And at the time of the change-over a person like 

Benodeda was not there to consult. And his other colleagues 

took all this lying down.

This is only my surmise. I have no way of knowing 

what transpired. In any case the change-over altered the



14

orientation of the institution. It made it more formal 

and professional, In both operation and objectives.

Some chang® in perspective was inevitable even if  

the old outlook remained, as the art scene was changing and 

tam art practice was branching out In different directions 

to meet new challenges. So if  the institution had spelt 

this out to itself and pot prepared to meet It squarely 

It would have gained, not lost, its raomantum even in 

the new circumstances. And could hsve made an effort 

to fulfil its old promises. Making it a place where the 

past and present could come to a meaningful encounter . 

Where this country and the world could meet and profit
*■

from each other. Assuming in this an active not a passj^e 

role, with as much to give others as it sought to receive

front them.

Tno next fifteen y®ars was a period of indecision.

But after that there has bean a waking up. And an effort 

at wresting the lost Initiative. But the problems of 

running a professional school in a complicated adminis

trative set up keeps the process slow. Only a concerted 

effort by all concerned can restore to it the needed 

momentum,

Siva Kumar - You have had a long association with Kala-Bhavana;

you have been a student of Nandalal, Benodebehari and 

Ramkinkar; your writings have influenced their wider 

critical reception. What in your opinion was special 

about them as teachers? Where did they pull together, 

where did they differ?

Subramanyan - In terms of time, my association with Kala-Bhavana

t
or Visva-Bharati has not been airrribly long. This came 

home to me while I was asked, as a Visiting Fellow here
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in 1975-76, to speak on Visva-Bharati*s horizons, old 

and new. I was here four years as a student in the 

forties. And in the next thirty years had only visited 

it about four tinns for very short lengths of time.While 

there were around me people who had been associated with 

the institution for over half a century. So who was I 

to talk about Its horizons?

But from another point of view you could say the 

association was long. It started much before I came to 

this place to study. When as a young man I was discussing 

within myself questions relating to l i fe ’ s purposes, notions 

relating to education and creativity, or the design of a 

better world. And found that Rabindranath’ s ideas were 

the ones I could readily Identify with. I agree it was an 

intellectual and emotional association. Which got mixed 

up with my own concerns, that my short exposure here as a 

student gave shape and body to.

During the short time I knew Mastermosai be it from 

a distance I noticed in him an inveterate creative man who 

thought of art in a large perspective; its forms and 

functions, its tools’ and tenets, Its communicative processes 

and the subliminal inputs that gave it meaning and resonance. 

Also the interdependence of its various leveils of practice.

He is al3o the first person who made me notice the differences 

between the attitudes of a professional and those of a man 

with a vocation, i .e .  one who worked in rc?spoilse to external 

demands and stipulations and one who worked in answer to 

an inner urge or call. May be nost artists stand somewhere 

inhetween; even should. But that does not wipe out the 

difference. This comes home to you sharply when you see

artists, youiig and oldsuccumbing to professional pressure,
h
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focus their eyes on the scene outside, not the scene 

within. And in an effort to get into a global short

list, go knocking at every port of call. And buy from 

each ridiculous mannerisms 1n work and speech. Thi a 

is one of the most upsetting, and certainly uprooting, 

feature of global professionalism today.

Hastertnosai certainly derived many ideas .from others 

but as a versatile art practloner he gave them new 

substance and authority. Benodeda and KinV^rda shared 

most of Mastermosai*s concerns as far an I can tall.

When one raads Mastermosai*s SiIpa Katha with Benodeda*s 

Sllpa Jignasa one cannot fail to see how close they are. 

Though the language and the style of exposition may be 

different. Probably the depth of focus. But the basic 

attitudes are largely the same.

As teachers and individuals they differed from each 

other. Mastermosai had the attitude of a seeker (or 

sadhaka): he was sure to reach where he would by constant 

search and practice (tapaaya). And with his kind of 

versatility he could play many roles. He expected others 

to do that too. I resisted doing that when I was a student. 

But through the years I have recognized the wisdom of 

doing so. The ability to grapple with one ’ s experience 

from many sides adds strength and stature to an artist.

