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Arts of South Asia: Cultures of Collecting introduces a collective approach to previously 
unrecorded histories about how the arts of South Asia were sourced for external appre-
ciation and about a variety of economic, political, and social forces that enabled “collect-
ing.” For our purposes, South Asia is defined as the geographic area currently ruled by 
the nations of Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. This collec-
tion of essays provides a sampling of vectors through which the arts of South Asia have 
been taken and publicly exhibited outside South Asia—and at times returned to their 
country of origin. Much of the information discussed is empirical data about how, by 
whom, and why objects were transported vast distances. Many of these objects became 
treasured and promoted elsewhere. The authors employ a variety of approaches and 
methodologies that we hope form a bridge over the divide between “academic” writing 
by and for existing specialists and aspiring students and “curatorial” writing intended for 
a general readership.1

 Without doubt the highest quality, largest volume, and greatest diversity of the arts of 
South Asia remain within its geographic borders.2 Nonetheless, much art has been taken 
across the seas and over the mountains and placed in new homes outside. While many 
of the works are inarguably “kidnapped”—though often with the active participation of 
those in temporary political control of the site from which they were extracted—others 
have been produced specifically for translocal consumers, both within South Asia and 
globally, for at least 2,500 years.3 Today, even if it were possible to build collections as in 
former centuries, it would be ethically unacceptable. Paradigms for museum and curato-
rial practice were in their infancy in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The “mod-
ern” museum evolved not only from curiosity cabinets of the fifteenth to eighteenth 
centuries but also from collecting for powerful royal and/or religious bodies since time 
immemorial the world over, as new archeological findings continually reinforce. In all 
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these institutions—today’s as well as those of yesteryear—the worldviews of the collec-
tors and presenters of those collections inform how what and why they collect, and the 
manner in which they display these items. Both consciously and unconsciously, patrons 
and presenters have thought about how they wanted to project messages about them-
selves and their worldviews through their collections. The ideologies of collectors who 
were the foundation of our institutions are therefore imprinted upon museum practice. 
The presentation and the critique of museum patronage are presented simultaneously 
throughout this volume.
 In current museum practice, directors and curators are under increased (often appro-
priate) pressure to respond to perceived needs of potential audiences—almost invert-
ing all previous practice. These potential audiences are extremely diverse: young and 
old, from a range of aesthetic, cultural, and religious backgrounds, with ever-increasing 
diaspora groups, and they may be deeply informed or completely ignorant about many 
aspects of South Asia or anywhere in between.
 Over the last fifty years, much scholarship on the history of collecting the arts of South 
Asia has been presented either through the lens of individual collector narratives or as 
institutional histories. Most of the institutional histories have listed their donor sources 
only in the preface, foreword, acknowledgments, introduction, footnotes, or credit lines 
rather than attempting to provide a look at their acquisition bodies. Some histories have 
been written and handsomely documented, while articles and research abound on the 
formative figures for the establishment of collection narratives in the United States and 
abroad.4 The goals of Arts of South Asia: Cultures of Collecting are to build on this well-
established foundation by tracing different kinds of stories that provide a counterpoint 
to (and hence reframe) the previous narratives, and to encourage reflection on a fuller, 
more resonant history of South Asian art objects. These essays speak to the colonial 
legacies that created such collections but that now are—and should be—viewed though 
a postcolonial lens.
 This volume contains great variation in breadth of content and style. Some essays 
are quite personal in tone, as the authors reflect on their own private and professional 
interactions. Some essays address a single collector and the ripple effects of that per-
son’s enterprise across institutions. Other essays are a reflection of individual institu-
tions having delved deeper into their own histories. These under-published stories 
deserve to be read not only in a museum newsletter but also amid a broader collection 
of essays because they can facilitate connections and provide context within larger nar-
ratives. Inclusion of these stories creates a richer intellectual map in order to navigate 
cultures of collecting, and their publication has the potential to reunite items that might 
be fragmented.
 As important as it is to look into the past, it is equally important to document the 
establishment of newer initiatives. It is precisely accounts of recently developed collec-
tions and institutions that historians attempt to reconstruct later. Finally, collecting arts 
of South Asia in a postcolonial era is increasingly informed and influenced by issues 
of legitimacy regarding provenance and repatriation. The journey of objects from their 
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points of origin, through their many lives, and sometimes back home again, is an under-
current to all the essays in this volume. Fuller accounts of collection histories past and 
present expose some of the most devastating effects of the colonial and capitalist regimes 
that took objects from their points of origin regardless of—or sometimes because of—
their importance and use at their original site.
 While the nine essays included here are presented in roughly chronological order of 
subject, there is necessarily overlap in the lives of the key individuals highlighted. Their 
interwoven strands and recurring themes reflect the continuing interconnectedness of 
our globe.

