
The Requisites of a Renaissance 

K . G, £>u b r a man y an

When Professor Sibnarayan Ray phoned me in Baroda 

some months ago and invited me to deliver this Raramohun 

Roy Memorial Lecture I was quite unwilling to agree, know

ing my own limitations. Delivering lectures under the 

auspices., of such an august body and in the memory of such 

an eminent person does not come easily to an artist like 

me. But Professor Ray is  hard to escape, he does not let 

you out of his grip so easily? he said that although the 

lecture was in the name of Rammohun Roy I could talk on 

anything I lik e , on any topic or issue that was foremost 

in  my mind; and this put ne at ease and made me agree. I 

know It was not a wise decision; I am here before you in 

a position of honour I do not deserve. And i f  I am found 

wanting you cannot blame it entirely on me.

That Raramohun Roy is  one of the makers of modern India 

Is  no more a matter for dispute. Though in  his own time he 

was a controversial figure, admired and idolised by some, 

maligned by others; declared an outsider by his own family 

and kinsmen for his unorthodox views and beliefs; and held 

in  suspicion,, if  not hated, by the defenders of each 

religion he sought to study*■— Hinduism, Islam, Lamaist 

Buddhism and Christianity —  whose basic tenets he wanted 

to understands, hold to critical scrutiny, and emulate in 

his own fashion* He was, without doubt, a remarkable person,. 

Educated in Persian, Af^abic and Sanskrit early in  l ife , he 

grew up to be an alert, sensitive and serious-minded young 

man, who was already passing through a crisis of belief 

in his mid-teens. Born a Hindu and brahmin and tempera

mentally devout, he found many aspects of Hindu religious 

practice of his time reprehensible, fraught with fear and
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superstition and absence of compassion, quite at variance 

from what was outlined in  its ancient scriptures. He also 

found the practice of idolatry prevalent at his time mind

less and barbaric, driving its adherents into maniac 

rituals that neither upheld human dignity nor honoured the 

sacredness of human and animal l ife . He was also outraged 

by various unjust social practices current at that time that 

isolated one section of people from another, raised blind 

hierarchies and gave scant respect to women. So straight 

from the age of fifteen he moved out of his moorings and 

embarked on a voyage of discovery through various religious 

systems. What he discovered in  each was, however, not 

palatable to the proponents of each. Although he found at 

the base of-each faith a universal monotheism he also found 

that it was overgrown with various incompatible and irrational 

notions. Sons of them who eschewed idolatjry of the normal 

kind still idolised persons and prophets and gave divine

authority to old texts and gospels. Some of them who pro
of

claimed the brotherhood/ man were violently Intolerant, or 

downright contemptuous, of the adherents of other faiths.

When he openly discussed these in  his various writings, even 

those who initially felt flattered by the attention of this 

high-caste Hindu in their professed faiths became his 

opponents anti critics. Cut he was undaunted. Between 1803 

and 1819 he became an active crusader for the cause of a 

universal monotheism. His early tracts in  support of this 

and against idolatry were in Persian and Arabic; but later, 

when he had taken service under a company official and 

through his encouragement and assistance mastered the English 

language in  the next ten years, he came up with expositions 

of the monotheism of Vedanta, translating the original texts 

into Englishp Bengali and Hindustani. He followed this with 

English and Bengali translations of Kena, Isa , Mundaka,
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Mandukya and Katha Upanishads to support this. About 

twelve years later he also expounded the Precepts of 

Jesus in his own fashion to practicing Christians, whose 

certain notions he thought contravened these. Though 

he antagonised many by all this and engaged in extensive 

controversies vdth them through numerous pamphlets and 

articles in the periodicals and the press, he also managed, 

on the side, to gather around him a band of like-minded 

freethinkers who in 1815 formed an informal study group 

called Atmiya Sabfaa. Through time they came to recognize 

the necessity of forming a liberal and rational religious 

group; and founded in  1828 the Brahmo Sama.1 (also referred 

to in itially  as Brahmo Sabha in  certain quarters). Although 

the monotheistic ideas of Rammohun came very close to the 

doctrine of the Unitarian Christians and he was a confirmed 

admirer of the Precepts of Jesus and their ethical content, 

the Brahmo SamaJ was, according to established Rammohun 

scholars, a non-sectarian universal religious body with a 

basic Hindu bias, drawing from the doctrine of self-knowledge 

inculcated in  the Upanishads, though its  attitudes carried 

impress of the social message of Buddhism, the monotheism 

of Islam, the devotional passion of the medieval Indian 

saints and the ethical teachings of Jesus Christ. Similarly, 

though the SamaJ followed in its congregational worship 

certain modalities of Christian church service, its  texts 

and songs were mostly drawn from Hindu sources.

Apart from trying in  this manner to lay a rational 

foundation for religious belief Rammohun also got involved 

with various social reforms. He campaigned against sati 

and for woman's rights. He argued in  favour of educational 

institutions that would introduce Indian youth to western 

knowledge and was instrumental to establishing some of these.
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He persuaded some of his followers to engage themselves in  

the education of the lower sections of society believing, 

as one of his staunch adherents declared, that to cook a 

meal you have to heat the pot from below. He spoke and 

wrote a Bengali prop# that was limpid and accessible to 

common people and was one of the first supporters of Bengali 

Journalism and the freedom of the press. He was also an 

advocate of the freedom of subject peoples and of fair  

administration and dispensation of Justice. Although he 

professed open admiration for the British rule and western 

culture, he also cherished hopes for the eventual emancipation 

of the country from colonial rule and considered his country*s 

civilization as next to none in  the world.

