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‘Pakistanis are nobody’s fools’, artist and lawyer Igbal Geoffrey wrote in a 1968 letter
to staff at the John D. Rockefeller ITT Fund in New York, an Asian cultural exchange
organization founded in 1963.! They had known for years that organizations like
‘Friends of the Middle East, etc. were CIA undercover organizations’, Geoffrey
declared.” The ‘agonizing outcome’ of all this foreign meddling in Pakistan’s political
and cultural life, he went on, was anti-democracy and anti-US feeling. The only people
who love the incumbent Pakistani dictator, General Ayub Khan, ‘are Swiss bankers’?

Curiously though, a year before the American Friends of the Middle East (AFME)
was revealed by Ramparts magazine and the New York Times to be indeed a ‘pass through’
for CIA funding, Geoffrey had held a solo exhibition at the institution’s headquarters in
Washington, DC. The show was titled Islamic Art and Abstract Painting —a Synthesis by J. Igbal
Geoffrey in reference to the artist’s ornamental and calligraphic abstractions (plate I).
When he accepted the invitation to show his paintings there, had Geoftrey suspected the
organization’s less-than innocent connections? Almost certainly. Yet as a minority South
Asian artist in an art world that had little place for him, the invitation to exhibit in so
prominent a forum was not to be passed up. In Geoffrey’s particular case, as this article
will demonstrate, it also meant a chance to regard power up close and, if possible, to
make mischiefwith it. What follows is an analysis of Geoffrey’s fraught relationship
with institutions of US Cold War diplomacy during the 1960s and early 1970s. My focus
is the artist’s long-running feud with the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New
York. In 1971 Geoftrey sued the museum for human rights discrimination on account
of his paintings having been snubbed by its curators and for their failure to treat him as
an American artist of note. As Geoffrey stated in his case, ‘if a Dutch or a German is an
American artist the moment he lands, so is the complainant’.*

Born Syed Jawaid Igbal Jaffery in 1939 in the Punjab town of Chiniot, Geoftrey
first trained as an accountant and lawyer in Lahore before moving to London in 1959
to become an artist.” From London, he made his way to the US in 1962, where he
practised both art and law until his final departure for Lahore in 1985. In 1966, he
completed a Master of Laws degree (LLM) at Harvard University and later worked as a
Human Rights Officer at the United Nations (1966—67), an Assistant Attorney General
of Illinois (1972-73), and an independent lawyer and painting professor at institutions
including Central Washington University and Cleveland State University. At the UN,
Geoffrey caused a minor diplomatic incident by joining under the US rather than the
Pakistani staff quota and produced his first ‘monumental liquid sculpture’ by urinating
from one of the high floors of the General Secretariat Building.®
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I Flier for Islamic Art and
Abstract Painting — a Synthesis
by J. Iqgbal Geoffrey, exhibition
at the American Friends

of the Middle East offices,
Washington, DC, 1967. Asia
Society Records, County
Councils, FAI10, Series 2, Box
126, Folder 1303, Rockefeller
Archive Center, Sleepy
Hollow, NY. © Estate of Iqbal
Geoffrey.
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J. Igbal Geoffrey is @ man of numerous tolents.
Born in Pakistan in 1939, he hos been o painter from
on early age. A postel drowing, “The Girl ond the
Apple,” done when the orfist was ten years old, is
still extant and Is often discussed. A scholor as well,
Geoffrey was admitted fo the Bar of Pakistan ot age
20, He is also o well known author ond poet. In
1960 he left Pokistan for England, and now has
studios in Pokistan, London and Boston. He hos re-
ceived much critical acclaim; Mrs. Adelyn D. Brees-
kin, Consultant to the National Collection of Fine
Arts ot the Smithsonion Institution, calls him “o
brilliant talent.”

Two series of paintings were completed in 1963-
64: “The Great American Landscope” and “In Search
of on Ideal Landscape.” An artist of great integrity,
Geoffrey is o perfectionist who demands the ulfimate
from himself and destroys a mojor part of his works.
Articulate also, he thinks in terms of words os well
as pictorial images. This aspect of his personality is
apparent in his frequent use of letters and words in
his pointings, in his interest in calligraphy, and even
in the titles of some of his works, such as "Letter to
My Girl Friend.”

His Art

What is Islamic in the ort of J. Igbal Geoffrey?
One link with earlier Islomic art may be found in
the gold and yellow tones and the gold-flecked paint
Geoffrey uses in his works. Through these expanses
of yellow fones we are reminded of the solid gold
backgrounds so frequent in Islamic manuscript paint-
ing, ond of the touches of gold so often found in all
phases of Islamic art. These gold tones were admired
not for o specific symbolism but for the richness and
fimelessness they added fo a work of art. Geoffrey
may also think in terms of these transcendent qualities
in his londscapes and other works.

Calligraphy, another frequent component of tradi-
tional Islomic art, is incorporated by Geoffrey into a
number of his pointings, including "Dreamland Fan~
tasy” (1964; Phillips Collection, Washington, D.C.).
Geofirey’s interest in calligrophy began about 1945,
ond in 1946 he won a school prize in the subject,
In Islamic an, colligrophy wos often used os an in-
formative inscription on pottery and wall decoration.
Or, as the text of o manuscript, it become a decora-
tive element within which the illustration was placed,
Always it wos beoutiful in itself, fulfilling ot the same
time o functional and on esthetic role. Igbal
Geoffrey’s usa of colligrophy in painting combines

the traditional emphasis on the script with a modern
outlook: his calligraphy provokes the subconscious
not through beauty of form and placement alone but
through its underlying significonce.

Synthesis: What Is the Relation of Igbal
Geoffrey's Work to Modern Art?

Geoffrey himself calls some of his works “fusions,”
while his use of symbolism plays to the modern
consciousness.

One example of “fusion” might be Geoffrey’s use
of traditional Islomic designs in contemporary tech-
niques. For Instance, in "Boston Bus" {1963; collection
Kovler Gallery, Chicago) the endless lattice-work de-
sign of early Islom — fo be seen indeed on the corved
stonework grille windows of the eighth century
Mosque of Domascus— is placed by Geoffrey in a
new context; he uses a loose, broad brushstroke ond
frees the design from its rigid symmetry, thus adding
o new dimension fo the traditional pattern.

An individuclist and explorer in the matter of
ortistic medio, Geoffrey uses such combinations as
ink and gouache, oil and cellulose, oil and enamel.

In “Dreomland Fantasy,” the free use of forms and
the extremely contemporary mood of the painting
veil its connection with lsdamic landscape ort, in
which the some two-dis ionol effect of d
mountain ridges Is often seen.

And to these aspacts of synthesis are added boldly
modern elements, such as the insistent arrows, which
identify the contemporary thinking of a painter from
a traditionalist milieu.

LTS

PUBLIC COLLECTIONS

Boston Museum of Fine Arts

Phoenix Museum of Art

Phillips Collection, Washington, DC
Miami Museum of Modern Art
Museum of Modern Art, Sao Paulo
Museum of Modern Art, Rio de Janeiro
Oklahoma Art Center

Chase Manhation Bank, New York
Tate Gallery

Arts Council of Great Britain

British Museum

Her Mojesty’s Government of the United Kingdom

Geoffrey’s relationship with the JDRIII Fund (now the Asian Cultural Council)
began when the Fund provided him with two fellowships to support his painting, in
1964 and again in 1965. The letter that opened this article was part of a request for
more support ($1,000 to paint and study for an art history PhD), and for an opportunity
to air his complaints that the Fund was giving too much support to Indian artists, when
it should have been supporting more Pakistani artists like him. It was vastly unfair, he
argued, given that Pakistan was a Cold War ally with the US and India was then being
‘buddy-buddy’ with China. ‘America must learn [...] to distinguish between friends
and enemies’, he chided.” Geoffrey’s letter is double-edged. While agents of cultural
diplomacy like the AFME, the JDRIII Fund and the Asia Society (also founded by John
D. Rockefeller IIT) provided the promise of much-needed support, Geoffrey was deeply
suspicious of their self-appointed role as arbiters of the circulation and representation
of modern Asian art in the US.® Moreover, he argued that their diplomatic purview
positioned Asian artists like himself' within an inherently transactional and temporary
relationship to the US art world, and that this undermined his permanent status in the
country along with his hopes for assimilation and art-historical posterity. Significantly,
Geoffrey’s contentious letter above was posted from London, where he had travelled
to extend his United States work visa. The extension had been denied. This prevented
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2 Artistsand the Art
Workers’ Coalition (AWC)
protesting outside MoMA
against the Attica prison
massacre, asking for the
impeachment of Governor
Nelson Rockefeller and his
resignation as head of the
MoMA board of trustees, 23
September 1971. Photo: © Jan
van Raay.
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him from returning home not only to his wife and all his paintings and possessions but
also to a teaching role at Saint Mary’s College in Notre Dame, Indiana.” When Geoffrey
eventually came back to the United States in late 1970, after nearly two years away, he
turned to legal litigation as an instrument of protest. Among his targets was MoMA,
against which he filed a suit in early 1971.