Foundations

The first four essays explore legacies of the escalation and expansion of British colonial 
rule in India as a collecting arm. As these essays demonstrate, collecting within South 
Asia was undertaken by a number of military and civil officials, whose collections were 
then taken to the United Kingdom or farther afield. From the eighteenth century on, 
both newly made works intended for translocal consumption and historical works 
of art were taken not only to royal collections such as Carlton House and the Tower 
of London and to private homes including Chatsworth but to academic institutions, 
learned societies such as the Royal Asiatic Society, and public institutions within the 
United Kingdom—among them the British Museum, the British Library, the Victoria 
and Albert Museum, the National Museum of Scotland, and the National Museum of 
Ireland—and in British colonies, including Canada’s Royal Ontario Museum and Aus-
tralia’s Art Gallery of  New South Wales.5

 Natasha Bennett, curator of Oriental collections at the Royal Armouries Museum, 
traces collecting practices in the United Kingdom in particular (true of Europe in gen-
eral) from the curiosity cabinets/Wunderkammer and church treasuries that dominated 
the presentation of collections in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to the gradual 
shift to the development of public museums largely through the convening of proto–
trade fairs—the international expositions—of the mid-nineteenth century. She dis-
cusses the influx of arms and armor through individuals associated with the East India 
Company and military personnel stationed in India as British dominance within South 
Asia increased, until the years following 1857 (that is, the First War of Independence/the 
Indian Mutiny/Rebellion). The world over, weapons and military equipment have been, 
and continue to be, treated as prizes, trophies, or souvenirs and collectively symbolize 
the subjugation of the defeated by the victor—in this case, the subcontinent under Brit-
ish colonial power. In particular, Bennett recounts how military and imperial objects 
came to be housed in the Tower of London, showing how the lack of specialists in Asian 
armor resulted in misattributions of acquisitions and tracing the development of collec-
tion growth policies and acquisition priorities. She also discusses the physical rehousing 
of this collection in 1996 to the Royal Armouries facilities in Leeds.
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 The legacy of European and American expansionism, industrialization, and eco-
nomic opportunism is deeply intertwined with the role of international expositions in 
sourcing objects from South Asia. 
 The 1851 Crystal Palace Exhibition, the 1878 Exposition Universelle in Paris, the 1884 
Calcutta International Exhibition, and the 1886 Colonial and Indian Exhibition in Lon-
don were all showcases for works acquired and exhibited by various institutions outside 
South Asia.6 As Deepali Dewan, senior curator at the Royal Ontario Museum (ROM), 
states in the second essay of this volume, these venues featured both newly made items 
intended for purchase by a global audience and historical pieces that were not origi-
nally intended for display in an international exposition. Dewan provides a multilayered 
analysis of the circulation of objects closely associated with an oral and paper pedigree 
of award-winning items that were part of a conscious empire-building policy within the 
British Empire,7 through a careful examination of a large carved door from Gujarat, now 
part of the ROM’s collection, which was reportedly displayed at both the 1884 Calcutta 
Exhibition and the 1886 Colonial and Indian Exhibition.
 According to the written record, the carved door entered the collection of the Impe-
rial Institute in London and subsequently was relocated to one of its satellite institu-
tions, namely the ROM, in 1927. Through scrutiny of historical records and photographs, 
Dewan questions the close association of the object with this written record, as the 
physical evidence does not support the specific item’s appearance in all the previous 
locales described. She concludes that the oral history and contextualization of ideas 
within that history proved to be of greater value to the institution than the materiality of 
the object itself. Dewan emphasizes the body of scholarship on the social lives of objects 
in her reading of the meanings ascribed to this single architectural element, offering new 
insights into how shifting historical meanings affect our present-day understanding of 
colonial-era collecting and display.
 The third essay, by Sushma Jansari, Tabor Foundation Curator of South Asia collec-
tions at the Department of Asia, British Museum, can be seen as a variation on the main 
narrative in several ways. Objects collected in the nineteenth-century British colony of 
Ceylon (present-day Sri Lanka) are less well documented than others from South Asia 
at the British Museum. Jansari’s subject, the British civil servant Hugh Nevill (1847–
1897), was, like many of his contemporaries, wildly interdisciplinary in his collecting 
interests and style, stemming from exemplars of collecting broadly for curiosity cabinets 
rather than specifically for a single department in an existing museum. Nevill’s collec-
tion of Sri Lankan manuscripts is well known to scholars, but Jansari provides a new 
understanding of  Nevill himself, as well as detailing the collecting practices of his fam-
ily. Nevill had a broad range of interests: Sri Lankan history, culture, geology, languages, 
flora, and fauna. A tangible result of these interests was his establishment of The Tapro-
banian: A Dravidian Journal of Oriental Studies in and around Ceylon, in Natural History, 
Archaeology, Philology, History, &c., for which Nevill and a handful of other authors 
wrote articles exploring aspects of ancient and contemporary Ceylon. Jansari traces the 
movement and accessions into the Museum’s holdings of the most wide-ranging and 
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complete collection of then contemporary “ethnographic” works and historical objects 
acquired in British Ceylon, and the largest held outside Sri Lanka.8