Rammohun’ s freethinking and heterodoxy earned him many 

critics; as also his certain views that considered the British 

colonial intervention as a godsend to a decadent India and 

that the ethical content of the Christian religion suited 

largely the needs of the times. On another side his admirers 

claimed for him the status of an unparallelled pioneer in  

almost all the sectors of the national awakening, making him 

a key-figure in the so-called Bengal renaissance. Opinions 

were divided and there were controversies. Twentyfive years 

ago Professor Ramesh Chandra Majumdar, the well-known 

historian, went through this question in  the second Biman 

Behari Majumdar memorial lecture. With his penchant for 

factual accuracy, (certainly admirable in  any historian) he 

did not find sufficient Justification for many of the claims 

of Rammohun*s admirers. But he declared, nevertheless, that 

this did not reduce Rammohun's stature and importance In  any 

way. His summing up is  as follows : Though Rammohun was not 

a pioneer in the political sector of the renaissance he played, 

without doubt, a distinguished part in the political scene of 

his tine . Although he was not the founder of the Hindoo College
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as claimed by some, he was still a staunch advocate of 

English education and the founder of nany schools, and 

his famous letter to Lord Amherst on the subject was a 

great and noble document that inspired many people.

Though he cannot be called the creator of Bengali prose, 

he surely made a significant contribution to its  develop

ment, I f  his religious and social views did not make a 

deep impression on the general public, it  did influence 

a section of the intelligentsia in Bengal and outside.

His political views were far in  advance of his age; i f  it 

had little  effect in  the nineteenth century, it  certainly 

inspired many in  the twentieth, including the great 

Rabindranath Tagore. In  his concluding words, 'Rammohun 

Roy did not create the new age but he was one of the 

greatest representatives of that age and reflected in  him

self many distinguished features that heralded the 

renaissance in  Bengal'.

I am no Rammohun specialist; all this come3 from 

books written by others, which are surely wellknown to 

most of you. I owed to myself this brief resume to support 

the first statenent that Rammohun **oy is one of the makers 

of modern India and one of the exemplars in  the so-called 

renaissance. From here we may go forward to spell out 

what we mean by modern India and along with it the concepts 

of modernity and renalssance.

Although there are various notions about what is  

called modern - in  age, attitude, culturf, aspirations 

or thought, most people will agree that the sense of the 

modern statts with the opening up of the world. What is 

now known as the modern western world emerged out of Its 

medievalist stagnation when it started discovering the
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rest of the world, whatever the in itial motivations—

Just plain curiosity and enterprise, or trade, or plunder 

and piracy, or enslavement and exploitation or colonisation 

and empire building. This brought a people face to face 

with other people, other ways of living, other patterns 

of behaviour and thought, other ways of expression, other 

world views and aspirations or, in  short, other cultures.

There were such small encounters at all tines in  history 

and they too made noticeable impact on the cultures involved 

but when the methods of travel and communication became 

more efficient and dependable the encounters were larger 

and more far-reaching. Although the participants in  these 

encounters were not of the same level of knowledge and 

technology and material culture^, which made soma of them 

dominant and active and the others subject and passive to 

a greater or lesser decree, both sides were affected by 

this in  some way or the other. In  their own interest the 

advantaged people wanted to know as much as they could of 

the disadvantaged to design their relations with them.

Despite its  numerous shortcomings, this effort had some 

unexpected results; their discoveries went beyond their 

limited intentions to upset their established value systems 

and induce rethinking of their basic notions and beliefs.

Much of the intellectual ferment that led to the so-called 

Age of Enlightenment and its  pervasive rationalism came, as 

is  wellknown, out of such cross-encounters and the ensuing 

effort to understand and rationalise divergent cultural 

facts.

On another side, there has been considerable discussion 

in  the last few decades about the tendency amongst these 

advantaged peoples to view the disadvantaged in  a light as 

Justified their domination; even facilitated it  by selling
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them a vision of themselves that disarmed them, undermined 

their resistance and, at a further step, made them more 

congenial and willing collaborators. Was this the result 

of plain misreading or planned misexposition? Many scholars 

think that an emergent west (meaning the people of Europe) 

conjured up a vision of the others (meaning the orient) to 

boost their self-esteem and Justify and assist their 

strategies of domination and tried to instil this into 

these others with various kinds of subterfuge. They also 

support this with an impressive array of facts. But are 

these partisan interpretations and planned indoctrination 

confined to the occidental-oriental, colonist-colonial 

confrontations? Probably not. I f  we examine closely the 

attitudes of various groups w itM n  an apparently compact 

society (including ours) we shall see to a greater or lesser 

extent the same effort at partisan interpretations of e&bh 

other, the same play of offence and defence, of exclusion 

and inclusion. This can be noticed at various stages in  

history; which, in  its  turn, led to various readings of 

history. This is common to both the advantaged and the dis

advantaged. And this still survives. One canot fail to 

notice that one of factors that stokes up tensions between 

neighbouring peoples even in  today's world is  this differ

ential reading of history. so, instead of blaming it all 

on certain forces that were Und considering it  a one-time 

occurrence we would need to take note of its  persistence 

even in  today's world, where a whole battery of distinguished 

specialists from the advantaged countries are churning ofct 

tracts, year after year, to promote the notion of a global 

freemarket utopia in  the rest of the world, to ensure the 

levels of prosperity in their own societies.