Geoflrey’s case coincides with an unprecedented wave of activism against MoMa
and other New York cultural institutions led by collectives including the Guerrilla Art
Action Group (GAAG), the Art Workers’ Coalition (AWC), and the Black Emergency
Cultural Coalition (BECC). Action included performances, picket lines and strikes to
challenge the museum’s Eurocentric canon, sexism, and especially its neglect of artists
of colour.”” Presaging the recent resurgence of protest directed at MOMA, activists
during the 1960s also targeted the museum’s sponsorship and entanglements with
controversial donors and politicians that tied the museum by association with human
rights atrocities both local and international (plate 2)."

Geoffrey’s 1971 intervention overlaps but also contrasts with the activist efforts
taking place in parallel. As a newly arrived South Asian artist in the United States,
his career fell between the bifurcated communities that MoMA served during the
mid-century: one, the largely white community of Euro-American artists under
interrogation by the AWC and GAAG, and the other, the international clients of
MoMA'’s Cold War diplomacy abroad. Beginning in 1952, MoMA’s International
Program and its council of advisees and supporters drew on the museum’s propaganda
programming during the Second World War to take responsibility for the promotion

of Western art abroad, in lieu of the government’s McCarthyist suspicion of avant-
garde culture.” Between the 1950s and 1970s and at the height of the Cold War,
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MoMA’s International Program organized dozens of exhibitions at home and abroad
in collaboration with agencies including the United States Information Service (USIS),
the US State Department, and UNESCO. Numerous scholars have shown how abstract
expressionist painting was especially helpful in promoting the values of freedom,
democracy and heroic individualism during the Cold War decades, and in opposition
to Soviet realist painting and related forms of political collectivization."

As legal historian Mary Dudziak has written, the need to present the US as
a global protector of freedom and liberal values during the Cold War also gave
political momentum to national conversations, especially related to civil rights and
immigration."* At the same time, the Cold War also framed and limited their success,
‘to the extent that the nation’s commitment to social justice was motivated by a need
to respond to foreign critics, civil rights reforms that made the nation look good might
be sufficient’”” Geoffrey’s legal case against MOMA exposes a similar problematic at the
museum. Against the transactional, diplomatic reception of South Asian modernist
art in the United States during the Cold War, Geoffrey leveraged the legislative shifts
of the Civil Rights era to make a case for his belonging within the US art world and the
modernist canon that has only recently begun to account for the presence of artists like
him within a global, let alone national, story.

In Search of an Ideal Landscape

Geoffrey’s feud with MoMA began in 1963, when then-director of acquisitions Alfred H.
Barr Jr. neglected to visit Geoffrey’s solo exhibition In and Out of Calligraphy at Grand Central
Moderns Gallery in New York. Barr had been advised to make the trip by his MoMA
colleague, Dorothy Miller, who had first encountered Geoffrey in her parallel role as art
adviser to New York Governor and contemporary art collector, Nelson Rockefeller. In
early 1963, on his way from a Huntington Hartford residency in California to New York,
Geoffrey wrote a letter to the Governor to introduce himself and express his hope that,
given Rockefeller’s patronage of arts, he might consider buying some paintings. When
Nelson’s curator, Carol Uht, received his letter she exclaimed that:

of the umpteen million people who are always sending and bringing in their
work, this is, by far, the best [...]. He’s evidently got quite a decent starting
reputation in Europe —has been reproduced in ART INTERNATIONAL, is in
the Tate, and Herbert Read is mad for his work.'®

Miller wrote in agreement and suggested that as the prices for Geoffrey’s paintings
were so reasonable, Nelson should buy two for the collection.”” Both acquisitions are
early examples of Geoffrey’s collage-paintings.”® The large horizontal painting Weeping
Landscape (1963) purchased by Miller is a packed assembly of gold and silver spray-
painted impasto, frayed pieces of paper, and two twenty-five-cent coins that blink and
shine through the thick paint into which Geoffrey has carved the work’s title in cursive
script: weeping across the top and landscape at the bottom (plate 3). Lines of barely legible
text are scored in and around the words of the title, including Geoffrey’s signature and,
repeatedly, the word ‘truth’ and variations of the question, ‘why are we afraid of truth?’
Clues to the meaning of the phrases are perhaps to be found in the way in which the
title of the work thwarts its own promise of landscape. The horizontal passages at the
centre of the composition are insufficiently wide to imply an actual horizon line, and
the two coins and the work’s overall chromatic and textural grubbiness imply that if
this is a landscape, it is one we must look down on, like skid-marks on a pavement

or footprints in mud. This is no Rothko-esque imaginative window but a low-lying,
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3 Iqbal Geoffrey, Weeping
Landscape, 1963. Oil and
mixed media on Masonite,
20 x I8 inches. Location
unknown. © Estate of Iqbal
Geoffrey. Photo: Nelson A.
Rockefeller Personal Papers,
Art, Series C, Subseries 6:
Cancelled Art Files, Box 14,
Folder 75, Rockefeller Archive
Center, Sleepy Hollow, NY.

frustrated arena of action and possibility. The two blinking coins imply that this
landscape is within the United States. They also bring elements of found text and

imagery into the painting. The word ‘liberty” embossed on the George Washington
side of one coin marries evocatively with the word ‘truth’ scribed again and again
across the rest of the canvas.

Geoffrey’s technique of producing glutinous, thickly painted works of abstraction
began while he was still living in Pakistan. In Epitaph (1958), for example, he carved
rather than painted the work’s circular mandala shapes from the layers of oil, enamel,
and epoxy resin on its surface, deliberately evoking the deep-cut grooves found on
ancient clay seals of the Indus Valley across what is now Pakistan and northern India
(plate 4 and plate 5). When Geoffrey travelled to London in late 1959, he carried the
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4 Iqbal Geoffrey, Epitaph,
1958. Oil paint, enamel paint,
epoxy resin, charcoal and
bronze powder, 257 X381 mm.
London: Tate (Presented by
A.S.Alley, 1962; T00539).

© Estate of Iqgbal Geoffrey.
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twenty-three-year-old Geoffrey one of the first, and certainly the youngest, South Asian
artists in Tate’s collection. It was one of his proudest achievements during the nearly
three years that he spent in London, from January 1960 to November 1962.

In order to earn a living, Geoffrey qualified as an accountant and took a job in the
City and made paintings from a small bedsit in Chelsea (plate 6). Geoffrey arrived in
London during what Stuart Hall has identified as the first ‘wave’ of Black and Asian
artists entering the city during the post-war period; a loose post-colonial diaspora that
followed imperial connections and the promise of equal participation in London’s
expanding art world."” During his short stay, Geoffrey took part in twelve group
and eleven solo exhibitions and forged what Iftikhar Dadi has characterized as a
cosmopolitan ‘calligraphic modernism’ that charted diverse paths between modernist
abstraction, Islamic ornament, and the traditions of ‘home’.?

