
T
HE FUTURE OF ANGLOPHONE LITERARY STUDIES MIGHT BE FOUND  

in Asia. According to Gauri Viswanathan, the discipline of 
En glish began there with the training of early- nineteenth- 

century colonial administrators and was adopted only decades later 
in Great Britain (2–3). Since her account, our understanding of cul-
tural production before the British Raj has only improved. Scholars 
have turned to assessing the social and political contexts of anglo-
phone authors, while archivists have added detailed histories of 
printing in India and demonstrated the importance of writing for 
international commerce.1 Examinations of the Indian Ocean world 
have placed the subcontinent in a wider Asian sphere with its own 
“connected histories” (Subrahmanyam) and have explained its role 
in an “inter- imperial” system that endured for centuries (Doyle).2

Yet the future of anglophone literary studies remains uncertain 
because detailed studies of Anglo- Indian literature fit poorly with the 
larger conceptual frameworks that have surrounded them.3 Theories 
of orientalism and colonial discourse, for all their creative power, 
have become a roadblock to understanding Asia’s anglophone culture, 
leading either to an “obsessive critique of the West” that only rein-
forces its singular dominance (Chen 1) or to the pursuit of an original 
Asia that might ground identities that evade the effects of European 
intrusion (Spivak 213). Previous scholars dismissed eighteenth- and 
early- nineteenth- century British Indian culture as negligible or too 
imitative of European fashions to be unique.4 Little is known about 
Anglo- Indian literary production outside of Bengal during this pe-
riod and even less about the creation of newspaper verse, the ex-
change of manuscripts, and other vital but non- elite forms of literary 
activity. For these reasons, India has become an “abstraction, a reflec-
tion, and a projection of British imaginations” (White 2), preventing 
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scholars from ascertaining how Anglo- Indian 
authors conceived of their publics and defined 
their artistic institutions.

To recover practices that existed under-
neath and alongside the metropole, I pro-
pose a new literary history of British Asia 
that would examine its earliest communities 
in translocal and regional registers. Trans-
localism refers to intimate, place- based re-
lationships that stretch across regional and 
national borders, while critical regionalism 
teaches us to see the region as permeable, not 
rigidly self- contained, and as a “social con-
vention” that does not necessarily conform to 
physically contiguous space (Griswold 12).5 
When combined, translocalism and region-
alism focus scholars’ attention on intersect-
ing networks that facilitate the distribution 
of people, goods, and ideas in exchanges that 
exceed immediate proximity (Greiner and 
Sakdapolark 375; Massey, Power- Geometries 
22). Translocal and regional orientations ad-
vocate not for eradicating distinctions among 
places but rather for demonstrating how lit-
erary imaginations and geopolitical strategies 
make those distinctions seem traversable in 
contextually definite ways.

Ideas about the translocal originated 
when social scientists in the 1990s returned to 
insights from previous decades about “local 
knowledge” to reduce the prominence of the 
nation and deterritorialization in theories of 
globalization and transnationalism (Geertz). 
In response, anthropologists, geographers, 
and communication scholars developed the 
concept of translocality, which defined the 
locale as pervious and extensive rather than 
insular and restricted. They calculated how 
movement through space structured social 
interactions and cultural change. Studies of 
migration, aid workers, and transnational 
political resistance accounted for humans in 
motion (Hannerz), media- generated identi-
ties (Appadurai), and “agency- oriented” ac-
tion in “cross- border spaces” (Smith 7). This 
initiated an ongoing discussion of translocal-

ity as an intermediary between the local and 
the global (Freitag and Oppen), a strategy 
for “local- to- local connections” (Kraidy and 
Murphy 344, 347), a “grounded transnation-
alism” (Brickell and Datta 7), an assemblage 
of social movements (McFarlane), and the 
geopolitics that ensued from that assemblage 
(Mandaville). All these positions share an 
interest in concepts that transcend locality 
through actors or objects that organize them-
selves across scales (local, regional, national, 
international [Banerjee]).

Understandably, literary criticism has fo-
cused on authorial strategies that developed 
in response to movement and migration. Ja-
han Ramazani’s “translocal poetics” captures 
the potential for locality to be “relational” 
(“Local Poem” 676) when he rejects the idea 
that poetry must be either “rooted or root-
less, local or universal” (Transnational Po-

etics xiii). Ramazani’s translocalism draws 
from twentieth- and twenty- first- century 
examples of cultural hybridity and exile, 
such as those enunciated in African Ameri-
can, Caribbean, and black British poetry by 
Claude McKay, Linton Kwesi Johnson, Grace 
Nichols, and many others who were able to 
dislocate the colonies and “see the metropo-
lis afresh” (Ramazani, Transnational Poetics 
165). Daniel Katz suggests that Ramazani’s 
translocalism is a necessary alternative to the 
“regionalist and universalist narratives” that 
had previously described these authors (161).

 Eighteenth- century Anglo- Indian lit-
erature, however, is driven by the peculiar 
state- dependent yet nonnational sovereignty 
of the British East India Company (the EIC 
or “company”). This significant historical 
difference requires that we combine translo-
calism with critical regionalism in order to 
understand literature as an intercessor be-
tween porous localities and the clotted global 
structures created by imperial ventures.6 This 
new sense of translocal regionalism grasps 
that the transcendence of local boundaries is 
not only an expression of tactical resistance 
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by the oppressed but is sometimes also a con-

stitutive feature of the long- distance cultural 

relations produced by colonizing modernity. 