In  any case, for all their efforts the advantaged 

did not always succeed in  pushing their theories down the 

throats of the disadvantaged except in  the case of the 

most passive and naive. With those who were alert and 

intelligent it was counterproductive. N0t that they were 

unreceptive to new ideas or were unaffected by them. But 

they chose to examine each of them and assess their 

suitability to their circumstances. The attempts at 

their re-education that considered their antecedents in  

a less-than-favourable light had put them on theJr guard.

What this did succeed in doi$g was to generate amongst them 

a critical attitude that scrutinised the new ideas and norms 

side by side with the traditional ones to determine their 

relevance or irrelevance to the vision of their growth 

and advancement as human beings in the time to come. It  

also led them to rediscover their environment and find their 

location within it . For, although the cross-cultural encounter 

made them think in  terms of certain basic universals it did 

not taka them Jong to realise that these universals got their 

shape and substance from the specialities of a location, 

meaning the relationship of individuals or a group to their 

environment and the network of communication that grew between. 

I f  the new forces afoot had effected a rupture between these 

and isolated the individual from his inheritance (especially 

one as long and rich as ours, in  thought, literature and 

arts) it would have been a great tragedy. Instances of this 

in  certain parts of the world and the belated, and largely 

ineffectual, efforts to recover a lost inheritance are now 

known to many. So the growth of this self-awareness in our 

country, for all its  in itial confusions and excesses, is  

a highly fortunate circumstance .
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To state all this in short : The beginnings of 

modernity should be sought in the opening up of the 

world.. Cross-cultural contacts that resulted from this 

brought divergent modes of thought and behaviour face 

to face, which encouttKged a reexamination of each one's 

hitherto inviolate value bases. This encouraged re

thinking and the search for certain universals behind 

the divergent or the particular. In  the process it  

generated an outburst of new ideas and attitudes. Whatever 

that may be, a critical attitude that subjects all notions, 

new and old, to continuous scrutiny and attempts to re

formulate them is  an essential feature of modernity. Another 

important feature is  the new status and importance It  accords 

to individuals. In  the pre-modem, largely monocultural 

situation the contours of the individual were not so 

clear and distinct; each one was introduced, at the threshold 

of adolescence, to the prevailing norms of the society he 

belonged to through an act of initiatiok. It  was, by and 

large, a ritual of conformity. In  certain cases this 

initiation was referred to as rebirth, the first birth being 

one's entry into this world as a sentient human being and 

this second his introduction to the society be belonged to, 

its  norms and aspirations and his role within it . The 

picture of this society was fairly  steady and its norms 

reasonably clear. But in  the modern situation, with Its  

continuing cross-cultural exposures, the picture is  cons

tantly changing and its  norms and premises need frequent 

readjustment or reformulation. So it falls to the individual* 

through personal or group effort, to come to terms with these 

and reestablish himself in his location. Or, in other words, 

contrive his rebirth or renaissance. Here the concept of 

renaissance Is  not that of a historical event, or a cons

piracy of circumstances,or a baptismal ritual of conformity
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but the standing commitment of a people (,or a section of

people) to face the challenges of growth in  an open society, 

constantly reconfigurating their relationship with the new 

forces (by absorbing what is to their advantage and by

passing what is  not) and relocating themselves in  their 

environment (by discovering their basic roots and their un

tapped potential for innovation and growth). This tirofold 

exercise goes to rescue them from their inertia and rechange 

their batteries of power and unfold new horizons of develop

ment. V/e cannot any more think of a renaissance in  the image 

of a placid crossing over into a promised land that a small 

group of distinguished exemplars lead, waving their beacons 

aloft. Today it has to be visualised in  the image of navi

gating on a moving sea. T0 stay afloat on it and profit from 

it  we need a large body of people engaged in  a common effort.

So its  requisites are many.

Before we come to this, what do we signify by the so- 

called Bengal renaissance? This has been discussed widely 

and is  known to most of you. The attempt here to outline 

it  in  short is  for the sake of the present argument. The 

arrival of the British in  India and, later, the establishment 

of their rule (for all that we may have to say against it ) 

occasioned a major change in  the country’ s horizons. In  their 

own interest they established educational institutions that 

introduced Indians to the knowledge of western languages 

and learning. They also tried to survey the country's culture 

and established bodies to do the same. The Christian missions-
y

ries, who came in their wake, set up their own institutions to 

further the spread of their faith , like various schools to 

educate the masses; and devised the wherewithal this needed, 

like a simple and resourceful medium of expression in the 

vernaculars and presses that could print the required literature.