Once in London, Geoffrey’s paintings became lighter and more gestural, inspired
by the watery landscapes of fifteenth-century Japanese Zen master Sesshit Toyo
(plate 7).*' The ink and casein work on paper, Yourself (1963), for example, is a cursive
tangle of drips, crosses, and ambiguous glyphic forms using Latin and Urdu-Arabic
alphabets that taunt the viewer with potential legibility but ultimately unravel back
into pure abstraction (plate 8). Critics lauded Geoffrey’s ‘capacity to lean across from
one civilization to another without losing his balance’ (John Russell); his work being
‘a bridge between two cultures’ (Norbert Lynton), and that his reputation in Europe
was ‘as miraculous as if he had safely crossed the intervening oceans in a rowing boat’
(Herbert Read).”” Despite the optimistic claims of his supporters, Geoftrey’s time in
London was marked by financial precarity and struggle. He seethed at the rising
anti-immigrant sentiment of the 1960s and its direct role in his practical struggles

750

[umod ‘¥ ‘ZT0T “S9€8LIY1

:sdny wouy pap

ASUAOI] SUOWILOY) 2ATEa1)) d[qear[dde ayy £q PaUIaA0S aIe Sa[dNIE V() AN JO SA[NI J0f AIRIQIT AUI[UQ A3[IA UO (SUONIPUOI-PUB-SULIA} WO Ka1m’ KIRIqI[aur[uo//:sdy) suonipuo)) pue SwId ], 3y} 23S *[zz0¢/11/80] U0 Kreiqry auruQ £3[IAL ‘WY JO Amusu] pue[aAd]) Aq 0897 1°S9€8-L9t1/1 111 01/10p/wod Kajim' &,



Gemma Sharpe

5 Seal with two-horned bull
and inscription, Pakistan
(Indus Valley Civilization),
c.2000 BCE. Steatite, 3.2 x
3.2 cm. Cleveland: Museum of
Art (Purchase from the . H.
Woade Fund; 1973.160). Photo:
Creative Commons Zero.
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to find stable professional employment as a lawyer or accountant, or even rent a
permanent home. As he wrote in a 1966 essay, the British:

did exploit the world on a concocted philosophy of ‘equality’: but when the
British from the rest of the world found the fare to visit the Mother Country,
the good old Mother Country shut the doors bang on their faces.”®

So when the Huntington Hartford Foundation offered Geoffrey a residential fellowship in

California in late 1962, Geoffrey relocated to North America. By March 1963, he was on

the East Coast and an artist in residence at the MacDowell Colony in Peterborough, New

Hampshire. Around this time, Geoffrey began integrating elements of collage or what he

called ‘fusions’ into his paintings, inspired by the collages or Merz pictures of Schwitters.**
In the 1965 canvas In Search of an Ideal Landscape, Geoffrey layers watery black drips

of paint over a scumbled sweep of cursive marks (plate 9). The arrangement recalls a
summer thunderstorm, although again Geoffrey disrupts the sense of landscape with
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6 Iqgbal Geoffrey, London,
1962. Photo: © Estate of John
Hopkins.

© Association for Art History 2022

the green horizon line painted across the top rather than bottom of the composition.
Barely visible and running from top to bottom between one of the right-hand streaks of
black paint, Geoffrey has written Urdu words in pencil so lightly and hastily across the
surface as to taunt non-Urdu-readers with potential meaning and Urdu-readers with
the resulting illegibility. This push-pull between textual reference and aesthetic evasion
also appears in the eye-catching cluster of Letraset transfers that sit between two large
drips at the work’s centre, disrupting the expressionist fluidity of the canvas with a

mechanical yet no less formalist chromatic and compositional intervention.
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7 Sesshu Toyo, Haboku-
Sansui, splashed-ink style
landscape, 1495. Ink on paper,
148.6 x32.7 cm. Tokyo:
National Museum.
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Geoffrey’s interest in collage, assemblage and text situated him alongside figures

such as Robert Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns. This is made especially visible in
mixed-media and print-based works such as the series of photolithographs also

titled In Search of an Ideal Landscape that Geoffrey made during his studies at Harvard in
1965. Atop an elaborately calligraphed legal document, Geoffrey combines various
evocative but ultimately disconnected images including silhouettes of fashion models,
an image of a watch, cursive drips of paint, and an advertisement for one of his
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8 Iqbal Geoffrey, Yourself,
1963. Ink and casein on paper,
55.2%70.5 cm. Boston:
Museum of Fine Arts, A.
Shuman Collection (Abraham
Shuman Fund; 64.484).

© Estate of Iqgbal Geoffrey.
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own exhibitions at Boston’s Ward Nasse Gallery (plate 10). Yet contra to neo-dada’s
project to dismantle the autonomous art object through strategies of collage and
textual intervention, Geoffrey remained firmly attached to the high modernist ideals
of painting as a universal, intuitive, and autonomous exercise, closer in spirit to the
outgoing aesthetic models of Jackson Pollock and abstract expressionism. He often
expressed worries in his letters that this vaunted, formalist version of modernism was
being destroyed by the current trends, and that ‘Andywarholism’ and protagonists

of minimalism and conceptual art were betraying the ‘universal truth’ of art for big
cheques, mass appeal, and pseudo-intellectualism.”” Geoffrey’s formalist claims may
seem dubious in retrospect. Yet for artists from newly independent nations around
the world, modernism meant many things. What was often shared, however, was the
pursuit of an implicitly Eurocentric teleology of modernist innovation and cultural
expansiveness alongside a recovery of local traditions from colonial neglect; a pursuit
that was both local and universal, reparative, and future oriented.” In Pakistan,
leading painters of the 1950s and 1960s fiercely defended the relevance of tajridi, or
‘modernist painting’, to their local context, along with the related values of autonomy,
universalism, and formal transcendence.” Geoffrey’s modernism also asserted these
principles and his claim on them. His hauteur at movements like pop was due to their
foreclosure of such high modernist values at exactly the point when artists like him
had begun to explore their potential.
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9 Igbal Geoffrey, In Search of
an Ideal Landscape, 1965. Oil,
pencil and Letraset on canvas,
121.9 X 121.9 cm. London:
Arts Council Collection,
Southbank Centre (AC 885).
© Estate of Igbal Geoffrey.
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Geoftrey’s decidedly formalist toggling of the fading heroics of mid-century
abstraction and emerging strategies of collage, assemblage, and textual intervention
laid claim to a combined personal and universal language, one that struck a chord for
critics and galleries in the West. In the United States, Geoffrey’s work was collected
by institutions including the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston and prominent collectors
such as Ben Heller and Duncan Phillips.?® He held solo exhibitions at Grand Central
Moderns in New York, the Pasadena Art Museum, the Miami Museum of Modern Art,
the Ward Nasse Gallery in Boston, and the Henri Gallery in Washington, DC, among
others.In 1965, he won the Paris Biennial’s highest Laureate award for a series of
paintings titled “The Great American Landscape’, and even joined the ranks of Who's
Who in America.”® Writing in the catalogue for the Grand Central Moderns show, art
historian H.W. Janson enthused that Geoffrey’s paintings were ‘moving testimony
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10 Iqbal Geoffrey, In Search
of an Ideal Landscape, c. 1965.
Screen print on paper, 29
%34 inches. Flint, Ml: Flint
Institute of Arts (Gift of Mr
Howard Capone; 1972.26).
© Estate of Iqgbal Geoffrey.

that, in the realm of art at least, we have overcome whatever divided us in the past; that
the future belongs to the brotherhood of man’*® Janson’s words recall the title of the
major exhibition of photography, Family of Man, that had just concluded its world tour in
1962. Family of Man was an exhibition that had promoted its universal humanist vision
via a platform of international, institutional cooperation, led by UNESCO and routed
through MoMA as the major organizing institution.*' The exhibition emblematizes the
gap through which Geoffrey’s own career often fell. For all of the universalizing spirit
of Geoffrey’s paintings and collages, the art world in which he worked was undergirded
by the same mechanisms of Cold War internationalism and nationalism that thwarted
his ambition.

When Geoffrey first arrived in the US in 1962, naturalization quotas from
countries outside Europe such as Pakistan were also strictly limited. Although large East
Asian communities existed in the United States, there were then just a few hundred
thousand South Asians living in the country. This situation began to change with the
passage of the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965.° The act replaced specific
national quotas that privileged European citizens with equal quotas of 20,000 for all
nations. At the same time, it raised the bar on entry, which delayed and mitigated its

impact.The new act thus prioritized immediate family members of settled migrants,
then skilled workers, and finally refugees, ensuring that the first waves of new

© Association for Art History 2022
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immigrants into the US were ready-primed to contribute to the spoils of Western
capitalism in the States. Like many of the progressive policies implemented in the

US during the 1960s, the Act was signed against the backdrop of the Cold War and
arecognition that America’s discriminatory immigration system was tarnishing its
international image.** It also did not secure Geoffrey’s status, at least not immediately.
For every new job or educational endeavour, he needed a new visa, forcing him to
travel to Britain and often British Overseas Territories to submit new visa applications
and even, as noted earlier, spending a period of expulsion from the country after a
denied visa application in London in 1968.