It disaggregates the material flows of people, 

ideas, and goods in empire while assessing 

how art makes those flows intelligible.

Without resorting to theories of unitary 

national identity or a common colonial dis-

course, translocal approaches to the region 

explain how Anglo- Indian authors could 

be situated in specific South Asian environ-

ments while retaining associations with Eu-

rope. Translocal regionalism resists seeing 

European empires as composed in a “single 

analytic field” (Stoler and Cooper 4) and in-

stead supplements the sense that they were a 

“complex agglomeration of overlapping webs” 

(Ballantyne 15) by paying new attention to 

local- to- local interactions that constituted 

and changed anglophone Asia. More thor-

oughly mapping the linked locales of Anglo- 

India’s regional culture will result in richer 

portraits of the relation between writing and 

empire than those provided by empty abstrac-

tions, such as “transnational public,” that 

elide how and where texts get made (Hofmeyr, 

“Globe” 88) or that establish broad compari-

sons by assuming empire’s constituent parts 

were simply “variations on the same pattern” 

(Orsini 348). Translocal regionalism amplifies 

awareness of how anglophony was influenced 

by the cultures and languages encountered 

during Britain’s territorial expansion. An-

glophony interacted with and benefited from 

a multilingual India whose traditions were 

themselves subject to persistent regional in-

fluences and variations (Orsini et al. 63).

This essay analyzes three authors who 

demonstrate the need for translocal and re-

gional approaches in a revised history of early 

colonial literatures. They had no personal 

connection, came from dissimilar ethnic and 

social backgrounds, and were employed in 

different occupations, but all shared an affilia-

tion with the EIC, which influenced what and 

where they wrote. The first author I discuss, 

the pseudonymous Candidus, was a military 

officer whose translations of Persian love 

poems (ghazals) reveal how EIC- sponsored 

language training shaped Anglo- India’s mul-

tilingual reading publics. The second, Eyles 

Irwin (1751–1817), was born in Calcutta to an 

Irish family employed by the EIC. He culti-

vated a portable literary reputation by cou-

pling his writing to authors and markets in 

London, India, and China. He believed his 

associations with and travels through these 

domains secured a literary position that dis-

tinguished him from his contemporaries. He 

describes this artistic outlook as a “vagrant 

muse” who traveled with him across the 

globe and throughout Asia (“To Mrs. Char-

lotte Smith”). James Romney (1745–1807), the 

third author, was a Bombay Army officer born 

in En gland whose poems and plays—includ-

ing a stage adaptation of Laurence Sterne’s 

The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, 

Gentleman (1761–67)—redefine the contours 

of Bombay literary culture by reworking 

models of European sociability. Each author 

represents distinctive facets of anglophone In-

dia’s translocal imaginations: Candidus signi-

fies the importance of multilingualism, Irwin 

the consequences of movement, and Romney 

the centrality of women’s sexuality and manu-

script production (not just print publication).

I describe the literary sphere inhabited by 

these authors by drawing on the artistic and 

social world of Calcutta, Madras, and Bom-

bay. These were the primary stations of EIC 

governance, but they are rarely analyzed to-

gether by literary scholars. Each of the three 

authors I discuss was engaged with the spe-

cific languages and ethnicities of one of these 

locations, while also contributing to an em-

bryonic subcontinental culture. Following the 

links that existed among these places is cru-

cial for reconceptualizing anglophone Asia 

as a region shot through by the translocal 

travels of its authors and defined by its partial 

autonomy from British norms. Anglo- Indian 

writing was constituted by multisited forces, 
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only one of which is the reciprocal exchange 
between Britain and its colonies that has been 
the prevailing focus of our literary criticism 
about empire.

Such a reconceptualization benefits from 
the insights of social scientists and histori-
ans of science, who have dismantled diffu-
sion models of modernity by focusing on the 
many interacting scales of embedded cultural 
creation and on the production and circula-
tion of knowledge in colonial spaces (Secord; 
Raj, Relocating; Harrison). Literary scholars 
ought to apply to histories of En glish litera-
ture the same attention to cultural change 
that has appeared in social science’s theory 
of “multiple modernities” (Eisenstadt), which 
sees this change as proceeding not through 
diffusion but according to a “logic of self- 
differentiation” that replaces metropolitan 
norms with new practices from the mixed 
spaces of India (Kaviraj 504). Taking this 
approach to En glish literature necessitates 
redefining imperial literature as composed 
of publics that remain outside the orthodox 
viewpoint that colonizers must either iden-
tify with a national homeland, absorbing its 
fashions and forms, or think of themselves as 
wild exotics precariously rooted in alien ter-
rain and always seeking to go native.