They also put into motion newspapers and periodicals to reach 

a larger public and voice their criticism of local religious 

practices and turn their invective on certain disagreeable 

features in  the society around. All this changed the attitudes 

and the aspirations of the growing youth. Greater st ill , it  

opened them out to the liberal thought of post-Englightenraent 

Europe and the economic and political changes and the new 

industrial culture that followed this. What impact all this 

had on the people of the country has already been mentioned; it  

ingrained in  them a critical attitude that induced reconsider

ation and reform of some of their established institutions; 

and equally stringent scrutiny of the new concepts and patterns 

of behaviour they were coming face to face3in  ian atmosphere 

of increased self-awareness. The main theatre of this change 

was Beng&L, being the first seat of British power and influence 

in  India . The salient features of this change have been point

ed to when we were discussing Rammohun : religious reforms 

and refinements in  religious practice based on certain widely 

shared universal beliefs; an education that introduced our 

youth to the study of science and the scientific attitude; 

social and political reforms in the light of the new knowledge 

emphasising the fundamental rights of human beings; the awaken

ing In  the generality of people a sense of stflf-awareness, 

knowledge of their antecedents and faith in  their own powers; 

finally , the desire for emancipation from foreign rule and to 

be masters of their own destiny. What we are today owes a lot 

to what happened at that time. It  was the dawn of a new era, 

rightfully a renaissance. It  brought about a great upsurge 

of popular initiative; numerous non-official organisations 

concerned with social and religious reforms, growth and 

dissemination of knowledge, encouragement of literary and 

artistic creativity and scientific research and demands for 

social justice and sharing of political power came up during
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the time. They received wide support from the educated.

T&by were also able to exert some pressure on the govern

ment on various questions. And for all their distance 

from the other sections of society were able to inspire 

them with a feeling of self-esteem and self-confidence.

Fresh attempts were made to study the country*s history 

and culture in  greater detail and spell out its  horizons.

And the growth and proliferation of newspapers and publi

cation of books and periodicals gave a big impetus to crea

tive and critical writing, which slowly became the most 

effective arbiter of the old and the new and the most effec

tive instrument of public awakening.

All this is  an account of what happened nearly a 

hundred and fifty  years ago. What is  our record since? 

Especially in  the last fifty  years after we gained our 

independance? Let us start with those early concerns of the 

Bengal renaissance, which marked Rammohun as one of its  

;torch-bearers. Rammohun's attempts at religious reform had 

appeal for only a limited section of the intelligentsia, 

whether they belonged to the Brahmo Samaj or not. Most 

others held on to the old ways of worship for more than 

one reason. One of this was that these ways were an industry 

in  themselves with various vested interests. But more than 

that the vision of an Impersonal Power immanent in all things 

could satisfy, and influence the conduct, of only a few; most 

others were tied to beliefs and practices that could tide them 

over the sense of insecurity or insufficiency they experienced 

from time to time, through a fantasy of powSr they came into 

with the intercession of an icon, fetish or emulet or a 

hypnotic ritual. Many of them were educated and rational 

but their minds still harboured a lurking faith in the super

natural. Even those who doubted its  rationality thought of it
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see, not so long ago, the amusing spectacle of a whole 

crowd of educated tradesmen and professionals scrambling 

to feed milk to marble icons on a special day in  different 

parts of the world. And this at the fag end of the 

twentieth century. This is  not the place to discuss the 

reasons behind this phenomenon. And besides, this momen

tary infatuation with a marble ’ god* is relatively innocent. 

What should alarm us more is the growing tendency amongst 

people to use the differences in  the externals of religious 

practice as breeding grounds for group animosities.

Rammohun, along with many other right-thinking people 

pleaded for various social reforms, he compaigned against 

sati: and it was declared illegal in  his own life  time; 

though he would have preferred that it was countered by 

general social sanction than by a legal measure. But our 

press still reports stray incidents it  construes as sati.

On another side the number of incidents of bride-burning 

and sexual assaults on women reported in the press is  highly 

alarming. There is  probably less social resistence today to 

to widow remarriage in urban areas, but in  the rural areas 

the situation is  different. In  general the position of 

women in all strata of society is  far from satisfactory; 

they still continue to be seen in most places as child

bearing machines or bond slaves or sex objects. There are 

laws against child marriage and the dowry system but both 

persist. The spread of education amongst women Is  also 

comparatively slow due to their relatively subordixiate 

position in society. May be the proposed legislation to 

reserve s,eats for women in various legislative and executive 

bodies will go to tilt  the balance and make them stand up 

for their rights; but when it comes to be.
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Rammohun knew that though the more informed and enlight

ened sections of society were waking up to these issues, in 

a growing society what was most essential was general public 

awareness; and this had to be brought about by broad-based 

educational programmes and an enlightened press.

What do we have to say about these, in the present cir-
*

cumstances? The educational scene has certainly expanded 

enormously In the last fifty  years. The standards of 

excellence in our topmost institutions of higher education 

are reported to be high and comparable to those in  various 

developed countries, where our graduates get ready employment. 

Indian scientists, scholars, writers and artists have made 

a mark on the world scene. But does this mean that all Is  

well? Far’ from it . In a large number of our schools and 

colleges the standards are abominably low according to 

reliable reports. Even at the bottom, our literacy targets, 

periodically revised by successive Educational Commissions, 

have not been met so far. Our literacy levels are lower than 

those In some other so-called third world countries. N0r is 

our school education shaping up as it  should; although there 

is  an obvious rush for seats in  the urban centres, In the 

rural centres the enrolment is  said to be poor and the drop

outs massive. We have had the finest of intentions but we 

have never got our strategies right; we have never taken 

proper note of our background circumstances. A farmer studies 

his soil before he decides his crops; a trader surveys his 

market before he selects his wares, but our educational 

planners live in a cloud-cuckoo -land. Their eyes are focussed 

more on what happens outside this country than what is  around 

them. Our country is  after a ll , a vast sub-continent with 

a large population; it has an enormous variety in the
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life-pattems of its inhabitants, depending on their 

location, language, group identity, economic circumstances 

and cultural antecedents. So to instil its youth with a 

desire for knowledge and skills we need a variable strategy. 