And is a great support in a ncen-traditional situation. But 

when I started, "specialisation" was the watchword. Though 

it is no more so in this postmodern world.

The sadhaka in Mastermosai expected from a student 

a kind oi unquestioning acceptance or devotion. He had 

also the kind virtuosity or brilliance that could force it. 

But some of us came from a generation that attached more
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value to doubt than devotion. Not that we respected him 

any less. It seemed to us that the devotees missed a lot 

of what he really was. WMla the doubters managed to un

cover many hidden virtues. Mastermosai was generous enough 

to allow doubt and dissent; but he kept a certain distance 

from the collere educated. Though even from that distance 

he sired each one ud and had most pertinent advice. He had 

an tin canny way of putting you on the right track by a 

cryptic observation or suggestion.

Benodeda was well-read, analytic, articulate. And 

his deficient eyesight had given Mrs fas Mastermosei had 

once observed) an# ’inner eye*. As a teacher he tried to 

understand each one’ s intention and tried to meet each one 

at his level. With his wide range of knowledge and interests 

he could hold one’s attention and unlock new doors of per

ception. Within my experience I have rarely come upon such 

a teacher. One can probably meet people with comparable 

learning and enthusiasm, but not his kind of pointedness 

and economy of statement. In the few ©earths I worked with 

hix on the Hindi-Bhavana fresco I learned much more than I 

did in the previous three years put together. It disabused 

m~ of my earl 5->r finickiness an? diffidence and made ire 

conscious of my strengths and weaknesses. Once you got to 

know him Benodeda was great company. But he was no friend 

of charlatans. And could not tolerate superficiality.

hamkinkar was of another kind. He infected one with 

an enthusiasm for work. Calling you out at all odd hours of 

cay and night. He himself worked as one possessed. And had 

an effortless facility in whatever he did. So you learnt a 

lot watching him work. He may not have been as methodically
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well-read as Benodeda but he knew a lot of things and kept 

abreast with various aspects of modem art thinking and 

literature. Being more extrovert he could easily ^et along

with people- and had a snecial attraction for educated youth. 

They tec got drawn to him as he had a kind of openness that 

put them at ease. At the time I was a student in Kala-Bhavana

Benodeda and Xinkerda were nearly inseparables. And often 

met more than once a day, exchanged nfctfcs, ,ai acussed common 

concerns. And, in a sense, they complemented each otVier.

One with his scintillating intellect, another with his 

astounding intuitive pover. I f ;e l  privileged to ^ave known 

them rather closely at tnat time of their lives.

A 'l  the three laid great stress on the s t u d y  of nature; 

thinking of nature as a thesaurus, a source of all resource. 

But a study that was not taken up with bland replication but 

an understanding of the structure and growth of things and 

their rational# and rhythm. And their reconfiguration. An 

artist's vocabulary depended mainly on this, not on past 

styles and conventions, whose vilue lay mostly in their 

providing incentive to further search.

None of the three were taken up with the opposition of 

tradition and modernity - the perennial topic in art seminars. 

With a rewarding tradition around, they saw no reason for it. 

Eric cun ter with tradition was for them an unfailing incentive 

to innovation aid fresh initiative. Their attitudes may have 

been slightly different. For Mastermosai the study of tradi

tion was in a sense a self-realising exercise. Like the 

practice of hatha yoga whose sharp discipline was meant to 

usher a new freedom and vision. Benodeda often mentioned 

that tradition came out of certain continuous (sometimes
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Siva Kumar

Subramanyan

perennial) interests. So there wsb as much to discover 

as had been discovered; the longer a tradition was the 

larger was the capacity for innovation. Ram Kinkar^too, 

was not for all his unconventionality, a tradition- 

basher. For him tradition was like the entrance to a 

cave that held an endless treasure of secrets. Relating 

man to his history in his living time. His ♦Annapurna’ 

was his mother figure but also the symbol of compassion 

in distress. His ’Mithunas* '* texuded power and 3oy, but 

held within them a sense of violence and menace. They 

are his own images, but they are also archetypal. How 

can a man like h^m repudiate his tradition?

But all these three who held that each worthwhile

artist was bound to be innovative attached no great 

importance to innovation for innovation's sake.

