
Crafting Geology and Art:   

The Publications of Ananda Kentish Coomaraswamy (1877- 1947) 

  



At the beginning of the twentieth century discussion about the merits of South 

Asian art markedly increased as the topic became embroiled in the movement 

for Indian self-rule at the same time as it emerged as a significant source for 

modernist artists in the West.  An interesting participant in such discussions 

was Ananda Kentish Coomaraswamy who was a prominent scholar of South 

Asian art.  Although born in Sri Lanka (Sri Lankan father, English mother), he 

was raised in England where he studied geology at University College, London 

and obtained a doctorate in mineralogy.  But in 1907 he abandoned his 

scientific career in order to become a cultural scholar.  His transformation 

reflects a journey taken by many others in the early twentieth century who 

sought a new order of things for the world.  This display centers on 

publications from the period of this transformation which begins while 

Coomaraswamy lived in Sri Lanka (1903-1907) to the time that he permanently 

moves to the United States to be a curator at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts 

(1917).  The works here are but a small part of his prolific production but still 

demonstrate something of his range. 

 His significant relationships with modern artists and modern art are just 

now being recognized.  He often directly supported artists’ work, as for 

example, writing about contemporary Indian artists or lobbying for the first 

acquisition by an American museum of photographs by the noted 



photographer Alfred Stieglitz.  His first book, Mediaeval Sinhalese Art, may be 

the center for understanding his transformation and the nature of his scholarly 

practice.  With this exhibition UT Libraries celebrates the recent acquisition of a 

rare first edition copy. 

  
Myths of the Hindu and Buddhists, co-authored by The Sister Nivedita 

(Margaret E. Noble) and Ananda K. Coomaraswamy was published in London 

by George G. Harrap & Co. in 1913 with 32 color illustrations produced by 

contemporary Indian artists.  It is an early example of Coomaraswamy’s interest 

in Indian religions and metaphysics which would prove to be his greatest 

passion. He took over this book project after the death of Margaret Noble 

who, as a disciple of the great Indian teacher Vivekananda,had been given the 

name Sister Nivedita (meaning “dedicated to god”).  For over ten years she 

worked in India to promote social reform and education of the poor and, at the 

same time, wrote books for Western readers to furnish more accurate views of 

Indian culture including art. 

The same London firm published one of the last works by 

Coomaraswamy before he departed permanently in 1917 for the USA. This 

volume, Buddha and the Gospel of Buddhism, is a significant demonstration of 

Coomaraswamy’s approach to using art to explain religious meaning.  He 

writes in the preface how he believe the book to be a contribution to the 



philosophy of life, to how Buddhist thought has played in the whole 

development of Asiatic culture and to suggest a part of the significance it may 

still possess for modern thinkers.  In addition to a number of photographs of 

Buddhist sites and sculptures, the book significantly contains eight color plates 

of contemporary paintings created by either Abanindra Nath Tagore or Nanda 

Lal Bose who were among the most important Indian artists working in the 

early 20th century.  

  



 

Ananda Coomraswamy’s numerous writings about geology mostly relate to the 

work he did while employed as the first director of the mineralogical survey of 

Sri Lanka, then known as Ceylon.  Many are short notices about issues 

encountered in his tours of the island; the subjects are usually more fully 

detailed with drawings and photographs in his well-executed annual reports.  

A remarkable discovery was his identification of a new mineral which he 

described as a heavy, black mineral containing oxides of thorium and uranium.  

Eventually named thorianite, the discovery was announced in 1904 by 

Wyndham R. Dunstan, the Director of the Imperial Institute, after confirmation 

by chemical analysis by London scientists; the news even led to 

correspondence between Marie Curie and Coomaraswamy. 

 His earliest significant geological publications, however, concern work 

he completed before taking up the position of Mineralogical Director.  These 

seem to result from trips he made in association with research for his 

undergraduate thesis, part of his studies at University College, London.  He 

read a paper in 1900 at the Royal Geological Society, London where he was 

already an elected member, and then read a second paper in 1902. Both were 

published in the Society’s journal, but the latter is a reworked version of his 

thesis that focused on certain appearances of crystalline limestone and their 



relation to nearby formations. He also publishes other articles before 

embarking on his mineralogical appointment that discuss specific features of 

the geology of the island; these appear in periodicals such as The Geological 

Magazine. 