To be from such a new country as Pakistan was a further point of isolation during
Geoffrey’s early years in the US. As Iftikhar Dadi explains in an essay on the Pakistani
diaspora, a tendency to conflate South Asian identity with India rather than a diverse
region of countries that includes Pakistan locates this and other South Asian diasporas
within an imaginative, geographical, and religious lacuna in the United States.** The
Pakistani - American diaspora is thus forced to navigate a peculiarly ‘triangulated
space demarcated by the tropes of “South Asia”, “Islam”, and the “West”, understood
in their entire baroque, overdetermined significations’** This sense of precarity and
cultural isolation compounded Geoffrey’s frustration that any enthusiasm his work was
generating had not yet translated into a place at MoMA, something that would truly
affirm his artistic posterity and personal belonging in the US art world. Rather than
accept this exclusion or engage in what he called ‘apple polishing’, Geoffrey went on
the offensive, writing letters, making calls, and occasionally posting advertisements in
New York newspapers quoting positive things that MoMA curators had said about his
paintings. Inspired by a chance meeting with Marcel Duchamp in 1963, Geoffrey even
urinated in Alfred Barr’s MoMA office. He would later retell this story with misty-eyed
glee, describing having to drink lots of water in advance of his subversive act and of
how easy it was to gain access to the museum'’s private spaces in those days.*® ‘I grant
my PR has been lousy’, he wrote in a letter to Porter McCray at the JDRIII Fund, but
museums were there to serve artists, he argued, and not the other way around.?’” If his
art was being well received and reviewed, and if MoMA’s curators and directors valued
his paintings, then his behaviour shouldn’t matter when it came to their support for
his work.

Geoffrey’s tactics were a direct attack on what he saw as curatorial self-importance
and the false politesse of the white liberal art world.*® He deliberately exposed how
the clichés of genius, eccentricity, and rebelliousness otherwise used to explain away
departures from polite behaviour were not available to him as a foreign artist of colour.
In 1978, Geoflrey returned to this scatological theme in an extraordinary letter to Barr.
‘Dear Alfie, Hi’, it opened before continuing:

You will recall that in 1963 I'had declared that one day I will urinate on your grave.
I have changed my mind. I will not urinate on your grave.

Secondly, if you have read the TIME MAGAZINE of last week, you can imagine
how much of the current art was foreshadowed by me 30 to 25 years ago.
Idon’t want to dignify your past by feeling sorry for you, but I hope you have
learned one terrible lesson: those who abuse power, abuse themselves. You
cant [sic] masturbate history. It does not come. It overcomes. In your case it has
overcome. You are nothing more than a footrest in history.

Sin cerially,

SYED IQBAL GEOFFREY

Artist-Laureate of the United States.*
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Geoffrey sent the letter on his legal stationary which he signed with a large back-to-
front Geoffrey across the lower third in the manner of Leonardo da Vinci’s mirror
writing** The Time article to which Geoffrey referred was a review of the recently
opened Venice Biennale which included an evocative description of Italian artist
Antonio Paradiso’s Toro e Mucca Meccanica (Bull and Mechanical Cow) performed during the
opening week of the Biennale. Perhaps inspiring the onanistic puns of self-abuse and
overcoming, the piece involved a live bull named Pinco attempting to copulate with a
mechanical cow which was, the Time reviewer noted, ‘emblematic of the Biennale: a
captive beast (Natura) struggling to inseminate a fictive one (Arte) under the gaze of an
impervious public’*' Grafting the metaphor onto Barr, Geoffrey’s pun similarly creates
another image of an over-powered, over-excited, patriarchal force carried away with
itself. The overcoming of Geoffrey’s letter is also hopeful. It recalls the civil rights
mantra that, ‘we shall overcome’*

Aesthethics

What should we make of such a letter now, especially given Geoffrey’s stated attachment
to the universal, autonomous art object and ambivalence to artistic movements that
sought to dismantle that ideal? What was the line between Geoffrey’s artistic and legal
practices and his justification for writing such an astonishing screed?*® The easy answer
would be to put the letter in the category of mail art and to explain away its impolitic
nature as a dadaist joke, Duchamp reference and all. Although Geoffrey’s letters are
often highly poetic and visually interesting, for the most part they resist the category of
art, even mail art. Instead, the letters form part of a larger project that Geoffrey dubbed
aesthethics. A compound of ethics and aesthetics, aesthethics represents a philosophy of
praxis that treats the pursuit of justice and especially truth as a categorical imperative.** In
art, aesthethics thus declares Geoffrey’s pursuit of formalist ‘truth’. Likewise in his legal
practice, aesthethics is the pursuit of justice through truth, and at any cost.

Geoffrey devised the concept in response to Ayub Khan's coup d’état in Pakistan
in 1958, an event that galvanized the ethical stakes of Geoftrey’s burgeoning career.*
He was also reading Hindu philosophical texts at the time, following a personal
trip to India. Although it is impossible to trace which texts Geoffrey was reading,
he made frequent reference to the ancient India pedigree of his aesthethic theory in
letters and interviews from the 1960s onwards, most notably to the epic morality
poem, the Bhagavadgita.*® The self-sacrificing nature of Geoftrey’s aesthethic pursuit of
‘truth’ resonates with the lessons of the Bhagavadgita. As political theorist Uday Mehta
explains, the poem advocates a morality of action that is heedless of consequences,
and was influential to Mahatma Gandhi’s non-violent radical politics for this reason.*
In one passage of the poem, Krishna preaches the importance of intention rather than
outcome when judging moral action: ‘Your authority is in action alone, and never its
fruits; motive should never be in the fruits of action, nor should you cling to inaction’*®
There are compelling parallels with Geoffrey’s theory of aesthethics. Although writing a
letter to Alfred Barr declaring him a footrest in history represents a blow to every kind
of decorum, if the letter was truthful for Geoffrey, then he was compelled to write and
send it anyway. Did that make the letter a work of art? Not necessarily. Geoffrey often
expressed a reticence at enfolding the multiplicity of his career under the singular
category of ‘art’* When Geoffrey was making art, writing letters, or pursuing the law,
he was doing precisely that, making art, writing letters, and practising the law. While
these procedures fell under the unifying category of aesthethics, he drew important
distinctions between them, thus insisting on their respective importance and
sovereignty.
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Geoffrey’s insistence that his artworks were but one element of a larger project
contrasts with canonical forms of avant-garde and conceptual art of the 1960s that
instead sought to merge art with other bureaucratic, administrative, and everyday
activities.®® As Indian critic-curator Geeta Kapur argues, against such a tendency:

not only is there no reason whatsoever for the rest of the world to subscribe
to the vocational stringencies of the American vanguard, there are other
larger battles to be taken account of: alternative avantgardes must emerge in
opposition to the American power structures of art, academia and above all,
politics.*!

Geoffrey’s ‘alternative avantgarde’ foregrounds the pursuit of truth above all else, and
included but was not necessarily commensurate with an expanded category of art
during the 1960s. In making these distinctions, Geoffrey could once again uphold his
modernist commitment to and belief in the autonomous artwork, in all of its aesthethic
‘truth’.

In the same year that he devised the term, Geoffrey also began burning his
paintings as a form of quality control, eliminating paintings that failed to live up to that
truth or that had been obstructed from achieving it by external factors. When Geoffrey
sent a painting as a wedding gift to Nelson Rockefeller in 1963 that had to be returned
since the Governor was not allowed to accept gifts, for example, Geoffrey burned the
work, ‘because it wouldn't have been right to sell it to somebody else’** The aesthethic
truth of the painting had been compromised by its rejection and could therefore
no longer exist. In contrast to canonical instances of burning artworks as a tactic to
challenge aesthetic autonomy or mark a strategic break with the medium of painting (for
example, Gustav Metzger’s ‘Auto-Destructive Art’ and John Baldessari’s Cremation Project
of 1970), Geoftrey’s burnings were intended to reinforce the artwork’s intrinsic value.
They were, he has noted, ‘important restatements of my art’** Inevitably, the lines
that Geoffrey drew between his artistic and other practices often blurred. Sometimes
the courtroom became a space of theatre, or his letters and documents merged with
his collages and works on paper (plate 11). Geoffrey also made occasional forays into
performances, happenings, and readymades that he called works of “‘UN-Art’. His
definition and application of aesthethics also shifted throughout his career. In a 1968
interview, Geoffrey joked that the concept was becoming fashionable, only now, ‘they
are calling it “Conceptual Art”™.** Despite all these complications and distinctions,
the sustaining imperative of ‘truth’ and “justice” grounded Geoffrey’s multifarious
practices, including his 1971 legal complaint against MoMA, to which I now turn.