A Cultural Company- State

Assessing the translocal and regional scales of 
writing in eighteenth- century India requires 
understanding the confluence of two pow-
erful histories: how patronage and finance 
shaped the production and dissemination of 
Anglo- Indian literature and how orientalist 
learning and South Asia’s many languages 
constructed a multilingual anglophony from 
which that literature emerged. Writing and 
printing in India exposed issues of admin-
istrative control, Miles Ogborn suggests, be-
cause both involved the “contested processes 
of doing imperial politics,” especially between 
1765, when the Treaty of Allahabad made the 

EIC diwan (tax agent) for Bengal, Bihar, and 
Orissa in northern India, and 1799, when 
Mysore’s Tipu Sultan was defeated by the EIC 
and its allies at Seringapatam (Srirangapatna), 
which allowed the company to consolidate 
control over territory in southern India (201).7 
Imperial politics necessitated the compre-
hension of Asian languages, which, though 
essential to EIC commerce from the begin-
ning, expanded rapidly through company- 
sponsored orienta list scholarship and 
practical language training that ensured that 
an India- based print culture would be “hy-
brid,” in the description of Kenneth Hall (89). 
Hybrid print culture sustained British rule, 
but it also reinforced regional rather than 
national identities among India’s indigenous 
populations and its Anglo- Indian communi-
ties. Because these linguistic innovations and 
printing technologies were closely aligned 
with the trading ventures and resource ex-
tractions of the monopolistic EIC—and were 
supported by its patronage and regulated by 
its censorship—the company’s peculiar status 
and sovereignty carried considerable weight 
in Anglo- India’s art world. Few corporations 
have so greatly influenced the development of 
an entire literary culture, making it akin to a 
cultural company- state.8

Some effects of this cultural company- 
state have been documented: its support for 
linguistic study (Franklin, “‘Hastings Circle’”; 
Marshall, “Warren Hastings”), sponsorship 
of scholarly groups (Steadman 465, 467), and 
commissioning of portraits that drew Euro-
pean artists like Johann Zoffany and Robert 
Home to India (Archer). Warren Hastings, 
India’s first governor- general and a poet, 
funded Nathaniel Brassey Halhed’s A Gram-

mar of the Bengal Language (1778) as a tool 
for teaching Bengali to company employees 
(Rocher, Orientalism 76). Ogborn has called 
this book a “coproduction” by Europeans and 
natives (243) because while Halhed collected 
samples of Bengali and Charles Wilkins de-
signed fonts, indigenous religious scholars 
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provided the manuscript materials (Qayyum 

56–59) that native craftsmen like Panchanan 

Karmakar, a blacksmith descended from 

metallurgists and calligraphers, used to craft 

the book’s intricate cursive type (Ross 4–12 

[fig. 1]). Afterward, Hastings established a 

permanent printing office under Wilkins’s 

direction to produce administrative forms 

in Persian, Bengali, and En glish (Ross 19) 

and financed a madrassa in Calcutta to train 

scholars of Islamic law, or maulvis (Hastings). 

His successor, Charles Cornwallis, paid “writ-

ers”—the EIC’s entry- level scribes—a higher 

salary for learning Persian (Kopf 18n29) and 

supported the creation of a Sanskrit college in 

Benares to house a “precious Library of the 

most ancient and Valuable General Learning 

and Tradition” (Duncan 78). Calcutta’s Fort 

William College (est. 1800) and Madras’s 

College of Fort St. George (est. 1812) educated 

EIC employees in Sanskrit, Persian, and ver-

nacular languages (especially Bengali, Telugu, 

and Tamil) using native texts, such as the Ra-

mayana, an ancient Sanskrit epic, and the 

Kathopakathan, a series of dialogues about 

everyday Bengali life, that were printed at col-

lege presses (Kopf 69–70, 93) or with the assis-

tance of the Serampore Mission Press, which 

produced nearly 212,000 items in over forty 

native languages by 1830 (Dharwadker 111). 

The EIC subsidized factory libraries like the 

one at Madras, which possessed 1,235 titles by 

the 1730s (Shaw, “British Book” 563), and pa-

tronized the Asiatick Society of Bengal, which 

absorbed the three to four thousand manu-

scripts and books belonging to Tipu Sultan 

after his 1799 defeat (Lockyer 72, 108)

Expenditures on physical infrastruc-

ture—printing presses, language guides, 

teaching colleges, and libraries—made an 

Anglo- Indian cultural sphere possible, and 

language training contributed directly to its 

literary productions. Classical Persian poets 

such as Hafez, Ferdowsi, and Sa‘di were al-

ready a central part of the orientalist canon 

in the early eighteenth century (Datta 59–60), 

but knowledge of these authors expanded 

with the publication of William Jones’s A 

Grammar of the Persian Language (1771), 

which the EIC recommended to employees, 

and with proposals for an Oxford University 

professorship in Persian (Cohn 23; Kopf 18). 

This kind of knowledge allowed an anony-

mous “learner of the Persian,” a poet identi-

fied only as “A.,” in 1780s Calcutta to submit 

a “lesson of yesterday evening,” a translation 

from Sa‘di’s thirteenth- century Bustan, a col-

lection of didactic tales, for publication in The 

Calcutta Gazette; or, Oriental Advertiser, ex-

pecting it would meet with approval because 

it was the “produce of Asia” and acquainted 

readers with its “diversity of books and au-

thors” (A.). This poet celebrates The Calcutta 

Gazette for planning “to publish occasionally 

translations from the Oriental languages, 

together with the original.” Another poet, 

“Senex,” argued that newspaper translations 

were essential for spreading Persian wisdom 

lest it be reserved for “the instruction of a few 

only” who already knew the language. In an 

editorial, Senex applauds the creators of The 

India Gazette; or, Calcutta Public Adver-

tiser and hopes his praise will encourage the 

“many even in the circle of my acquaintance, 

who employ their leisure hours in Literary 

pursuits” to submit their poems. These exam-

ples suggest that the policies of the cultural 

company- state actively fostered Anglo- India’s 

translocal and multicultural affiliations.