But our educational planners mostly come from the urgan 

middle class and their plans are invariably designed for 

the needs of their children and their patterns of l ife .

After independance we have streamlined our educational 

system on the basis of these plans. No wonder than that 

the results are not what they should be. For all our efforts 

the response is  uneven and there is a great waste of energy 

and resources.

Our universities do not do any better, though at this 

level one should expect a greater community of interests. 

Probably at the start we had a larger vision of what a 

university should be - a clearing house of knowledge, a 

place that nurtured a critical outlook and constantly re

evaluated our reigning concepts and skills, a hot house 

for new ideas and innovations or, in  short, the power house 

of the renaissance. We then blamed the British for setting 

up institutions that only produced ‘ clerks*. But after 

the British left we have not done any better. We have 

continued the same system making certain /cosmetic adjust

ments, and extended it  to produce Jobbers of all kinds.

One can argue that this was done under the pressure of 

circumstances; that a quickly growing economy and indus

trial scene called for various categories of trained r - 

p<MN*tonnel. Accepting that, what prevented us from making 

a concerted effort to keep the vision alive at least in  

certain special enclosures in each institution? This has 

not been the case. Higher education is no more considered 

a pathway to enlightenment but a passport to employment.

15
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There Is  an overweening emphasis on this in the thinkihg of 

educational planners, administrators, parents and students; 

together they conspire to make this the main focus. This 

turns round the concern of youth to themselves and their 

professional advancement, not the advancement of the 

whole body of people, leave alone the broad horizons of 

learning, knowledge and creativity. In  a sense this 

alienates them from their environment. They do not any 

more make any serious effort to study its facts in 4 depth; 

(they leave this to the more adventurous foreign scholars). 

And they certainly do not volunteer to work for the improve

ment or alleviation of the scene in front. These self

engrossed professionals apparently feel that if  they do 

their little  Jobs well, all will be well. This may be 

true to some extent; many personal achievements may add up 

to produce a larger corpus of achievement and this may have 

a cumulative effect on the environment. But it is not fully 

true. Working separately in  one’ s own cell, out of contact 

with one's surroundings will not give a person a total vision 

and sense of perspective. This will even impair, certainly 

reduce the size, of his personal advancement. I f  he works 

in  response to the needs of an environment, it  not only 

gives his efforts a direction and depth of visi0rifet»%«Ll80 

makes the environment more responsive, motivating others to 

link up with his efforts in various ways. Without a sense 

of direction, leave alone a large vision or philosophy, 

he is  likely  to go astray and, in  the context of today’ s 

globalising trends, walk into a progress trap that enslaves 

him to other people's interests. When you overhear these 

new professionals talking to each other over a cup of c 

coffee, or a glass of beer, they sound as if  they are 

visitors from another planet; they refer to this little spot



of earth as if  they did not belong to i t . So one of the 

major requisites of keeping alive or reviving the spirit 

of the renaissance, is  the replanning and reorienting of 

this educational system that leads to such alienation.

The other important instrument for keeping alive the 

renaissance spirit is  naturally the press and the other 

media. Today’ s press has certainly larger resources and 

greater coverage than the press of Rammohun*s time. What 

it  lacks is  the old sense of mission or commitrasnt to 

truth. It  is  now a well-organized trade sector (the so- 

called fourth estate) that sells amusing, inflammatory or 

intriguing stories to a scandal hungry public; its  main 

concern is  to boost circulation and profitability by 

hook or by crook. Now and then a special correspondent 

writes on a serious social problem or an investigative 

reporter unlocks a skeleton in  somebody’ s cupboard but the 

circumstances demand that these too are dressed in  the 

weeds of a scandal. But these are few and far between.

And there is  no continuity of scrutiny, no sense of 

commitment,no feed-back on action. Besides, many organs 

of the press are, as in  commonly known, supported by dis

tinct political and economic lobbies and serve their 

interests. So the so-called free press is , more often 

than not, tied down by the contingencies of the - trade or 

controlled by vested interests. It cannot, naturally, play 

a big role in  the field of national development and regenera

tion. It  has great powers but it is  like a caged tiger in 

the circus, it responds only to the cracks of the trainer's 

whip.

But why the press, the electronic media have a more 

sordid story to tell. In  a country where larger sections 

of people are not fully literate leave alone educated, these

17
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seemed, as one tine, the finest vehicle for public education 

and improvement. Ancj one felt that the country's rulers will 

take full advantage of it . But they have not. M0st of the 

viewing time in  these are devoted, now, to cheap and vulgar 

entertainment; and those that are found to be most profitable 

(by attracting massive advertisement) are the ones that border 

on the soft-pom. A society that gets outraged by the sight 

of a figure that covers its  nudity by a musical instrument, 

instead of a fig  leaf, slobbers over 'Bay Watch' dubbed in 

various vernaculars. Which is a great pity; as these media 

have gr'eat potential for public education and enlightenment.

The few miniscule efforts made in this direction, now and 

then, are largely jejune, ill-conceived and boring. They 

are handled by people who have either no motivation or any 

understanding of the specialities of the medium; or by some 

upcoming professionals who are more concerned with the smart

ness and style of their presentation, or their self-protection, 

thwi the messages they are meant to carry. When a one-second 

commercial can persuade people to patronise a product, there 

should be attractive and effective ways of how to do this and 

elicit the expected response. This the foreign media often 

do, making the exercise most engrossing; they are even hired 

by our bosses faow and then. Certainly our youngmen can learn 

a lesson or two from these and produce the packets our situa

tion demands. I f  we mean to keep alive the spirit of the 

renaissance this is  another major requisite that we should give 

attention to.