Geoffrey v. MOMA

Geoffrey’s 1978 letter to Barr is significant as the only remaining correspondence
between Geoffrey and any MoMA curator within the museum’s archives. Archives are
of course selections rather than complete inventories. MoMA's institutional records
are relatively concise and exclude from Barr’s files documents including ‘comments
by or about living persons which would be hurtful’** On the other hand, the archival
holdings of the Rockefeller family are sweeping by comparison. The family’s
formidable instinct to preserve its legacy, and Geoffrey’s own habit of Xeroxing,
returning, and circulating his private correspondence makes it possible to reconstruct
his relationship with numerous outside institutions including MoMA, which was of
course founded in 1929 by Abby Rockefeller and her friends Lillie P. Bliss and Mary
Quinn Sullivan.
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11 Igbal Geoffrey, original
collage and text over
invitation for exhibition at
Ward Nasse Gallery, Boston,
17 June 1966. Asian Cultural
Council Records, FA1403,
Grants, RG5, Folder 3, Box
838, Rockefeller Archive
Center, Sleepy Hollow, NY.
© Estate of Iqgbal Geoffrey.
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Recognizing the bonds of family and friendship that tied MoMA to the
Rockefellers, Geoffrey also went out of his way to project his complaints
against the former institution to representatives of the latter. Geoffrey’s letters
expose what Inderjeet Parmar names the four great fictions of major American
philanthropies during the twentieth century; that is, of their independence from
the state, from politics, from business, and from ideological work (thus their
support for ‘non-ideological’ activities such as science and art).* Staffed by the
privileged beneficiaries of an elite East Coast network of private schools, colleges
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12 Igbal Geoffrey, cheque
sent to Wendy Sorensen, Asia
Society, dated 25 May 1964.
Asia Society Records, County
Councils, FAI10, Series 2, Box
126, Folder 1303, Rockefeller
Archive Center, Sleepy
Hollow, NY. © Estate of Igbal
Geoffrey.

and families, as Parmar notes, their ‘ethnocentrism and sense of social, national,

and racial superiority provide an instructive underpinning for an understanding

of their “internationalism™. This, Parmar writes, ‘was an intensely “nationalist”
internationalism [...] an internationalism that promoted American power as the “last
best hope of mankind™”*’

Leveraging his status as a Harvard man and, what’s more, being listed in Who's Who
in America, Geoflrey networked his grievances throughout this elitist, internationalist
sector of US political and cultural life. When JDR III failed to reply to his letters,
Geoftrey wrote to his wife, Blanchette. When Geoffrey was unhappy with the director
of one Rockefeller organization, he would write to the director of another. ‘Oddball
Joffrey’, one staff member at the Asia Society titled a memo alerting colleagues to a
recent phone call from Geoffrey requesting that the organization host a reception in
his honour.*® “When am I going to receive the famous Asia Society hospitality?’, he
had asked its director Lionel Landry a few months earlier.”” In one letter sent to the
Asia Society in 1964, Geoffrey even enclosed a $1.99 cheque, declaring it to be for the
establishment of an TQBAL GEOFFREY SPECIAL BENEVOLENT FUND TO PURCHASE
TOOTI-FRUITIS AND NUTS FOR CONSUMPTION BY “ASIA” SOCIETY OFFICIALS
JUNKETING IN ASIA ON THEIR “WORK” TOURS’ (plate 12).°° From the fund, Geoffrey
suggested that fifteen cents be allocated for Lionel Landry to buy a Coca Cola when he
next landed in Karachi; nobody can say that I am not compassionate’, he added.® Such
strictures, he later wrote to John D. Rockefeller III, were in the ‘public interest’, as the
‘habitual junkets to Asia cloaked as “work tours” must be controlled and made a bit
less frequent. They are antagonizing to well meaning [sic] Asians and they are causing
unrest among lower echelons who too want a junket’.®* Geoftrey’s cheque is especially
trenchant. It brandishes the gift as a form of obligation and the philanthropic gift, in
particular, as a tool of power. It satirizes the Asia Society’s aim to educate Asians about
the West by reversing the usual terms of exchange. The offer of tutti fruits and nuts
that might be presented in Asia as hospitality are turned into a benevolent donation.
Geoffrey likewise puts the Asia Society behind the curve of US capitalist expansion
in Asia with his teasing addition of Lionel Landry’s Coca Cola. The paltry donation
trivializes the Asia Society’s work in Asia while also driving home the joke.

In April 1965, Geoffrey wrote one of many long letters to Porter McCray (director
of the JDR III Fund and former director of MoMA’s International Program) arguing
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that MoMA'’s directors needed to mature to the point ‘whereby an artist is judged
solely by the merit of his work not by the colour of his jacket or the spellings & style of
his signature’.®® Its staff are being paid ‘out of public funds’, he argued, ‘and they have
mistreated my merit in a colossally malicious manner’.** The letter is gleefully bold. It
deftly combines puns, alliteration, and poetic rhythm and is intended to rile McCray’s
nerves but also raise a laugh.*® The letter also targets the perennial problem of MoMA’s
claim to judge artists according to merit or quality alone. He was not alone in pursuing
this line of argument. In March 1969, for example, the Art Workers’ Coalition picketed
in MoMA's Sculpture Garden to protest at the museum’s neglect of Black artists in the
museum. In response, museum staff circulated a flier among visiting patrons affirming
its selection policy:

IN SELECTING WORKS OF ART FOR INCLUSION IN AN EXHIBITION OR THE
COLLECTION DOES THE MUSEUM CONSIDER THE SEX, NATIONALITY,
RELIGION, POLITICS, RACE OF AN ARTIST?

No.

WHAT CRITERIA DOES THE MUSEUM APPLY?

Quality; historical significance; significance of the moment.*

The flier claims that the museum’s selection criteria transcend race, sex, religion,
and national origin. Yet as activists picketing the institution wanted to highlight, such
appeals to aesthetic ‘quality’ and ‘significance’ were merely a cover for maintaining a
racist and gendered status quo. As Charlotte Barat and Darby English have also recently
argued, MoMA’s undertakings ‘have been marred by the use of supposedly colorblind
criteria of “quality” and “importance” in judging art. For black people, women, and
other cultural minorities, this has meant much doublespeak and little opportunity”.*’
In 1965, Geoffrey’s confrontation with this doublespeak extended to applying for a
clerical job at the museum. As he explained to McCray at the time, ‘if merit alone is
their criterion I should be able to get some job to enable me to prove my worth [...]. My
application can raise some fundamental questions of human rights’.®

Geoffrey’s application was in fact an ingenious use of the recently passed Civil
Rights Act of 1964 banning segregation in public and education settings and making
employment discrimination based on race, religion, or national origin illegal. As
Geoftrey would have known, however, the Civil Rights Act was of limited help to
artists. For one thing, intent to discriminate is very hard to prove. For another, art
museums are intrinsically focused on the display and exchange of artworks (property)
rather than artists, who also fall outside the protected categories of visitor or employee.
Geoffrey’s application therefore reframed his aesthetic case as an employment case that
he was in a better position to prove given his many vocational qualifications. He sent
his application to MoMA's then-director René d'Harnoncourt, explained why MoMA
should purchase his paintings and then requested a job: Tam a humanbeing [sic], his
letter began:

I have degrees in law, economics and I am a qualified accountant. I also have
5 years of experience in office administration. I have studied history of art; am
well versed in aesthetics and quite familiar with our art world of today.*’

He offered to work for free for a probationary period, reminded d"Harnoncourt that
his rights were comprehensively guaranteed by the New York State and expressed hope
that his being born ‘in the Orient’ was not a disqualifying factor.
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Geoftrey did not get a job, although he continued to write letters to and about
MoMA until 1971 when he finally filed his discrimination complaint against the
museum. He filed his case with the New York Division of Human Rights and named
himself as the complainant, with Johnathan Hightower, Jennifer Licht, Kynaston
McShine, William Rubin, and Alfred H. Barr as respondents (plate 13). The complaint
begins as follows:

Respectfully Sheweth: THAT the complainant is an American artist of
international reputation and recognition. That the complainant is also
Oriental, Semitic, Black, born in Pakistan, a direct descendant of the Prophet
Muhammad and Male. The complaint [sic] is the only American artist in
history who is also a highly qualified accountant, economist, art historian,
international lawyer, metaphysician and published poet and author.”

Geoffrey then turned his attention to the museum:

THAT the respondents are associated with the socalled [sic]| Museum of
Modern Art which is a place of public accommodation, resort AND/or
amusement. THAT the complainant has shewn [sic] in NYC and his work
was immensely admired by men like Frank O'Hara, William C. Seitz (Igbal
Geoffrey is an artist of GREAT individuality), Peter Selz, Dorothy C. Miller
and Alfie Barr [...]. THAT the work of the complaint [sic] was not bought or
encouraged by the Museum because the complaint [sic] is a selfrespecting
citizen who does not believe in any applepolishing [sic]. It is to be noted

that white artists who have received far less recognition have been actively
supported and given the advantages and facilities of the Museum of ‘Modern’
art. It is also a FACT that the defendants have accumulated large collections of
modern art based on the work of the artists they have promoted.