 The fourth essay focuses on the collector Alfred Chester Beatty (1875–1968), an 
American who came of age during an era of great mechanization, through which he 
amassed substantial financial resources. Hyder Abbas, assistant librarian at the Chester 
Beatty Library in Dublin, gives an overview of the formation of the library’s South Asian 
Manuscripts and Miniatures collection. Beatty began his mining career in the United 
States shortly after graduation and quickly rose through the ranks; he took a manage-
ment position at the Yukon Gold Company, then continued in the industry when he 
relocated to London in his late thirties. Around this time Beatty began collecting art. He 
was drawn to a broad range of artworks and acquired Chinese and Japanese paintings, 
books, and manuscripts, along with ancient papyri, Western illuminated manuscripts, 
Indian and Mughal miniature paintings, and rare Qur’ans.
 Abbas recounts Beatty’s avid interest in scholarship and study, along with his solicita-
tion of advice from experts in the field. Beatty’s own workbooks contain bountiful notes 
on the manuscripts and miniatures that he carefully studied in the libraries and muse-
ums of London, Oxford, Paris, Istanbul, and Cairo. Drawing on archival records, includ-
ing correspondence with dealers and advisors, Abbas outlines Beatty’s motivations and 
collection strategies. By the time of Beatty’s death in 1968, he had amassed an impressive 
trove of manuscript items of such high artistic and literary quality that the collection 
would be impossible to replicate today.

