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Basanta Kumar Mallik has been a somewhat shadowy figure in
Gravesian scholarship. Partly this is due to Graves” expunging of all
references to Mallik in editions of Good-bye to All That subsequent to
1929, but even more to his repudiation of his philosophical poetry
(Good-bye, 402-5). Moreover, such references as there are in the 1929
edition are often imaginative and misleading, and have remained the
main source for a distorted view of his one-time friend. There also
appears to be a family bias against Mallik, who is believed to have
dominated Robert during his Islip days. Thus the biographers relying
on these sources tend to devalue Mallik, though in some studies of his
early poetry, literary critics exhibit a more positive evaluation of
Mallik’s impact on Graves’ development through their analysis of his
philosophical poems. These critics include James McKinley, Patrick
Quinn, Michael Kirkham and JM Cohen. None of the writers, howev-
er, refer directly to Mallik or his works.

It is our contention that the relationship between Graves and Mallik
was humanly and intellectually of value to both, and in some
respects, their informal discussions have probably had as far-reaching
consequences as some of the particulars of the philosophical scheme
they were both engaged in evolving.

We propose to examine the relationship between Basanta Kumar
Mallik and Robert Graves under four headings: the first, biographical,
mainly to put on record a few facts relating to Mallik as a corrective to
the misleading account given by Graves and his later biographers and
scholars and to describe the encounter between the two friends from
some not so well-known sources; the second, philosophical, to outline
more descriptively than critically, those aspects of Mallik’s philosophy
which occupied him and his friends during his Oxford days; the third,
literary, to consider the impact of Mallik’s ideas on Graves’ poetry,
and also to examine the possibility of Graves’ influence on Mallik’s lit-
erary writing, and the fourth, socio-cultural, to contextualise the end-
ing of their friendship.

BASANTA KUMAR MALLIK - BIOGRAPHICAL
Mallik was born in 1879 in Bengal, and the Sen Sharma family



10 GRAVEsIANA THE JOURNAL OF THE ROBERT GRAVES SOCIETY

genealogical tree shows him to be descended from a small princely
line, which acquired the title Mallik after the establishment of Muslim
rule in the area. By the time Basanta was born, the family had lost
whatever wealth and power it might earlier have enjoyed, and his
father was an employee of the British government. There is no indica-
tion that he converted to Christianity as Graves has asserted. For
many of the Bengali bhadralok (upper castes/ classes) consumption of
alcohol or meat was a status symbol of modernity: it might even have
helped advance a career in the service of the British government.
Mallik’s father tried to live in the grand manner of a burra sahib, but
when this resulted in mounting debts and economic burdens, he
drank himself to death. Basanta was then a child of seven.

Whether Mallik hated the English as Graves writes is questionable:
he achieved academic excellence at Christian missionary schools and
western educational institutions in Calcatta, where he was on friendly
terms with several of his English tutors. The courses for his Bachelors
and Masters degrees (1902, 1903) in philosophy, would have been pri-
marily if not exclusively in Western philosophy. He was, however,
strongly affected by the fate which had overtaken his father and which
cast such a shadow over his own life, psychologically, emotionally,
and materially. Mallik became a consistent anti-imperialist, though
not a political activist, and reached a decision, to which he adhered
even after his rich and fruitful years in Oxford, never to (like his
father) accept employment from the imperial government. This fore-
closed an academic career in the state-financed universities. He stuck
to this resolve despite the many real difficulties it created for him.
Throughout his life he also exhibited a consistent aversion to prosely-
tizers, and would come down heavily on anyone daring to make a
case for the missionary thesis in his presence. He included conversion
as an instance of aggression in his theory of conflict and was totally
opposed to religious expansionism. Dislike of Christian missionaries
was widespread throughout India at the time, and part of the anti-
imperialist agenda of the national movement, endorsed by Mahatma
Gandhi, was to put a curb on their activities. Indian nationalists
opposed imperialism without hating the British: indeed, “it is remark-
able how little of that dubious entity known as ‘reverse racism’ mani-
fested itself in the anticolonial movements” (Anderson, 153).

After graduation, Mallik took up sundry occupations until he was
introduced to the Nepalese Prime Minister in 1909, in search of a tutor
for his sons. Once in politically independent Kathmandu, he proved
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himself useful to the government in enough ways for him to be con-
sulted on several matters relating to the foreign office. Knowing of his
wish to study in Oxford—the goal of many Indian academics—the
Prime Minister agreed to send him there in 1912 to study law, so as to
qualify him for further governmental duties.