Geoffrey went on:

The complainant has always insisted that if a Dutch or a German is an
American artist the moment he lands, so is the complainant. THAT it is a

fact that the Museum has bought very few Black artists from America (and
invariably limited the selection to blacks of negro race). THAT the Museum
and the defendants have not considered ANY black man to be worthy of a
One-Man Show. THAT the complainant has repeatedly written to the
defendants for a One-Man Show. But because of the complainant’s race,
national origins, religion, ancestry AND sex (individually and severally) he has
been denied this.

Aside from its unusual construction, Geoffrey knew the complaint had no chance of
succeeding. Again, museums are under no legal obligation to consider race, gender,
religion, or national origin in their selection of artworks. Geoffrey therefore took
another tack, skirting a civil rights framework to appeal to higher ideals including
his constitutional right to free speech and intrinsic human rights invoked by the name
of the Division — the ‘New York State Division of Human Rights’ —where he filed his
claim. Whereas civil rights are generally secured by law and the state, human rights
are inalienable, universal rights that transcend the state. Over the 1950s and 1960s,
this distinction emerged between universal human rights to dignity and equality
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13 Iqbal Geoffrey, ‘Complaint
of Unlawful Discrimination
in Violation of the Human
Rights Laws of the State of
New York (Copy for Nelson
Rockefeller)’, 1971. Nelson A.
Rockefeller Personal Papers,
FA340,Series C, NAR Artist
Files, Box 13, Folder 116
(Igbal Geoffrey), Rockefeller
Archive Center, Sleepy
Hollow, NY. © Estate of Igbal
Geoffrey.
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Syed J Igbal Geoffrey, P.0.Box 275, Ellensburg, Wash 98926 ... COMPLAINANT
versus
Mr John Hightower, Director,
Mr William S. Rubin, Curator ) Museum of Modern Art , 19 W 53rd St
¥r Kynaston MacShine,Asst Curator ) New York City
Miss Jennifer Lichc, Asst Curator ) 10019
Mr Alfred H, Barr, consultant ) eessssssesss RESPONDENTS -DEFENDANTS

COMPLAINT OF UNLAWFUL DISCRIMINATION IN VIOLATION OF THE
HUMAN KIGHTS LAWS OF THE STATE OF WEW YORK:

Respectfully Shewech:

THAT the complainant is an American artist of international reputation and

recogrition. That complainant is also Orientsl, Semitic, Black, born in Fakistan,

@ direct descendant from the Frophet Muhammad aud Male, The complaint is the

only American artist in history who is also a highly qualified accountamt, economist,
art historisn, international lawyer, metaphysician and published poet end author,

Az an artist the work of the complainsnt has been shown in mejor museums of the world;
it hes been sdmired by better art historiams and srt critics than any other young
artist in smerica today. Sir Herbert Read has written of the complainant as

Astonishing Phenomenon. A book on the art of the complainant was published by

Western I1linoic University under the suthority of the State of Illinois. Another book
by H W Janson Ig to be publighed by Abroms this yesr. Scme of the finest collections

of moderu art including Governor Nelson Rockefeller, Albert A List, Duncan Phillips,
Ben Heller, Bostom Museum of Five Arte, Museums of Modern Art in Sao Peulo & Rio,
Phoenix Art Museum, Pasadens Arc Museum have the works of the complainant. So does

the Chage Masnhattun Bauk (end there is a story to tell om this). The complainant

has won several swards sud worldwide acclaim by the finest and most superior men of
consequence.

THAT the respondents are associated with the socalled Museum of Modern Art which is

a place of public accomodation, resort AND/or smusement.

THAT the complainant hes shewn in NYC and his work was immensely admired by

men 1like Frank O'Hara, Willism C. Seitz (Iqbal Geoffrey is an artist of GREAT
individuslity), Peter Selz, Dorothy C. Miller and Alfie Barr ... #ll associated with
the Museum. The complainant's work was hailed ss a winning debute #n 1963 and

as work of a young virtuoso in 1965 by the Time magazine. Several other curators of

the Museum highly acclaimed the work of the complainant.

THAT the work of the complaint was not bought or encouraged by the Museum because

the complaint is a selfrespecting citizen and does not belleve in any applepolishing.
It is to be noted that white artists who have received far less recognition have

been actively supported and given the advautages and facilities of the Museum of
"Modern" Art, It ies also a FACT chat the defendants have accumulated large collections
of modern art based ou the work of the artists they have promoted,

THAT due to the criticism of the complainant the Museum did buy the work of some

other South East Asian artists to show the world how liberal they ave. The complainant
has alwaye insisted that if a Dutch or German is an American artist the moment he lands,
80 is the complainant. ¥ by
THAT it {s a fact that the Museum has Bought very few Black artists from America (and
invariably limited the seleetion to blacks of e

THAT the Museum snd the defendants have aot i
4 One-Man Show. & F i ' b
THAT the complainant has ngdt.dl?’w tten to the defendants for a Ome-Man Show.But
because of the complainant's ra mtioiii origin, religion, ancestry AND sex
(individually and severally) he has been denied this. The complainant wrote to Miss
Licht on 1/12/71 and to Mr John Hightower on 2/12/71. The complainant telephoned the
Museum today snd it was confirmed that the Museum does not think any Black msn is worthy
of a One-Man Show. So the cause of action arose on 16 March 1971 and is of a continuing
nature. It is to be noted that bigotry has prevailed at the Museum since its inception.
Now, therefore, the complainant requests action and demages for being denied the advantag
and facilities of the Museum. It is added that the complainant's literary qualities have
little to do with his artistic worth. And the complainant has rightfully criticised
bigotry at the Museum - - a criticism in the finest American traditionm,

. Ai:!’ $§ekm to be worthy of

I declare that the above is true Respectfully Submitted:
to the best of my knowledge,
information and belief. So help me God! Syed J IQBAL GEOFFREY

YArtist of great individuality" (Dr Wm C. Seitz)

enshrined in the United Nations’ 1948 Declaration of Human Rights, and the ‘civil’
rights being fought and won in the courts and on a national level by the Civil Rights
Movement in the United States.”' A later push for the universal cause of human rights
emerged during and after the Vietnam War with a proliferation of human rights-based
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organizations such as Amnesty International in the 1970s.”> Geoffrey had already
become familiar with the concept a decade earlier, however, when he wrote a thesis
on human rights in Islam at Harvard in 1966, and went on to work as a Human Rights
Officer at the UN. This was during a crucial moment for the institution in which
Officers and Commissioners began to ponder whether the 1948 Declaration could be
an enforceable, rather than a merely advisory document and setting the stage for an
explosion of human rights discourses in the 1970s.”?

Geoffrey’s straddling of the concepts of human and civil rights in his 1971 case
against MoMA would have been informed by knowledge of this distinction but
also the incongruous name of the division where he filed the case: the New York
State Division of Human Rights, founded by the Governor Nelson Rockefeller just a
few years earlier in 1968. Despite its name, the division was established to monitor
and enforce civil rights law in New York.” That is, to mediate individual cases of
discrimination that were covered by state and federal rather than international human
rights law.”* The division’s evocative misnomer of a name may have inspired Geoffrey’s
own recourse to his higher ‘human’ as well as his ‘civil’ rights in his case filing, and
galvanized him in making his case.