Corporate support for writing, printing, 

and language learning created an Anglo- 

Indian cultural sphere in which local- to- local 

orientations and regional nuances were essen-

tial. Printed matter was always an important 

part of EIC servants’ possessions, much of 

it purchased or carried from Britain. Nearly 

twenty percent of Britain’s overseas book ex-

ports involved India by the 1770s, and a list of 

“necessary expense[s] ” for new EIC employees 

included “books of amusement and instruc-

tion” worth at least three pounds (“Necessary 

Expense”), though John Hyde, a justice on the 
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FIG. 1

Title page of Na-

thaniel Brassey Hal-

hed’s A Grammar of 

the Bengal Language 

(1778). By permis-

sion of the Beinecke 

Rare Book and 

Manuscript Library, 

Yale University. 
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Supreme Court of Bengal, possessed many 
more—1,321 titles—by the time he died, in 
1797 (Shaw, “British Book” 566).9 But it was 
newspapers, which first appeared in 1780, 
that defined pre- 1800 India’s print world 
and the local coordinates that structured it. 
As the anonymous “learner of the Persian” 
understood, newspapers allowed authors 
to share their imaginative writing quickly 
with proximate readers. Opportunities were 
plentiful because every newspaper dedicated 
space to literature, such as the recurring po-
etry sections that were titled “Poet’s Corner” 
(The Calcutta Chronicle) and “The Parnassian 
Spring” (Madras’s The Hircarrah).

Some newspapers were directly sustained 
by the EIC, which purchased type and al-
lowed distribution through its mail network 
for free (Barns 68). The Bombay government 
requested that copies of the Madras Courier 
be sent regularly and ordered back issues to 
have a “compleat set” from the paper’s first 
publication (Love 361). The postal system 
made regional distribution possible: Madras’s 
The Hircarrah, for instance, reprinted an el-
egy for a British soldier that had appeared 
weeks earlier in Calcutta’s Asiatic Mirror, 
and Irwin published his “Ode to the Nile,” 
describing his travels through Egypt, in The 

India Gazette, even though he was never 
stationed in Calcutta. The continent- wide 
movement of cultural information resulted in 
strong local identities best expressed by Wil-
liam Duane, proprietor of a Bengal newspaper 
called The World, who exulted that “[t] he civi-
lized world affords no similar instance of the 
rise and culture of the arts, and to such per-
fection as Calcutta” (qtd. in Shaw, Printing 4).

However, EIC intervention in the cultural 
state had consequences too, and Duane’s en-
thusiasm for Anglo- India diminished when 
he was subjected to its regulatory regime. He 
advocated for uncensored newspapers, re-
portedly insisting that “all matters of Public 
Report and General concerns are discussed 
in them freely” (“Restrictions” 25), but his 

confidence disappeared when he was accused 
of revealing military secrets, imprisoned, and 
forced to beg for his release (8). He wrote to 
Bengal’s secretary of state, “I am punished, I 
am humbled, I am sorry” (92). Anglo- India’s 
first newspaper, Hicky’s Bengal Gazette (est. 
1780), was prevented from using the mail sys-
tem after repeatedly offending EIC adminis-
trators, provoking its owner, James Augustus 
Hicky, to protest by publishing a “Printer’s 
Solilqui,” which asks, “To Print—or not to 
Print—that is the Question” and complains 
about the restrictions of the “damn’d Post Of-
fice” that caused his issues “to die away and 
loose their Circulation.” Surveillance was 
a potent structuring device for anglophone 
Asia because, as Robert Darnton notes, re-
pressive censorship is instrumental to an 
institution’s function, not just an external 
force acting upon it (229–31). The EIC tech-
nically controlled who could reside in India, 
and it thereby regulated the population of 
writers and printers by deporting those who 
resisted, like Duane, back to Britain (Little). 
If, as Natasha Eaton suggests, scholars have 
undervalued the EIC as a patron of the visual 
arts (Mimesis 28), they have also underappre-
ciated its significance as both a benefactor of 
imaginative literature and a censor whose in-
terventions designed literary publics. Paying 
attention to the EIC’s dual role as patron and 
censor helps to fracture further the sense that 
British literature operates through a “vast 
anonymous address” (Hofmeyr et al. 5) by 
revealing how legal jeopardies specific to the 
EIC in Asia determined what was written and 
printed and how it was distributed or how it 
was suppressed.