In your writings on Abanindranath and Nandalal you 

have underlined the largeness of t^eir vision as against 

the more pointed professional focus of most art schools,

then and now. How important is it for fine art institui

tions to have a large perspective?

The tire 1 came into the field of art, I had noticed 

that most artists were concerned a lot with public accep

tance and approbation. Which by itself is not a bad 

thing; it is normal to every professional. The trouble 

is when it becomes a major concern. And in the process 

affects the work on hand. By suppressing the inner wish. 

By blackinpr out the scene around. Making the desire to 

be noticed or known the main concern.

But after coming here I met three artists in whom 

this concern was hardly there. They were unconcerned 

with public approbation or rejection. They were quite 

happy to do their own thing in the light of their inner
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experience or urge. For them creativity was an instrument 

of l 1 fe-enhancement; an.' effort at keening +bei r conscious

ness aflame; an effort to define t^eir locations in the vast 

universe of experiences. The work was a document of this 

effort and so its own reward. Which could make you feel 

rich even in the absence of public response. They had the 

examnle of Abahindranath before them. And also of the 

impulsive and bug-bitten poet and painter Rabindranath.

Another matter one noticed was their preoccupation with 

a total art language. An art that was large enough to 

express various aspects of one's experience at various 

levels. Also reach out to various levels of viewers and 

enrich their perception. And with this maker-viewer inter

link create a magnetic atmosphere of ere tive expression 

and enjoyment, of intellectual and emotional interaction. 

Whether or not they were affected by some similar thinking 

in other parts of the world is of less importance than its 

relevance to our time and place. In a cultural situation 

that was, in the words of the new ad-language, losing its 

inner enzymes, you had to plan for their replacement. 

Rabindranath, Abanindfanath, Mastermosai and their 

collaborators thought about it in their time. But the need 

is even more real to^nv when creative self-expression faces 

the danger of (retting vulgarised or watered down by drastic 

media interference and market forces.

So it falls to an institution that claims these dis

tinguished men as its pioneers to take up this challenge.

To cr-ate a few well-trained artists is not enough. One 

would need to infiltrate each sector of art activity and add 

to its refinement. Which will include the education of the 

media and the market forces too.
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Siva Kumar - Kala-Bhavana is completing seventy-five years as 

a university faculty. In the last seventy-five years 

the art world and the world at large have changed a 

great deal. Do you think its original ideals are still 

relevant? Or shall we need to reinterpret or extend 

them?

Subramanyan - The world surely has undergone many changes in the last 

seventy-five yenrs. But the image of the world we have 

been dreaming about has more or less remained the same. A 

united not divided world. Where the mind is without 

fear and the head is held high. Where knowledge will be 

free. When our words will resonate with truth and our 

stream of reason will not run dry in the sands of 

obscurantism. Where our minds/ will be striving tire-
s

lessly **or perfection. Axnrf in thought an^ action our 

horizons wi^l he expanding all the time. A world 

Rabindranath outlined in a well-known poem over eighty 

years ago.

So the ji^ideals of the Visva-Bharati still hold good. 

What we need to do is to educate people about these. And 

demonstrate that they are viable. In the last fiftyfive 

years, after Rabindranath left the scene, the urge and 

the conviction to do this has b^en weakening progressively. 

Biit even earlier, the results were not up to expectations. 

Bor the efforts were piecemeal and individual; there 

was no attemrrt to give them a supportive infrastructure 

and provide continuity. There was no systematic record 

of its directions or change of directions; its successes 

and failures. Rabindranath probably thought that this 

will over-institutionalise his efforts. He distrusted 

institutions, fearing the vested interests they may 

bring in. Like many great teachers did. So their
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after their death, sometimes centuries. Then got supported 

by institutions that gave them presence and continuity.

True, institutions can lose direction and decay. Even 

distort the teachings they were inspired by. But they can 

also do what they are supposed to do, open up new horizons 

and move with the times.

There are certain aspects of Rabindranath's educational 

philosophy that warrants this. Because they of gre~t 

relevance to our times.

One is that all sound education should hnve a critical 

content; education should not only disseminate knowledge but 

also hold it scrutiny. It should not only train people in 

existing skills but also encourage innovation. Our normal 

educational institutions, even higher educational Institu

tions, are too taken up with the first to give any attention 

to the second. To correct this Rabindranath apparently felt 

the need to lay special emphasis on individual initiative 

at every stage of growth.