The fact that the Division functioned outside the regular court system, as a
venue where individual claims could be mediated internally without cost, was
also useful to Geoffrey. Through this institutional means, he could draw MoMA
into a bureaucratic tangle without risking his legal credentials by being accused of
filing a “frivolous’ case, and without having to spend any money.”® Ultimately, the
case only seems to have caused headaches for the museum’s legal counsel Richard
Koch, and never made it to mediation.”” That it didn’t succeed didn’t mean that it
wasn't effective. In many ways, the case acted like Geoffrey’s letters: pursuing the
imperatives of aesthethics, countering MoMA’s diminishment of Geoffrey’s artistic
practice by mobilizing his access to the law, and providing him with a series of
provocative legal documents to circulate among his many interlocutors, including
Governor Nelson Rockefeller (plate 14).”®

Geoffrey’s intervention resonates with Joan Kee’s study of artists who turned
towards the law in the United States during the 1970s, and their understanding of it
as a potential mechanism of artistic and conceptual practice, as well as an institutional
limit. For artists as varied as Hans Haacke, Jean Claude and Christo and Tehching
Hsieh, specific laws and legal documents provided a rich terrain by which to consider
the law not just as a set of ‘paternalistic and forbiddingly esoteric rules imposed by
a self-serving autocracy, but as a plastic, even liquid, condition collectively shaped
by turns of language, aesthetic decisions, and individual behavior’”* For Geoffrey,
however, a working distinction between his artistic and other practices sets him
outside these canonical instances of institutional critique and conceptual practice. If
there are crossovers in Geoffrey’s 1971 case, it is in the unusual, even aestheticized
language of his case filing, replete as it was with verbose and emotive bombast.
Consider, for example, the closing statement of the document:

It is to be noted that bigotry has prevailed at the Museum since its inception.
Now, therefore, the complainant requests action and damages for being
denied the advantage and facilities of the Museum. It is added that the
complainant’s literary qualities have little to do with his artistic worth. And the
complainant has rightfully criticised bigotry at the Museum — a criticism in
the finest American tradition. I declare that the above is true to the best of my
knowledge, information and belief. So help me God!
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14 Igbal Geoffrey, letter
to Governor Nelson A.
Rockefeller, 18 March 1971.
Nelson A. Rockefeller
Personal Papers, FA340,
Series C, NAR Artist Files,
Box 13, Folder 116 (Igbal
Geoffrey), Rockefeller
Archive Center, Sleepy
Hollow, NY. © Estate of Iqbal
Geoffrey.
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It is necessary to parse Geoffrey’s many self-identifications throughout the document,
especially his claims to ‘American’ identity and legal traditions against the backdrop
of parallel activist movements against the museum. At the opening of the document,

Geoffrey identified as an:

18 Vareh 1971

PRT- QEOFFFE 4

o

Syed J. Igbal Geoffrey

P. 0. Box 275
Ellensburg, Wash. 98926

Dear Geverner Reckefeller:

It is with utmest respect and concern that I must write te you about
the sad state ef affairs at the Museum of Modern Art which as yeu well
know has only reeently considersd a negre worthy of appeintment as a
lower echelon level asst curator. The appointment of Kynasten MacShine
wae the first in 50 edd years and during the reign of Alfie Barr all
blaeks were barred, new all btlacks except negroes of 2 eertain variety

are still barred,
Furthermore the Museum still dees net censider ANY black man te be werthy

of a One-dan Shew , I have referred this te the NY Div ed Human Rights
(please see my complaint cepy) and I am a subuman if I do mot take it upte
the highest court im the land,

It is very sad that a Museum patronised by you has indulged in such
outrageous acts against humane race,
Censidering that the current diresetor John lightower is comsidered

te be your

®an ..« the Museum has cenceded that there were ne vaccaneies

cormensurate with rmy baekgreund ...o I feel you ought te knew all this,

Under these cireumstances I feel it will be gracious if you sever all
cornections with a Museum which have treated some Americans as less

than human,

I may say that if I were a negreo er even a former Nazi the MOMA would net
have treated me the way they did. I had te live in starvatien in NYC

fer almest 2 years ... new I will fulfill wmy Ameriecan dream

by showing te thess people what dignity of mankind means,

Please de ask John Hightowsr: WHY HAVE THEY NOT CONSIDERED ANY BLACK MAN
TO BE WORTHY OF AN ADMINISTRATIVE POSITION OR A ONE- MAN SHOW.
And if the reply is decent then let me know.

I de hepe yo

PS: As far as d

Syed J Igbal ?offtq

nt men are my work has appealed to the fineat

AND in the fimest sense.

Yeu would resall you bought some of my painmtings in 1963,

NOW a boek on my art by H W Jansen is te be published seen, That will
change things, Feeple like Alfred Barr was eseatie with my werk, but
I refussd te kiss their testicals, Dameit, artists are human beings teoo,

u give serious thought te this letter whick says it as it 1s ...
MOMA has been a bastien of unadulterated bigetry.

SR

——

Cepy forwarded te Mr John Hightewsr, M,A; who is net listed in any Whe's Whe

worth the name.

N
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Oriental, Semitic, Black, born in Pakistan, a direct descendant of the Prophet
Muhammad and Male. The complaint [sic] is the only American artist in
history who is also a highly qualified accountant, economist, art historian,
international lawyer, metaphysician and published poet and author.*

In the absence of an established narrative for Pakistan in the 1960s and early 1970s

as already discussed, Geoffrey embraces, complicates and ultimately discharges with
any fixed determination of identity.*' Instead, he establishes himself as a multifaceted
cultural and professional subject. He is at once a discriminated minority forced to
move between multiple professions to survive but also ‘highly qualified’ in all his lines
of work. While he is subject to racism, he is also the proud recipient of a distinguished
cultural identity including the ‘Syed’ familial genealogy that ties his ancestry to the
Prophet Muhammad and Arabia’s ancient ‘Semitic’ cultures. Geoffrey further refracts
this multiplicity through an insistence on an ‘American’ national identity, taking

the supposedly inclusive immigrant ‘melting pot’ at its word. Significantly, he also
identifies as ‘Black’, adopting the term as it was then deployed among anti-racist
activists in Britain, where he had recently spent a year having been denied his US work
visa in 1968.

From the late 1960s onwards, groups including the British Black Panthers (BBP)
applied a unifying rubric of Blackness to all immigrants from Britain’s former colonies.
By the 1970s, notes Stuart Hall, the designation Black ‘encompassed all the minority
migrant communities’, not ‘as a sign of an ineradicable genetic imprint but as a signifier
of difference: a difference which, being historical, is therefore always changing, always
located, always articulated with other signifying elements’®* Clear evidence that this
designation was in Geoftrey’s mind is a 1968 New York Times article on Commonwealth
immigration in Britain that included a profile of Geoffrey. The article framed Geofirey’s
situation in terms of his difficulties finding a job: ‘While immigrants are welcomed in
low-level jobs’, writer Thomas A. Johnson explained:

they find discrimination when they try to move up or apply for better ones
[...]: Syed J. Igbal Geoffrey, 30, recalled that when he arrived from Pakistan
10 years ago, with a summa cum laude degree from Government College in
Lahore, he ‘wasn't even qualified for a clerk’s job"*

As Johnson also explained, the collective term ‘Black’ was born of a shared
experience of racism among Britain’s recent immigrants and as an alternative to

the generalizing and racist term ‘coloured’ and as an effort, Johnson wrote, ‘to
create smoother working relationships between divergent groups and to show
identification with the American black revolution’.®* In the United States, however,
such solidarities were often delimited by variegated experiences of state and racial
violence within the country, along with vastly different entry-points into the nation
state. As Vijay Prashad outlines, the discriminations of the 1965 Immigration

and Nationality Act constructed a situation in which South Asians in the United
States have been cast as pliant, compliant, and hard working.®® While this has
provided South Asian communities with opportunities for class mobility, it has

also perpetuated and reproduced anti-Black racism and white supremacy. Having
cultivated these ‘model minority” stereotypes, Prashad notes, ‘white America can
take its seat, comfortable in its liberal principles, surrounded by state-selected Asians,
certain that the culpability for Black poverty and oppression must be laid at the door
of black America’.®
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Geoftrey didn't always move carefully through this dilemma. Although his
confrontation with institutions like MoMA defied the obedient model minority
stereotype, he adopted a patriotic bootstrap ideology of personal advancement through
‘merit’ and qualifications, and often minimized the struggles and achievements of
Black Americans and Black artists, skirting an ambiguous (and not always careful)
line between racial solidarity and misguided jealousy. In his letters and lawsuit,
Geoffrey often complained that Trinidad-born MoMA curator Kynaston McShine had
fewer professional qualifications than he did and was also born outside the United
States. According to Geoffrey, it was vastly unfair that McShine had found a place
within the institution while he had not. In this comparison, he shows a sorry lack of
solidarity with McShine as a fellow subject of British Empire with a similarly vexed
relationship to American national identity. Yet Geoffrey was not alone in wanting to
challenge MoMA's rare accommodation of artists and curators of colour as insufficient
or problematically selected.*” A notable case was the organization of two parallel
exhibitions of Black artists, painter-collagist Romare Bearden and sculptor Richard
Hunt, both at MoMA in 1971. Mounted in direct response to activist pressure, the
exhibition proved highly controversial given that Hunt, who famously resisted racial
readings of his art and was widely seen as an establishment figure, was seen as unfairly
benefitting from a racial struggle in which he played no active role and providing the
museum with a ‘palatable’ example of Black art to celebrate. As artist and Guerrilla Art
Action Group (GAAG) leader Faith Ringgold wrote in a letter at the time, the exhibition
was little more than, a WHITE ESTABLISHMENT BLACK TRICK, and an insult to the
black community’.®®