 Anglo- India’s Multilingual Reading Publics

Although scholars have acknowledged the 
importance of the EIC for the spread of orien-
talist scholarship and South Asian printing, 
more attention to the cultural company- state 
will produce better understandings of how 
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these forces constituted Anglo- India’s multi-
lingual reading publics. Multilingualism was 
central to anglophony’s origins (DeWispe-
lare), but it also shaped the regional cultures 
that grew out of it. In South Asia, anglophony 
mixed with the subcontinent’s massive lan-
guage diversity to align commercial interests 
with literary reputation making in ways that 
characterize the cultural company- state. One 
mechanism was the reliance of orientalists 
on collaborators—Hindu intellectuals (pan-
dits), Islamic teachers (maulvis), and scribes 
(munshis)—to solidify their legal, linguistic, 
and scientific research.10 Less understood is 
the way the reading and writing of non- elite 
military officers, merchants, and tax collec-
tors contributed to what Bhavani Raman 
describes as the “document raj”—an admin-
istrative state systematically transforming In-
dia into an empire of paper (2).11

Even before the document raj, reading 
and writing were associated with power in 
South Asia. What Sheldon Pollock calls the 
“Sanskrit cosmopolis” lasted for a millen-
nium (ending around 1300 CE [“Sanskrit 
Cosmopolis” 197]) and acculturated Asians 
into a transregional polity through the shared 
use of Sanskrit (Language 15), which produced 
millions of manuscripts on highly perishable 
palm leaf (Khan 200). Centuries later, the 
Mughals perceived writing as a tool of trade 
and diplomacy, its documentary forms secur-
ing relationships and delineating hierarchies 
(Cohn 19), while scribal publication was im-
portant for the vibrant dialect mixtures of 
preprint Bengal (A. Ghosh, “Literary Tradi-
tions” 241–42). The Mughal Empire was a 
multilingual and cross- cultural domain, and 
its courtly culture, although dominated by 
Persian in the eighteenth century, had a his-
tory that included Sanskrit and other Indian 
languages (Truschke 2–4). Among the mid- 
level administrators who were the ossature 
of the EIC, writing En glish was a form of col-
lective action (Ogborn 76–79) and language 
learning was a way to rule (Cohn 21). Both 

were crucial skills for individuals like Rom-
ney, who made notes on military endeavors 
and likely conversed with his native soldiers in 
their local tongues, and Irwin, who acted for 
a time as Madras’s revenue collector in Tinev-
elly (Tirunelveli), where he communicated 
with assistants like “Sade Tuhivan” (Irwin, 
Report 99) to bring the area “under the fullest 
subjection to the Company” (Irwin, Continu-
ation 131). For all these reasons, it is difficult 
to separate political practices and social life 
from writing in eighteenth- century India.

EIC support for print intensified the con-
tinent’s long politicized history of multilin-
gual speaking and writing, a history evident 
in how reading publics were perpetuated. The 
first printing presses in India were imported 
by the Portuguese in 1557 (Rhodes 11–15), but 
the first press to be used for En glish was cap-
tured by the EIC from the French at Pondi-
cherry (Puducherry) and then relocated to 
Madras in 1761 with its printer, Charles De-
lon (Kesavan 62).12 In the following decades 
printing in En glish spread rapidly: by 1800 
there were forty printers in Calcutta and at 
least seventeen different presses (though only 
ten at any given time [Shaw, Printing 3]), and 
more were located in half a dozen other cities 
across South Asia, printing primarily in En-
glish but also in many other languages (Dhar-
wadker 108–09). Type foundries in Calcutta, 
first established in 1786, produced Bengali, 
Nastaʾliq, and Devanagari type, while found-
ries in Bombay fashioned Gujarati, Marathi, 
and Malayalam type, and those in Madras 
created Tamil and Telugu (Shaw, “From Goa” 
13). This infrastructural growth meant that 
by the 1790s, Persian publications like The 

Works of Dewan Hafez (1791), edited by the 
Mughal poet Mirza Abu Talib Khan, coex-
isted with visually rich newspapers that an-
nounced important events, such as Hastings’s 
1785 resignation, in proclamations in En-
glish, Persian, and Bengali (“Proclamation” 
[fig. 2]). These proclamations indicate the 
overlapping, but not entirely shared, language 
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FIG. 2

A proclamation 

published in The 

Calcutta Gazette; or, 

Oriental Advertiser 

in 1785 announcing 

the resignation of 

Warren Hastings as 

Governor-General of 

Bengal, printed in 

English, Persian, and 

Bengali (“Proclama-

tion”). By permis-

sion of the Beinecke 

Rare Book and 

Manuscript Library, 

Yale University.

280 Translocal Anglo- India and the Multilingual Reading Public [ P M L A
 

https://doi.org/10.1632/pmla.2020.135.2.272 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1632/pmla.2020.135.2.272


fluencies and reading publics of eighteenth- 
century India. Bengali may have been con-
sidered lowly and clerical, unlike Persian and 
Sanskrit, but it appeared frequently alongside 
those languages in newspapers, presaging its 
role as what Anindita Ghosh calls the “vi-
tal instrument” of nineteenth- century In-
dian national identity (Power 45, 3–4). And 
though Sanskrit and Persian were the focus 
of eighteenth- century orientalists, Tamil was 
India’s first printed language (Blackburn 31). 
Sixteenth- and seventeenth- century Portu-
guese experiments in printing Tamil, in Goa 
and Lisbon, were later taken up by Danish 
and British missionaries in southern India 
(Blackburn 58–59) so that by 1800 there were 
already 266 Tamil titles in print (Shaw, South 

Asia and Burma Retrospective Bibliography 
13), among them a Tamil- En glish edition of 
John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress (1793), 
the first novel printed in South Asia (Joshi 38 
[fig. 3]). Published outside of Madras in Ve-
pery by the Society for Promoting Christian 
Knowledge, it followed several editions of the 
Bible (from 1715, 1766, and 1772) and dozens 
of interlingual grammars and dictionaries 
(Blackburn 51, 58–59). The edition’s separa-
tion of languages into columns suggests a 
desire that readers compare the two versions. 
That Bunyan’s novel contained a complete in-
tellectual world explains its appeal to global 
audiences and its effectiveness as a method 
of conversion (Hofmeyr, Portable Bunyan 
2), but its Tamil translation also signals how 
missionaries sought to establish trust with 
South Asia’s different ethnicities and religions 
by routing Anglo- India’s multilingual read-
ing publics through En glish literary works 
(Blackburn 29).