All that has been said so far -tLs part of an effort to 

underline the obvious. A modern, independent nation has to 

have within it  a live sense of renaissance if  it wants to 

preserve its  modernity and independance. This can happen only 

when there is great increase in public awareness and participa

tion. This does not always come by itse lf ; so it  has to be,very
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often, engineered through a concerted effort that connects 

up the delivery of information with motivation and action.

If  the old renaissance spirit had persisted through the years 

all this would have happened naturally and the results would 

have been eminently visible. But this has not happened; 

there has been a break or slackening or diversion of interest 

at some point.

How did this come about? As a layman artist I do not 

have the erudition or the expertise to think of a reasoned 

answer to this question. We can only speculate.

Probably one of the reasons for the weakening of the 

spirit was its  identification at some stage with the struggle 

for political liberation. The diverse strategies of the 

colonial powers to curb the rising wave of national self- 

assertion brought this more and more to the fore. Although 

some rare individuals like Gandhi or Tagore (for all their 

mutual differences and inner contradictions) did ve a lot 

of importance to social reconstruction and the reawakening 

and strengthening of social resources and creativity, the 

attention of roost others was focussed on the fight for liber

ation. Even in  this when a person like Gandhi wanted extensiv 

public participation many others thought that it s ’ould be 

confined to a more compact and committed political militia. 

When the country gained its independence, Gandhi again 

reiterated his request to the political parties to devote 

themselves more wholeheartedly to national reconstruction, not 

hover around seats of power. It  fell on deaf ears. Most 

people had come to think of independance as a panacea, attri

buting all our ills  to our status as a colony. So, many of 

the public organizations that came up in  the middle of the 

nineteenth century with commendable programmes for reform and
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reconstruction, were persuaded to >sit back or slacken 

their activity and wait for that big boost of energy that 

will follow our independance.

But we all know that our independance came with its 

own problems. The so-called tryst with destiny was a mixed 

one; it  did not take place in  an oasis of peace and rejoicing, 

as we had hoped, but a thorn bush of dissentions. Then came 

the teething problems of the newly established state and its 

new panel of priorities. The constitution of India was 

drawn up on the model of those of the great democracies of 

the west; Ambedkar and his associates did an undoubtedly 

creditable Job. But the strength of a democracy does not 

depend on an impeccably drawn or delicately balanced cons

titution, but on an informed and participatory electorate.

The effort to build up such an electorate has not been 

successful yet. In  fact the growing tendencies point to the 

opposite. During the elections the parties do not educate 

the electorate about their problems and confer with them to 

discuss solutions. They attempt more to keep them at a 

distance, befuddle them wL th rhetoric, inflame them wiSth 

slogans and catch-words, stupefy them with various tricks 

of publicity or tempt them with gifts and rewards. Once' 

elected their contact with the electorate becomes tenuous; 

they become the ’ nawabs* of the political metropolis. If  

there are any representations from the electorate they try 

to pacify them with promises and some immediate palliatives. 

These days the ministers are all the time talking about the 

monies they are earmarking for one project or the other and 

the sums they are doling out to some group or person. They 

are as flamboyant as the old rajas and nawabs in throwing 

these mohurs around. They do all this surely to keep the 

public passive, non-interfering, non-pa rti ci pat ory. I f  they 

flatter them occasionally by asking; for participation the
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public soons learns that it is  no more than an empty gesture.

So our struggle for independance has not really irAde us 

independent,i .e .g iv en  us a backbone. The backbone of a nation 

lies in the willingness of. ... its people to work together on 

common causes, think together to devise a common programme 

of development and prepare themselves to participate in this 

in  their special ways, forgoing i f  necessary certain selfish 

interests for the sake of common good. Ocasionally a great 

leader with the necessary drive and charisma is able to bring 

this about, but it  does not last. So it falls within the 

responsibilities of each democratic state, and its  own real 

interests, to nurture this by awakening people’ s initiatives 

and massing them together in  a common endeavour towards the 

nation’ s development with the right incentives, which means 

showing them a picture of the nation's progress that includes 

their own. If  the state does not assume this responsibility, 

for whatever reason, the people have to become active themselves 

and set up non-official organisations that will meet this 

challenge, like they did in the nineteenth century, in the face 

of great apathy and hostility from certain sections of the 

public and a not-too-sympathetic government. That we are still 

discussing what they did, or what they tried to do, is  proof 

enough of the value of their contribution. Now we are free, 

and have a government of our own; so the circumstances should 

be considered more favourable for such a public effort.

Nearly three months from now our country will be celebrating 

the Golden Jubilee of its independance. And we shall use this 

occasion to go over our various accomplishments during the last 

fffty  years. The accomplishments are many, i f  (fle compare what 

we were fifty  years ago to what we are today. For a country 

that had to face famine almost every year, its  present agri

cultural production is  high enough to feed its  people, build
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stocks for emergencies, even export to others. It  has 

now a wide industrial base which, with proper inputs 

people forsee, will make it  a power to reckon with in 

no distant future. It  has an impressive body of trained 

personnel, scientists, technologists, artisans, artists 

and intellectuals who are prized all over the world. It  

has a fairly  stable democracy which few post*colonial 

countries can boast of; and its  electorate, though 

generally passive, is  shrewd enough, during the elections, 

to bypass all deployments of muscle and money power to 

throw out a government It  Is  dissatisfied with. And so on 

and so forth.