Farther Afield: United States

In the fifth essay, Brinda Kumar, assistant curator at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
examines the role of Ananda Coomaraswamy (1877–1947), whose collection and writ-
ings provided perhaps the most formative influence on collecting and displaying South 
Asian art in the United States, and whose influence cannot be overstated. Within South 
Asia, several early “tastemakers” steered the course of aesthetic discrimination abroad.9 
Focusing on the period from the late 1910s to the 1930s—including 1916, the year that 
the Anglo-Sinhalese art historian moved from London to America—Kumar takes a 
broad view of Coomaraswamy’s role and details its impact on the discipline of Indian 
art history.
 Coomaraswamy not only leveraged his personal collection of Indian art at the 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (MFA), which formed the basis of the renowned Ross-
Coomaraswamy Collection, but also catalyzed and was the source of works for many 
other US collections. Coomaraswamy’s position and greater experience set him up as 
role model in many ways for younger scholars like W. Norman Brown (1892–1975) and 
Stella Kramrisch (1896–1993). Coomaraswamy was also a primary advisor to numer-
ous institutions including the Freer Gallery of Art, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
the Philadelphia Museum of Art, and the College Art Association. Kumar examines the 
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implications of Coomaraswamy’s connoisseurship based on purity and stylistic integ-
rity and assesses how his legacy of connoisseurship affected the placement of Indian fine 
art within the larger scheme of  “Asiatic” collections.
 Although Coomaraswamy never met the curator of the MFA’s Asiatic department 
Okakura Kakuzo (1863–1913), Kumar outlines the commonality of trajectories in their 
experiences as curators, philosophers, and aesthetes, most notably their own sense of 
regionalism and conscious promotion of “Asia as One.” For Okakura, India—particu-
larly as birthplace of the Buddha—was as important a formative origin point as ancient 
Greece and Rome remain in the study of Western art history. In this way Asian Oneness 
is likened to Christendom or “the West,” defined as Europe and the colonized Americas.
 In 1935 Coomaraswamy organized an exhibition for the College Art Association in 
collaboration with the collector and dealer Nasli Heeramaneck (1902–1971).10 It was 
mounted at the Heeramaneck galleries on Fifth Avenue, where a short list of private and 
institutional lenders contributed early Indian stone sculptures, bronzes, and a selection 
of Rajput paintings. In the sixth chapter, esteemed scholar and curator emeritus Prata-
paditya Pal relates his own encounters with both Nasli and Alice Heeramaneck (1910–
1993) and the life story and adventures of these collectors. The Heeramanecks were 
pioneering dealers, organizing exhibitions and auctions to promote the cause of Indian 
art. Pal recounts how Nasli Heeramaneck credited his own remarkable collection to the 
erudite mentorship of Coomaraswamy and the model of the collections at the MFA.
 Pal’s own journey to the United States was prompted by Stella Kramrisch’s exhibition 
The Art of Nepal at the Asia Society, New York, in 1964. During his trip, Pal was invited 
to visit the extensive Heeramaneck collection. He recalls how this experience ultimately 
changed his trajectory. Pal maps out his own experience as Keeper of the Indian Collec-
tion at the MFA, along with the journey of a major portion of the Heeramaneck collec-
tion to the Los Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA), where Pal also took a post. 
Pal gives insider information about the museum, trustee, and collector relationships 
at play in the United States and abroad in the negotiation of homes for the enormous 
Heeramaneck holdings of Indian, Islamic, Persian, Nazca, and East Asian objects. He 
emphasizes how the Heeramaneck collection’s landmark exhibition in 1966, The Art of 
India and Nepal, ultimately resulted in LACMA’s acquisition of one of the single greatest 
collections of Indian art and also made it a leading collector for arts of the Himalayas, 
including Kashmir, Nepal, and Tibet.
 The seventh essay highlights the formation of a museum collection, not with the ben-
efit of a single munificent patron, but through numerous gifts by more than 120 donors 
from a variety of backgrounds. Katherine Anne Paul, curator of the arts of Asia at the 
Newark Museum, provides an overview of the museum’s distinctive collection. Paul 
traces much of the collecting to the exhibition history of South Asian art at the insti-
tution, including the first of many exhibitions of Tibetan art in 1911 and a number of 
thematic pan-Asian exhibitions in the 1920s. Recalling the founding legacy of the Vic-
toria and Albert Museum (from the 1851 Crystal Palace Exhibition) and the Philadel-
phia Museum of Art (following the 1876 Centennial Exhibition), many of the Newark 
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Museum’s collection and exhibition priorities have been intimately connected to the 
industries and trades of Newark and neighboring areas of  New Jersey, especially relat-
ing to enamelwork, jewelry, the clay industry, and pharmaceutical companies. Addi-
tionally, the collections have been increased by a legacy of association with numerous 
missionaries who donated items brought back with them from their missionary work in 
South Asia.
 Paul underscores the unusually robust role of women in the history of the museum, 
including donors, curators, and museum staff. Four of the museum’s directors have 
been women, and there is a lineage of female curators of Asian arts, beginning with the 
museum’s first curator of Oriental collections, Eleanor Olson (1905–1982). The Museum 
Apprenticeship School, begun in 1925, was the first museum studies graduate program of 
its kind. Nine women from this program were hired as staff of the Newark Museum. The 
South Asian art collections have also benefited from a large pool of women donors—
whose contributions Paul weaves into a larger narrative of medical missionaries and busi-
nesswomen and businessmen. Interspersed through this collection history are accounts 
of early temporary exhibitions until the establishment of the Newark Museum’s perma-
nent Asian galleries in 1989, notably the installations of the Tibetan Altar in 1935 and 
1989, the latter consecrated by His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama.

Contemporary Concerns and Continuing Collecting

The penultimate essay marks a major shift in both period and locale. As collection his-
tories in the West develop stratigraphies—layers of semi-ossified stories of what has 
been previously—new sets of considerations on how to reach broader audiences, how 
to maintain and preserve growing and at-capacity collections, and how to revise their 
missions in order to stay relevant are pushing to the fore. Whereas the first seven essays 
piece together elements that led to early South Asian art collections being established 
in Western institutions, the eighth chapter, by the art historian and museum specialist 
Gauri Parimoo Krishnan, offers an exceptional insight into the birthing process of a new 
museum in a postcolonial world.
 Krishnan was closely involved with the newly conceived Asian Civilisations Museum 
(ACM) and subsequently the Indian Heritage Centre (IHC) in Singapore. Until 2017 
she served as director of Singapore’s National Heritage Board, one of the statutory gov-
erning boards formed in the early 1990s to oversee the development of new museums 
and provide strategic direction to existing ones. Krishnan offers context for this period 
of economic and cultural growth, prosperity, and renewed focus on Singapore’s heritage 
through support for the arts. Her narrative closely links the development of collections 
and associated programming to the identities and priorities of the surrounding commu-
nities. Singapore has a rich history as a trading hub, serving as an international port city 
among Asia, Southeast Asia, and the West before European arrivals and the colonial era. 
Krishnan emphasizes that the mission of the ACM reflects the broad-spectrum vision 
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