If printed artifacts are a “metonym for an 
abstract public,” as Michael Warner suggests 
(62), then the form of those artifacts captures 
the imaginative qualities of that public but 
also the nonabstract forces that organized it. 
The familiar twin- column layout of the Ve-
pery Pilgrim’s Progress that placed Tamil and 

En glish side by side was particularly prevalent 
in newspapers and suggests that cultural re-
lationships were driven by comparison and 
appropriation, not just the desire for con-
verts. Consider “I told my friend, in artless 
lay,” the translation of a Persian ode by Can-
didus, a regular contributor to the Madras 

Courier. His translation reworks a ghazal by 
a thirteenth- century poet and courtier of the 
Delhi Sultanate, Amir Khusrau (Gabbay 36), 
which sets Persian alongside En glish in a 1790 
issue of the newspaper (figs. 4 and 5). A ghazal 
is a love lyric that originated in seventh- 
century Arabic before migrating into Persian 
as it moved through central Asia to India (de 
Bruijn). It involved song making, ambiguous 
genders, and complex quasi- religious phi-
losophizing and mysticism, and Khusrau 
was its most important popularizer in India 
(S. Sharma 42–43).13 Its elegant Persian cur-
sive was, like Tamil or Bengali, difficult to 
make into type, and “I told my friend” indi-
cates how quickly technologies for multilin-
gual print had advanced since Halhed’s 1778 
Grammar. The poem’s geometry proposes 
multiple ways of reading: one could begin, for 
instance, along its slim central spine of white 
space and move outward toward the margins, 
comparing Persian and En glish (since the lan-
guages read in opposite directions), or scan 
back and forth between lines to assess the 
translation’s qualities.

Little is known about the pseudonymous 
Candidus, who was identified in another 
poem printed by the Madras Courier as an of-
ficer with the “Grand Army of India” during 
the third Anglo- Mysore War (“Verses”). An 
author using the same pseudonym published 
multiple poems in The Calcutta Gazette 
in 1784, including an imitation of Horace 
(“An Ode on the Introduction of the Cold 
Weather”), an En glish ode rewritten from 
Anacreon (“An Ode: Translated from Anac-
reon”), and a ghazal translation of “Amir 
Khoseru” (“A Song of Amir Khoseru”). The 
vast majority of Anglo- Indian newspaper 
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FIG. 3

The initial page 

of the Tamil-

English edition 

of John Bunyan’s 

The Pilgrim’s 

Progress (1793). 

By permission of 

the British Library 

14170.cc.1.
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FIG. 4

A page from the Ma-

dras Courier (28 July 

1790) displaying 

Candidus’s transla-

tion of a Persian 

ode, “I told my 

friend, in artless lay,” 

with the original 

Persian to the left of 

the English transla-

tion. By permis-

sion of the British 

Library, Asia, Pacific 

& Africa SM 126.
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FIG. 5

A close-up of 

Candidus’s poem 

“I told my friend, in 

artless lay.”
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verse was published under pseu do nyms, so 

we cannot be sure that the Candidus of the 

Madras Courier is the same person as the 

Candidus of The Calcutta Gazette, but the 

poems under his name strongly suggest a mo-

bile individual or someone who could publish 

across British India.

A bit more can be ascertained about who 

might have read “I told my friend,” because 

the content and visual presentation of Can-

didus’s translation reveal what propelled 

Anglo- India’s reading publics. The poem’s 

layout suggests the sophistication and variety 

of the audiences it pursued. Although the En-

glish translation dispenses with the repeated 

end- stopped lines (radif) and internal rhymes 

(qafia) of the ghazal (Kanda 1–2), it maintains 

its couplets and mentions Khusrau’s name in 

the last stanza, a technique called takhallus in 

which an author includes a name that serves 

as a “signature” and as “evidence of author-

ship” (Losensky 245). Paul Losensky believes 

this type of turn is a sign of subservience to 

the beloved who is extolled by the poem, but 

in the case of Candidus’s translation it also 

identifies an author from a preceding liter-

ary tradition (248). As the translation ends, 

Candidus writes, “[S] aid my Khusroo, never 

fear, / This honey’d lip, thy heart shall chear, / 

And own thy grateful theme.” Retaining this 

sign- off while disregarding other techniques 

implies that Candidus sought to transmute 

the traditional subject matter of ghazal—the 

affection between lover and beloved—into 

affiliations between Anglo- Indian versifiers 

and the Persian lyric. Most of the poem is a 

speaker’s “artless lay” addressed to the person 

he loves, but it also expresses Candidus’s rela-

tion to Khusrau and Persian poetry. The obvi-

ous intermediations of the poem, such as its 

translations from one language into another 

printed beside it, stand as well for connec-

tions that transcend differences in culture, 

place, and time. But the poem is also an inter-

vention into a competitive multilingual liter-

ary sphere in which EIC employees broadcast 

their skill by associating themselves with 

artistic predecessors and publishing poetic 

imitations of them. With “I told my friend,” 

Candidus makes clear to other writers like 

Senex and the “learner of the Persian” that he 

too knows the classical canon.