Thus Mallik was enrolled at Exeter College at the age of 33 as an
undergraduate student. Far from being a ‘Bengali lawyer’, he was not
gifted with a legalistic mind, but managed a BA in Jurisprudence by
1916, and dutifully ate his dinners at the Society of Lincoln’s Inn
(Good-bye, 402). The outbreak of war prevented his immediate return
to Nepal after graduation, so his tutor and good friend, the anthropol-
ogist R.R. Marrett, encouraged Mallik to get a certificate in Physical
and Cultural Anthropology (1918) and a Diploma in Anthropology
(1919). Professors Marrett, Clement Webb, J.A. Smith and others intro-
duced Mallik to the company of their academic colleagues, and he also
made his way into the literary circles that frequented the Bridges’
house on Boars Hill. The Bridges were to remain his friends for life.

Mallik never abandoned his philosophical pursuits, even during the
long years taken up by law and anthropology. After the war was over,
he sought and got permission from his Nepalese patrons to do a Ph.D.,
then known as B.Litt., in philosophy. He was thus able to spend anoth-
er five years at Oxford, which were marked by the intellectual flower-
ing recalled by his fellow students. Whether as an undergraduate or
graduate, Mallik was more affluent than the average student, getting a
handsome grant from the Nepalese government. He was able to enter-
tain and help his friends generously, and this no doubt added to his
mystique, although thanks to his over-liberality, he also underwent
periods of privation in between arrivals of the overseas drafts.

Graves and Mallik first met one another at the Lotus Club in Oxford
(according to biographer and nephew R. P. Graves this could only
have taken place in 1922) and were drawn to one another at once.
Alan Collingridge, later Dean of Morley College, London, himself had
met Mallik at the same Club in 1920, where he watched him rapidly
became the centre of a bright and talented group of students—Tom
(Sam) Harries, Sydney Lewis, William Elliott, Wilfred Roberts, Edward
O’Brien, Stringfellow Barr, L.A.G. Strong, T.E. Lawrence, Robert
Graves, and many Asian students, several of whom were to become
prominent in public and academic life in their own countries. It was at
this club, Collingridge writes,
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that Mallik’s fellow-students first heard the formulation of the
Conflict Theory and watched it develop in his mind. Perhaps more
particularly this process took place in his rooms at 22 Farndon
Road, the back room on the ground floor, or out at Robert Graves’
cottage at Islip, where Basanta would cook us a wonderful
vegetable stew. I remember bringing him back one night on the
pillion of my motor cycle, along the rough and dark country lanes,
and the sense of complete peace and confidence he distilled by his
calm. The sharpest contrast in our styles of talk was that between
Mallik (as we all called him then) and Robert Graves. Mallik would
formulate his point in a beautiful, balanced, delicate structure,
when suddenly some strong intuition of Robert’s could no longer
be contained, and he would burst out in some vivid comment. But
hardly had one seemed to hear the fragments of Mallik’s structure
fall tinkling to the ground, before he had erected another, swiftly
and perfectly and sympathetically adapted to meet Robert’s point.
As Tommy Harries said: “Mallik’s talk is like a crown of jewels,
while Robert’s is like a flash of lightning.”

Collingridge also gives a graphic description of a favourite game of
Graves'—"Grab Hanky”, in which he could beat everyone except
Mallik:

One moment (Robert’s) hand would be poised, steady as a rock:
the next he was safely behind the line, the winner, moving more
swiftly than a salamander’s tongue, quicker than thought, any
body’s thought except Mallik’s, that is. For Mallik with his still
greater quickness and self-control, would hold his action in reserve,
walk quietly up to the hanky, hold his hand steady, rock-steady,
above Rob’s head in spite of every feint at a grab, and then, at the
very instant Rob’s finger touched the hanky, let his hand fall before
Rob got away.