But all this is  not good enough for this second most 

populous country in the world, with a civilization that 

goes back more than three thousand years, many aspects of 

which still inspire us with wonder; which produced a whole 

line of teachers and thinkers who explained the human 

condition much better than most others and set us aims and 

ideals we cannot improve upon; and unlocked an endless stream 

of art and literature that spelt these out with great sensi

tivity and depth and nurtured a philosophy of life that was 

positive and life-enhancing. To be heirs to such a heritage, 

to know it well and add to i t , is a noble challenge. This 

needs a spirit of renaissance in the general public; with, 

a keen awareness of what has not been achieved, along v/ith 

what has b^en and the required resolution to re,i>2dy this.

One of the main requisites for a renaissance is  this spirit 

of «?elf-criti cism and a search for the remedy.

We shall conclude this lecture with some reference to 

the relationship between the spirit of renaissance and the 

art and cultural scene, confining ourselves lar/^ely to the 

area of visual arts. It  should be clenr by now that what G?e
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mean by the spirit of renaissance is not that temporary 

upsurge of national chauvinism that called for the revival 

of old forms and manners. That it was there for a while is 

undeniable. It  largely came in  reaction to the condescension 

with which a section of the colonial administrators, education

ists and missionaries viewed the Indian cultural scene and 

re-imaged or re-interpreted its history. To them a lot of it 

seemed crude and monstrous and whatever refinement it  carried 

they attributed to influences from some western source or the 

other. These issues are old and have baen gone over many 

times. And they are no more relevant in  the light of greater 

efforts on the part of the west and the east to underst&d& 

each other. What is more important to recognize is  that at 

the end of the nineteenth century there we re a large number 

of educated Indians who, after going through the new education, 

were not properly informed of their art and cultural scene or 

took little  interest in  it . This alarmed a more enlightened 

section of the new intelligentsia, who were themselves 

progressive and modern, had learned to look beyond their 

national borders and to expose themselves to the winds of 

change flowing from the west, It irked them to see that 

some of their own confreres, including those who were being 

educated in  art, were being blown off their feet and losing 

their sense of location. So they tried to point out that to 

avoid alienation from one's own environment and a consequent 

disorientation, one's introduction to new ideas and skills had 

to be suitably matched with an increase in  one's knowledge of 

oneself, one's environment and antecedents. Any new creative 

vision needed the interaction of these two. Rabindranath was 

one of the first to write about this matter. Abanindranath 

faced the question a little  differently. For him, creative 

expression came out the mutual discovery, as it were, of the 

creative person and his environment. He refers to it in his
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inimitable way in  his first Bageswari lecture. He bewails 

how ignorant we often are of our environment and how un

willing to discover i t , while some cultivated foreigners 

put us to shame in  this matter. In  his view each artist ’ s 

creative expression is  based on certain features of the 

environment that he feels he is  specially bora to discover.

He goes further, in  his flight of fancy, to say that the 

environment itself waits for this patiently; the black 

monsoon clouds in  the sky, in the months of asad, wait for 

a Kalidasa to discover them and address them in  spectacular 

verse; the intriguing play of mist and fog in the city of 

London waits for a Whistler to come and celebrate it in  his 

paintings and prints.

True, Abanindranath and the tendencies he set afoot 

were only one part of the scene, though an important part.

We will come to the question of its  importance at a later 

stage. When Ababindranath came on the art scene there were 

one one side the artists who came out of the government art 

schools in  the major Indian cities - Calcutta, Madras, Lucknow, 

Jaipur, Bombay (and, further west, Lahore) where they were 

taught the art skills then current in  the west, and the craft 

skills of their immediate environment. On another, there 

were artisan painters patronised by the local rajas, nawabs, 

chieftains and well-to-do company o fficials , hailing from 

various centres like Lucknow, Patna or Murshidabad. Both
*

these were professional in attitude; they went to answer a 

specific purpose or demand and acquired certain standard 

skills through rigorous training or apprenticeship. Their 

works were mainly governed by a patron's wishes or taste, 

not desire for personal expression,,though many displayed 

distinct levels of virtuosity. Earlier to this, for nearly 

a hundred years starting from the middle of the eighteenth
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century, a whole stream of western artists had come to seek 

their fortunes in India and set into motion certain changes 

in  taste. They produced large oil paintings depicting the 

local royalty, local courts and landscapes, local festivals 

and fairs in the western realistic style, attempting now and 

then to come to terms with local tastes. But on another side 

they influenced the tastes and skills of the artisan painters 

they came into contact with. These brought into being two 

kinds of realist painting, one painterly and the other 

draughtsmanly and both these affected later practitioners 

to a greater or lesser degree.

The art schools came up in  this context, at a time when 

local youth were nourishing ambitions to be such freelancing 

professionals. But some other new professional avenues were 

also opening up; like the painting of flora and fauna for 

natural science archives,engraving illustrations for books 

on art, architecture and archaeology and finally , photography. 