That close relation between En glish ver-

sifiers and Persian poetry reformulates an 

appropriation of traditions as a literary af-

filiation across time. Candidus’s translation 

displays visually, even ostentatiously, the gen-

erative potential of Anglo- Indian literature to 

draw on other cultures and adopt the author-

ity of the Persian lyric’s long history in South 

Asia. Because ghazals had spread to Asia 

from Arabia, Robert Fraser describes them 

as a “transregional” genre (62), while Thomas 

Bauer and Angelika Neuwirth argue that they 

“compare cultures” (22). Cultural comparison 

is built into the form of Candidus’s ode, as I 

noted, but it also binds Persian transregional-

ism and British economic globalism together 

by locating and aestheticizing India’s politics, 

which prized knowledge of Persian because 

it was the language of Mughal Empire offi-

cials. In fact, “I told my friend,” and the many 

translations like it, show that while Anglo- 

Indian newspapers were modeled on Euro-

pean predecessors, the prevailing argument 

that there was a “dearth of local news” so that 

“British newspapers were shamelessly canni-

balized for column inches” by proprietors in 

India is wrong (Shaw, “India” 457), as is the 

notion that newspapers were national institu-

tions that primarily built national identities 

(B. Anderson; Potter 12–13). In eighteenth- 

century South Asia, newspapers were an es-

sential venue for multilingual reading publics 

conversant in techniques of appropriation 

and cultural comparison supported by the 

company- state. Non- En glish traditions pro-

vided opportunities for authors to innovate 

within appropriated forms and to appeal to 

the new literary publics of educated read-

ers aware of the voluminous linguistic lega-

cies around them. Newspaper authors like 
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 Candidus “reach into and manipulate” the 
“indigenous systems of communication” that 
C. A. Bayly calls the colonial information or-
der (Empire 6) with the goal of constructing a 
translocal poetics that reflects their circum-
stances. That their aesthetic forms legiti-
mized appropriation only intensifies the need 
to acknowledge such overlooked contributors 
to eighteenth- century orientalism.

Translocal Poetics and the Making of a 

Portable Literary Reputation

While Candidus secured his reputation by 
associating with classical Persian, Irwin 
sustained his literary career by establishing 
physical and imaginative ties throughout 
Asia and back to Hellenic history. Born in 
Calcutta in 1751 and educated in En gland, Ir-
win was posted in 1766 to Madras. He acted 
as a clerk, revenue collector, and surveyor 
in the EIC’s Fort St. George Presidency, ul-
timately leaving the company in 1794 after 
traveling to China in an advance party for 
George McCartney’s first- ever British em-
bassy to the Qing Empire (Prior; “Memoirs” 
179; Hevia 57, 82). With Madras as his cen-
tral mooring, he was involved for most of his 
career in literary publics that extended from 
London to Macau, at the same time affiliat-
ing with authors and artists current and long 
past. He fostered a portable literary reputa-
tion that transformed his travels through 
Asia and back to Britain into an expression of 
his uniqueness and poetic novelty. His career 
indicates the difficulties of being an author 
who appealed to audiences in En gland while 
promoting more proximate ones in India. He 
exemplifies a class of late- eighteenth- century 
India- based authors who should be under-
stood in translocal and regional frames.

If Irwin is known at all, it is as an author 
performing Indian identities for audiences in 
En gland. His second published poem, Bedu-

kah; or, The Self- Devoted (1776), represents 
the dying cries of a sati, who by immolat-

ing herself resists imperial power (Teltscher 
220–21) and articulates an alternative to the 
poem’s spectating colonizer (Schürer 34–36). 
“Ramah; or, The Bramin” (1780) similarly 
conveys the speech of someone committing 
suicide in an act of defiance: in it, an Indian 
holy man, with “rage possest” (line 25), deliv-
ers a lengthy rebuke of British colonial policy 
and Mughal oppression of Hindus before 
throwing himself to his death from the top 
of a temple in Conjeveram (Kanchipuram) as 
“a lesson to the British throne” (line 120). Ir-
win, especially in the early part of his career, 
was a frequent impersonator of native Indian 
characters expostulating on the dangers that 
the British Empire created with its conduct.

In addition to this poetry of empire, how-
ever, Irwin placed himself in relationships 
that were unapologetically local yet elastic. 
His first published poem, Saint Thomas’s 

Mount (1774), maintains that southern India 
is more nurturing for writers than En gland, 
and it uses pastoral, georgic, and topographi-
cal modes to explain how Asia might revital-
ize En glish- language poetry. He persuaded 
his London publisher, Dodsley, to send “out 
an edition of [his] works to the several Presi-
dencies” (of Calcutta, Madras, and Bombay), 
certain “that curiosity and knowledge of me 
would get them off” (i.e., get them sold [To 
William Hayley]).14 Irwin understood that his 
status as an EIC merchant and the topics of 
his writing would make him familiar and ap-
pealing to Anglo- Indian audiences, not just 
to the exoticism- seeking readers in En gland 
who Dodsley assumed were the more obvious 
purchasers of Irwin’s writing.