Another aspect is contained by implication in his idea 

ttapovan*. Possibly when he started he meant no more 

by it than a quiet rural campus, where teachers and students 

lived as an intimate community like in the hermitages of 

old. In an atmosphere of simplicity and austerity. But in 

todav's circums+ances it should mean much more. At a time 

when education is being tailored to definite functions, it 

should imply the widening of its horizons. At a time when 

educational institutions are being surrounded and subjected 

to societal pressure, it should also mean the cultivation 

of a safe distance between them and the society that is. And 

the development of an atmosnhere of human Interaction to
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combat the dehumanisation that is creeping into ’very field.

A third aspect is contained in the notion of the asram, 

a community that is fully committed to mental Cor spiritual) 

advancement and creativity. Only such a commitment can give 

the educational process a sense of enchantment. Barring a 

few exceptions most of our educational institutions float to

day in a bog of disenchantment and loss of .direction. And a 

general sense of dissatisfaction in both the teacher and the 

student, that gives rise to various confrontations. An edu

cational process that cultivates a sense of community and 

defuses confrontations, is a crying need in today's society.

A fourth aspect is contained in the idea of the world 

university. A progressive recognition that knowledge is 

power is changing our attitudes to education, be it insidiously. 

Knowledge that directly effects the welfare of mankind is not 

any *nore free; it ip becoming intellectual property to be sold 

or speculated on. Today's intellectuals and technocrats are 

to a large extent like the age old priests, who used knowledge 

as an instrument of power. Worse still, today's intellectuals 

and technocrats are participants in a larger power game that 

gives certain sections of the world power over certain others.

On all international fora this is beocmlng more and more obvious. 

For all the talk of universal human rights some people are 

considered more equal than the others. This is where the concept 

of a world university becomes important. A university that brings 

the people of the world together and helps them to discover the 

essential m?m in each. See ieach other's culture with defer

ence, see unity in diversity. See things from a larpe perspec

tive and recognize the futility of games of domination and mutual 

exploitation. This may sound utopian. Rabindranath himself 

watched the scene with a fueling that mixed hope with 

despair. He saw a crisis in civilization, but hoped against hope 

that it could be got over.
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In answer to your question on Kala-Bhavana I have gone 

much further afield. Because Kala-Bhavana's future agenda^ 

can gain a special focus only amidst these notions. I f  it 

wants to have a sense of mission as its founders intended, 

and not stop with being a limited professional school.

There are today many professional schools in India.

Some of them have made a mark on the national scene. Even 

kept up with the international scene. They produce young 

artists whose work is seen in different parts of the world.

In colonial times acceptance by a ruling culture was consider

ed by the professional the acme of achievement. T^e feeling 

persists even tortay in a certain way* In a desire for acceptance 

in the cultural centres of the west. On the face of it is 

innocent. But in some cases, to ensure this acceptance it 

forces one to read one’ s own culture from the other's point of 

view. It also a leads often to a i cross-trading of concerns.

In a globalising world a comparison of the insider and 

outsider readings may have useful results. But the question 

that comes to the fore is - Have we read our own cultures 

well enough? Have we noticed its various aspects, or streams? 

Have we studied these in detail#? Or recorded them? With 

resiard to visual arts this was part of Kala Bhavana's brief 

at one time. How ’"ueh has been achieved in the last seventy- 

five years? It certainly did not have enough funds and 

technological infrastructure in the beginning and could only 

make a start. But what holds it back to*day?

ftven the nature of professional art  practice is changing 

day to day. Tbe old borders are disappearing. In such a 

situation, the more deeply you know your oyn culture,the more 

innovative and adventurous you are going to be. And besides, 

the basic intention of Kala-Bhavana was not Just to produce a
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few well-trained professionals, but to work towards a 

broad-based cultural reawakening. So its agenda for 

the next twenty-five years should be large. Let me 

hope it will have such an agenda. And it will get all

the support from the powers that he. It should then 

manage to live up to its original intentions. At least

ê ncnf
by the time it reaches its centtt*$r.