He concludes:

This demeanour, in the talk and in the game, was searchingly
indicative of one of the principal of all Basanta’s characteristics, his
immediate and complete acknowledgement of even the slightest
difficulty or objection. He remained in complete poise, instantly
sensitive to every demand. He would not permit, in himself or
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other to whom he was talking, the slightest brushing aside of an
awkward fact or argument.... (Collingridge)

William Elliott, later Professor of Government at Harvard, also tells
of the unique ascendancy Mallik had established in the philosophic,
religious and artistic circles around the Lotus Club. He describes the
discussions between representatives of the Jesuit community from St.
Giles and this “stocky Hindu” as those of “archangels wrestling for
our souls.” Or, he compares them to Platonic dialogues, with “Basanta
in the role of Socrates. ... His mind approached Western classical phi-
losophy with great sympathy and understanding: but he brought to
bear such a power of spirit, combined with compassion and sympa-
thetic understanding, that one could not doubt his greatness. He was
one of the prophets of our time” (Garland, 132).

Graves and Mallik shared an engagement with the phenomenon of
opposition as a basic aspect of reality, a commitment to truth and to
morality, a discomfort with received tradition and a search for an
understanding and resolution of the phenomenon of war. When they
first met, Graves as an undergraduate was just beginning to philo-
sophically grapple with these problems, (though his early poetry car-
ries several anticipations); the older Mallik had spent more time on
them and had more developed views.

There is enough evidence to suggest that Mallik’s evolving philo-
sophical thesis was conceived of as a joint enterprise between him,
Graves, Sam Harries and Sydney Lewis (a musician). Mallik acknowl-
edged the contributions of his associates when his work was finally
published in 1940, although he omitted Graves’ name (as Graves omit-
ted reference to him in his new edition of Good-bye) because of their
recent break. Otherwise, Graves in a letter to Siegfried Sassoon regard-
ing Mock Beggar Hall, triumphantly speaks of the fact that we, i.e.,
Mallik and he together, have fundamental metaphysical suggestions to
offer the public. He also wrote that he had “loathed philosophy until
(he) met Mallik [as he loathed poetry till he met (Graves)]” (O'Prey,
151-3). This is not true of either of them, but the underlying notion has
been better expressed in Graves” “Interchange of Selves” where the
Philosopher tells the Poet that the expression of “a fantastic drama
enacting itself obscurely in my dreams ... will be of great assistance in
the development of my philosophical system, as you say that your
philosophic talks with me are similarly of assistance to you in your
writing even of romantic poetry.”
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Not much has been recorded of the discussions that took place
between Graves and Mallik, though there are indications in Poetic
Unreason that apart from philosophy, these covered topics like poetry,
folk-song, and theatre, often in a comparative context between India
and Europe (Poetic, 34, 35, 42). One may surmise other exchanges
which might well have taken place in the light of subsequent develop-
ments. We know that Mallik regaled his friends with tales of his expe-
riences in the exotic court of Kathmandu. The Ranas, his employers,
were the de facto rulers, but observed all the rituals connected with
the legitimate if ineffective monarchy. One unique institution concerns
the incarnate virgin goddess, the Kumari, present in a chosen girl-
child. Embodying the power of the goddess, she performs an impor-
tant role in certain state rituals and ceremonies. She is the only human
before whom the king, himself, considered an incarnation of the god
Vishnu, makes obeisance. Moreover, Mallik was a Bengali, and Bengal
is where the Goddess as Mother is still fervently worshipped. (Bengal
also has a strong Shakti tradition, which includes sexual mysticism and
the worship of female energy in various forms, but with his
Vaishnavite background, and with the general disrepute into which
Tantra had fallen at the time, this is unlikely to have figured in
Mallik’s conversations.) The greatest family festival of the year, equiv-
alent to Christmas in Europe, is Durga Puja, which occurs in the
autumn, when Devi, or the goddess, is worshipped for several days in
homes and public places in her white aspect, as slayer of the demon
Mahesha. Again, as the fair Saraswati, goddess of learning and the
arts, she is annually worshipped at another major family celebration.
There is an apocryphal ascription of the name and founding of
Calcatta to a village with a temple to Kali, who, as the black goddess,
remains the presiding deity of Calcatta. Bengalis, because of this
widespread goddess worship, have a deeply ingrained respect for
womanhood, very noticeable in comparison with other Indians. Even
fathers will address their little daughters as “Maa”—Mother, signify-
ing the goddess. The 19th century Bengal Renaissance built on this
basic regard for women by absorbing into it modern notions regarding
formal education, social and political participation. Mallik inherited, to
a remarkable extent, this respect and sensitivity with regard to
women, which would have further endeared him to Robert and
Nancy, especially given her feminist predilections. (According to Mary
Walker who was present at the meeting, Nancy went to visit Mallik in
Oxford after he returned in the late thirties.) Graves’ much later con-