The presence of the art schools with students coming from 

various levels of society, especially the upper middle class, 

made it easy for people like Abanindranath (or his followers) 

to choose art as a vocation. Even their first Introduction 

to it was through methods the art schools popularised. And it 

is  common knowledge now that Abanindranath (though he did not 

study in  any art school) taught in  the Calcutta Art School for 

a short spell. But his attitude to art was different from that 

of the art schools. As already mentioned the art schools 

considered art as a profession that served certain existing 

demands and patronage. Abanindranath thought of art as a 

vocation, that went to answer an inner urge for expression «. 

while former laid stress on discipline and systematic tutelage, 

the latter emphasised freedom and informality.
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This difference brought Abanindranath closer to the 

spirit of the times. In  the last two decades of the nine

teenth century and the first two of the twentieth the 

European art scene underwent a sea change in  both concepts 

and practice; and this was to a large extent due to its  dis

covery of the art of the other continents - Asia, Africa and 

Pre-Columbian America. Its  horizons had changed. It was no 

more bound by the conventions it Inherited from the European 

renaissance; it experimented with the alternative conventions 

it  noted in  the arts of these continents. There was a new 

sense of awakening; a new sense of freedom. From what w« 

can sense from his Bageswari lectures, Abanindranath was 

loosely aware of what was going on and was in tune with it  

in spirit; though many of its details will have been beyond 

his comprehension. Here the art schools lagged behind, 

cramped as were by their rigid conventions and concepts.

In  our country Abanindranath and his followers were the 

first to think of art as personal expression. They were cer

tainly influenced in many ways by the ideas of Rabindranalth. 

The question of personal expression brought to surface various 

other questions. How personal is  personal ? How dependent 

is it  on prevailing conventions? What does it owe to the 

physical environment and cultural .-antecedents? How does 

it  react to the impact of new ideas and skills? W in  this 

expression conform to existing professional genres or break 

out in new directions? What sector of its cultural antece

dents will it study and respond to?

In  a culture as ancient and extensive as ours these 

antecedents, or traditions, have great variety and breadth. 

Even what survives of it  today, as the so-called living
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traditions, is  large and hierarchically diverse, ranging

from the highly sophisticated and professional at the top

to the non-professional and the naive at the bottom. Between

these there are many intermediate categories that dovetail

into each other, j And each category has its own speciality
them

or expressional dimension. Scholars may throw/into various 

classifications - high arts and low arts, major and minor 

arts, fine arts and crafts, court arts and folk arts and 

the like; and these may have their limited uses. But an 

artist who sees them in a connected panorama sees 

them as distinct bands or wave lengths.of a (visual) art

language, each unique in itself.

Abanindranath may not have visualised this in clear 

terms but his inner sensibility pointed in  the direction.

His worthy follower Nandalal extended this further. He 

tried to read into the various forms of world art a larger 

visual language, that showed many diversities in  vocabulary

and usage -- coming from differences in perception, physical

environment and cultural proclivities. This made art history 

a thesaurus for a practising artist, lining up different 

art forms and details of their practice. In the new multi

cultural world each of these had the innate potential to 

rake up one's roots and give them new strength and vitality. 

This last is  particularly important. The usefulness of 

each exposure lay mainly in leading us to a refurbished, 

enlarged and innovative vision of our own selves and our 

surroundings,hot in driving us into haphazard appropriation 

and pastiche-building.

It is  remarkable that more than seventy years ago 

there was some thinking in  this direction - of developing 

a sense of the art language, even a linguistics of art;
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of visualising art practice in a larger perspective and 

taking it  out of conventional professional avenues; of 

broadening this practice out to various categories of 

practitioners taking cues from the wide presence of 

such practice in  traditional societies. Today In  post

modern thinking some people have started referring to 

the aesthetisation of the whole society and pointing 

to the futility  of confining art to limited- aesthetic 

circles t  Whether they used the same terms or not, some 

of our pioneers did point out the necessity and the 

advantage of having various kinds of art practice at 

various levels of society, to key up the response levels 

of the society at large and provide to the specialist 

practitioner a larger field of practice and greater incen

tive for innovation.

The importance of the contribution of Abanindranath 

and his followers lies  in this resilient and Inclusive 

approach that led forward, to whatever extent, to the 

discovery of the grassroots of art and its various confi- , 

gurations. It  laid the foundations of a renaissance, steer

ing clear of bland and unthinking conformities to the 

stereotypes of either the internal heritage or the external 

trends. But here too there has not been much headway. 

Nandalal did try to study and record various methods and 

techniques and explain, if 6nly to his students, the 

working logic of various forms of art and their functional 

and Ideational background. But this Is not enough. This 

calls for a methodical effort on the part of many to docu

ment our art environments, to study their techniques, their 
of

repertory/^orms, their distinctive specialities, their 

fluidities and interwebbing. There has been a very little 

study In this direction, leave alone any on the required
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scale. I f  we want to course our art scene with new energy 

and the spirit of a renaissance this will be one of the 

prime requisites we shall have to give our attention to.

There are probably many other things we can talk 

about in  this connection. But I have already taken too 

much of your time. Belonging to a generation that had 

various dreams about a free India, I may have found the 

present scene a little disappointing. But this has not 

scotched my dreams. I still think that with the right 

resolutions and a little  effort the picture can change.

I  do not have much sympathy for the pitiless cynicism of 

the so-called midnight's children who train their eyes 

mainly on the smallness of people and meanness of their 

vision. True, there is smallness and meanness in most 

people, high or low, but they have also, hidden somewhere, 

a weakness for virtue; which with the right incentive can 

come to the fore. The history of civilization isAin essence, 

the history of this bashful tenant in our hearts.

Santiniketan
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