  



Ananda Coomaraswamy declined re-appointment as Director of the 

Mineralogical Survey, in part disillusioned by various actions of the colonial 

government and in part due to his growing interest in cultural issues.  During 

his time in Sri Lanka he began to voice this interest, writing articles detailing 

native traditions. These pieces often appeared in local newspapers, and after 

being elected to the Royal Asiatic Society (Ceylon Branch) in 1903, he also 

contributed several non-geological papers to their journal (e.g. “Notes on 

Paddy Cultivation Ceremonies in the Ratnapura District, 1905).  His most 

important articles, however, were written for the Ceylon National Review, a 

periodical that he edited during its existence from 1906-11.  Issued by the 

Ceylon Social Reform Society, a group he was instrumental in establishing, the 

range of subjects and authors in this journal, is truly remarkable. Sadly, copies 

of Ceylon National Review are quite rare today. 

In his address upon being elected the society’s first president he 

implored the Ceylonese to resist the pernicious effects of the West’s cultural 

hegemony.  While in in Sri Lanka Coomaraswamy repeatedly expressed his 

concern about the colonial government controlling and changing all aspects of 

Sinhalese society.  He was not just working to promote and preserve traditional 

arts and crafts as is clear, for example, in the first issue where he wrote an 

article entitled, “Kandyan Art, What It Meant and How It Ended.”  



  

  



During his time in Sri Lanka, he and his wife Ethel made considerable 

effort to document various craft practices, gathering material that would 

appear in his first book published in 1908, Mediaeval Sinhalese Art, which is an 

amazing volume. It combines close description of the grammar of design and 

production involved in various crafts and processes.  It also contains perceptive 

ethnographic details.  He notes in the book’s preface that Ethel took over one 

thousand photographs during their time on the island as well as helping record 

observations, but It is quite likely that as an artist herself she further enriched 

his approach to understanding these traditions, honing skills already 

developed by his geological training. 

After his return to England in 1907 Coomaraswamy became quickly 

involved on a number of different fronts writing about contemporary art 

production in India as well publishing volumes about art and craft in India and 

Ceylon (as Sri Lanka was then called). He also published articles in new Indian 

periodicals such as the Modern Review (begun in 1907 in Calcutta) as well as 

articles in the West such as in the monthly art journal, The Burlington 

Magazine which was also relatively new (begun in London in1903).  This is 

when he begins to forge significant relationships with contemporary Western 

artists such as Eric Gill and Joseph Epstein as well as those involved with 

writing or teaching about art such as Laurence Binyon and E.B. Havell.  He had 



already developed deep friendships with Indian artists, and continued to write 

about their work.  What concerned him and others was finding a place for 

defining modern artistic practice that did not simply cater to popular taste; it 

was not a rejection of industrial society but of the damage it had done to the 

very definition of art. 

 

Central influences shaping the interests of Coomaraswamy and his wife Ethel 

when in Ceylon were the views of John Ruskin and William Morris.  Particularly 

important were the actions of William Morris, both as an artist and and as a 

social reformer.  Morris was dismayed by the demeaning effects of 

industrialism and agitated against the poor quality of manufactured goods 

that he felt was eroding popular taste and diminishing the lives of craftsmen 

who were reduced to production-line workers.  He set up the Kelmscott Press 

as a concrete demonstration of an alternative to recent modes of production: 

printing small numbers of books of high quality in terms of their materials and 

design.  An acclaimed example, known as the Kelmscott Chaucer, was 

published in 1896, the year Morris died.  Just 425 copies were made and each 

had 87 woodcuts, the illustrations designed by the well known British artist 

Edward Burne-Jones.   



This was also the approach taken by Coomaraswamy for publishing 

Mediaeval Sinhalese Art, which notably was also produced in an edition of 425 

copies and hand-printed on a press formerly owned by William Morris. This 

press had been bought by C.R. Ashbee, another major force in the Arts and 

Crafts movement who was also a friend of the Coomaraswamys.  Ashbee 

created a Guild and School of Handicraft in 1888 to which Ethel’s brother 

belonged, working there as an accomplished goldsmith.  In 1897 Ashbee 

began the Essex House Press using Morris presses as well as his former 

emloyees.  Ashbee had also renovated the Norman Chapel which is where the 

Coomaraswamys resided when they returned to England in 1907 and where 

Mediaeval Sinhalese Art was printed. 