Another instance of institutional deflection was a specially commissioned
investigation into diversity at the museum begun in 1970 in the face of activist calls
for change. The final report of this study of ‘Afro-American, Hispanic and Other
Ethnic Art’ at MOMA was dubbed the Byers Report and was published in 1971. While
the report conceded that the ‘American melting pot has been especially inhospitable
to Black Americans, Hispanic Americans, American Indians and other groups
who have been unassimilated, either by insistence or through choice’, and that the
museum must do more to widen its cultural remit, as Susan Cahan observes in her
detailed account of the episode, most of the document turned out to be a tally of the
museum’s accomplishments when it came to inclusivity.*” Much of the document is in
fact dedicated to MoMA’s Cold War international programmes, effectively displacing
the concerns of artists of colour within the US onto the ‘success’ of the museum’s
diplomatic adventures abroad as Cahan also notes.” With extraordinary cynicism,
the report recommended, for example, that the upcoming African Textiles and Decorative
Arts exhibition (co-sponsored by Standard Oil) be properly marketed to the local
Black community, and that the International Council should do more to encourage
foreign governments to send exhibitions to MoMA. A recommendation that the
museum investigate the ethnic breakdown of'its staff is especially striking. The staff'is
presently dominated by whites, the report stated, and should ‘recruit a staff with more
of a “United Nations”, “international” image, including some Negroes and Puerto
Ricans’” Rather than calling for a shift of institutional organization, the Byers Report
advised that MoMA project a certain image. Yet what kind of image? The sentence
evokes comparisons with United Nations press photos of multiracial children poring
over the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and world leaders engaging in cordial
discussion (plate 15). By conflating Black and Puerto Rican Americans with a ‘United
Nations’ or ‘international’ image, the report tacitly excludes these communities from
the ideal of national belonging. It also bears witness to Geoffrey’s argument that while
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Nations International
Nursery School looking at

a poster of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights,
precise date unknown. Photo:
World History Archive/Alamy
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‘a Dutch or a German is an American artist the moment he lands’, he and his Black and
minority colleagues evidently were not.

Here, then, the ‘international’ is many things: a model of cultural togetherness
mediated by institutions; a tool of Cold War power; and a substitute for the hard work
of dealing with structural racism at home. South Asian artists only appear in the
Byers Report as beneficiaries of MoMA's International Program and, aside from a few
exceptions, it was not until the demographic impact of the 1965 Immigration and
Nationality Act began to be felt in the 1980s and later during the global and ‘multicultural’
1990s, that museums and galleries in the US began to recognize artists from South Asia
in exhibitions and surveys of ‘American’ and ‘Asian American’ art at all.”> By then Igbal
Geoffrey had moved on to new horizons and even more challenging opponents.”

Epilogue

MoMA did, however, mount a dedicated exhibition of South Asian paintings in its
galleries in 1964. Titled Recent Acquisitions: South Asian Painting, the exhibition was a display
of eight paintings from the region that the museum had recently acquired, including
works by an Israeli and two Turkish artists. This small but revealing event emblematizes
the international and diplomatic networks that underpinned the circulation of art

from the political ‘third world’ during the Cold War decades and the bifurcation in
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MoMA’s programming in which Geoffrey found himself. Two paintings included in the
exhibition by Iranian modernists Charles Hossein Zenderoudi and Faramarz Pilaram
came into the collection from the Iranian pavilion at the Venice Biennale in 1962.7*
Turkish artist Bedri Rahmi’s painting was executed during a visiting professorship

at Berkeley, Indian artist Mohan Samant painted his inclusion during a Rockefeller
Fellowship in New York, and although paintings by Vasudeo Gaitonde and Satish Gujral
were acquired before their own stays in New York, both artists spent extended periods
in the city in 1964 and 1968 thanks to Rockefeller and JDR III fellowships, respectively.”

As it happened, the exhibition was prematurely closed when MoMA's curators
found that they needed space to display proposals for the renovation of Pennsylvania
Avenue in Washington, DC. Alfred Barr, then-director of acquisitions, noted to his
curatorial staff via telegram his disappointment that the show would not coincide
with the upcoming 1964 New York World's Fair, and that he had ‘depended’ on the
show to ‘represent non-European traditions which are otherwise not shown because
of congestion on the third floor’’* However, given that he had been the one to propose
the separate printmaking exhibition taking up the rest of the museum, Barr conceded
that, Tsuppose the Asians must suffer’.””

Clearly, Geoftrey refused to suffer. His letters and lawsuits demonstrate his
frustration that the national and internationalist spheres in which MoMA operated
during the Cold War rarely came together for him, confounding his own ‘search for
an ideal landscape’ and the universalist goals of his modernism. Geoflrey’s response
to this struggle also presents a dilemma and an opportunity for the study of ‘global
modernism’ today. His courting of institutions like the JDR III Fund, the Asia Society,
and MoMA often preceded the epistolary, legal, and even scatological assaults that
erupted only after those institutions failed to celebrate or support his work as he
wanted them to. It is true that Geoffrey’s example would be easier to grapple with
had he dismissed these institutional formations for their role in a long history of
colonial modernity and in racist and nationalist forms of power. Geoffrey’s career
instead exposes the paradoxes of any emancipatory project that looks to tools of liberal
democracy and the state (including the law, the museum, the university, and even the
United Nations) to come to fruition. When Geoffrey mobilized the law, it was not as a
closed system but as a starting point for social change and aesthethic truth that could be
abandoned or reconstituted when necessary.

Likewise, the furious, poetic, and often shocking defiance of Geoftrey’s
belligerence exceeded the institutional limits of the spaces in which he sought to
gain and remake the terms of his belonging. As post-colonial and feminist thinkers
including Frantz Fanon and Sara Ahmed have argued, racial disobedience and related
feelings of shame and risk are deeply imbricated within the colonial regulation of
respectability and dissent.” In refusing to be beholden to that regime, Geoffrey’s
astonishing bouts of mischief and animosity overflowed their institutional bulwarks.
They recall Lisa Lowe’s delineation of Asian American ‘immigrant acts’. For Lowe, the
‘immigrant act’ emerges from a situation of dislocation and disidentification to make
visible the fiction of the inclusive US ‘melting pot’ through dialectical, antagonistic acts
of cultural and political production.”

Geoftrey’s actions likewise challenge the tacit assumption baked into histories
of Cold War modernism, that institutions like MOMA were impervious sites from
which power flowed ever outwards onto an unknowing, unwitting global periphery.
Geoffrey’s letters, lawsuits, and artworks reveal how, instead, such institutions have
been subject to their own forms of colonial fracture, reverberation, and backlash, and
that the artists most subject to their gaze have also been the ones to understand it best.
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investigation. ‘Siaka Paasewe, Records Access Officer, New York State
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History, 1850—1970, Stanford, 2008.

In 1972, the State of Illinois called Geoffrey to the Bar. He briefly
worked as an Assistant Attorney General in Chicago and then as

an immigration lawyer. He also became a thorn in the side of the
notoriously corrupt Illinois court system which tried (unsuccessfully)
to disbar him in 1982 and again in 1984 for, among other things,
sending inflammatory letters, suing unnamed parties under the
pseudonym Judgeso N. Thetake, and for placing a notice in a local
newspaper advertising an upcoming trial as a play with himself'in the
starring role. In 1985, Geoffrey moved permanently to Lahore where
he passed away in 2021. One of Geoffrey’s most prominent cases before
his death was for the return of the Koh-e-Noor diamond to the Indian
Subcontinent from the British Crown Jewels. Geoffrey argued that the
diamond was illegally stolen by the British government during the
colonial period. See William Dalrymple and Anita Anand, Kohinoor: The
Story of the World’s Most Infamous Diamond, New Delhi, 2016, 196.
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the museum’s protest against Donald Trump’s ‘Muslim ban’ in February
2017.
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Release’, 10 October 1964, The Museum of Modern Art Exhibition
Records 1960-1969 (MoMA Exhs. 738.2), Museum of Modern Art
Archives, NY.

‘Alfred Barr Memo to René d'Harnoncourt’, 11 July 1964, The Museum
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Museum of Modern Art Archives, NY.
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Nicoletta, ‘Art out of Place: International Art Exhibits at the New York
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