In one of his last published poems from 
Asia, “To Mrs. Charlotte Smith, on Her Vari-
ous Works” (1794), Irwin allies himself with 
this innovator of British poetry to describe his 
distinctive Eurasian “vagrant muse.” Written 
in 1793 in Canton, China, Irwin’s laudatory 
sonnet seeks to transfer Smith’s fame to him-
self. He portrays Smith, who renewed inter-
est in the sonnet with her Elegiac Sonnets 
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(1784 [Knowles 46]), as a “Creative mind!” 

whose poems were “treasures to the dazzled 

day” (“To Mrs. Charlotte Smith”). Yet Ir-

win’s appreciation really is an account of his 

trans local poetics, which he argues emerges 

from “Tygris’ banks” (Mesopotamia), “Af-

ric’s headlands” (the Nile), and “Petrea’s steril 

way” (the Arabian desert), each of which had 

“woke Cathay” (China [“To Mrs. Charlotte 

Smith”]). All of these were places Irwin had 

traveled through as an EIC emissary. He por-

trays himself as having brought poetry to 

each place, or having restored its voice when 

it had gone silent, making “To Mrs. Charlotte 

Smith” an account of his culture- giving artis-

tic gifts. With his personal geography, Irwin 

maps anglophone poetry’s power to knit to-

gether seemingly disparate locales. He dis-

tinguishes himself from Smith’s “track” to 

literary fame by arguing for an alternative 

mode of inspiration, one that evolves from 

Eurasia rather than from the roots, rocks, and 

rivers of Smith’s En gland.

Irwin imagined these places as audiences 

for, not just inf luences on, his poetry—as 

publics that grew along the “steril way” of his 

travel (“To Mrs. Charlotte Smith”). One of the 

most significant was Madras, and its literary 

culture is the subject of his “Prologue, Writ-

ten for the Opening of the Lyceum at Madras 

1782.” Though never published, it was read 

aloud at the Lyceum’s inauguration and pro-

vides a window into Madras as it instituted a 

literary culture in the early 1780s. Little his-

torical information exists about the Madras 

Lyceum beyond Irwin’s poem, in which it is 

represented as surrounded by enemies, par-

ticularly Haidar Ali, father of Tipu Sultan, 

and his Kingdom of Mysore to the west.

Like his poem to Smith, Irwin’s “Pro-

logue” portrays his public as sustained by 

art’s ability to amalgamate translocal and 

transhistorical affiliations. Instead of accen-

tuating the geographically proximate multi-

lingual readers targeted by Candidus or the 

interlingual exchanges and translated texts 

that spurred the Vepery Pilgrim’s Progress, 

Irwin looks toward the Mediterranean past 

for models of Madras’s anglophone world. 

He describes the Lyceum’s audience as akin 

to “Thermopylae’s devoted band,” reconceiv-

ing Anglo- Indians as the Greeks who sacri-

ficed themselves in 480 BCE to oppose the 

invading armies of Xerxes. But unlike the 

ancient Greeks, Madras’s Anglo- Indians can 

be saved by listening to poems. In response to 

the question “Amid this strife on what shall 

wit rely / Where taste resort, or Sentiment ap-

ply?,” Irwin offers the Lyceum and his poem 

that sanctifies it, both of which allow “some 

bolder minds their views [to] proclaim / to 

blow the dying ember into flame / With wit’s 

remains to make our glorious stand / And 

from unleashed darkness, shield the land.” Ir-

win’s depiction of Anglo- Indian audiences as 

soldiers who stand against “unleashed dark-

ness” is culturally dismissive and reflects the 

violent militarism essential to their economic 

survival (Ahmed). Yet in overlaying the ge-

ography of Thermopylae with that of Madras, 

Irwin associates his immediate audience 

with the “bolder minds” that seek with their 

“views” to “blow the dying ember into flame” 

and thus “shield the land” (“Prologue”). In 

the process, he makes hearing his poem a 

matter of life and death. Through the mecha-

nism of the poem, the Lyceum becomes the 

place where multiple forces converge in the 

nascent public sphere of Madras to save Asia’s 

anglophone poetry in its infancy by encour-

aging others to “proclaim” their views.

As celebrations of the “vagrant muse” 

and the Madras Lyceum indicate, Irwin’s 

translocal poetics resembles what historians 

of science have termed “moving localities,” 

in which specific places are not “coinci-

dent or constrained by location” but in fact 

rove beyond it as a “complex set of connec-

tions, allegiances, and commitments” that 

stretch the boundaries of what is proximate 

in space and time (Raposo et al. 167). Irwin’s 

translocalism likewise is a cluster of formal 
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 innovations and cultural positions organized 
around geographic locales, written about and 
remembered, motivated by the movements 
of his career, but portable, not entrenched in 
those places as residue. Translocalism is con-
stituted in contradiction: Irwin is inspired 
by these locales but also revives them from 
sterility; anglophone poetry is life- giving and 
yet rejuvenated by the places that Irwin has 
visited. What James Clifford has identified as 
culture’s bifocal attention to routes and roots 
(3) appears in Irwin’s writing as a way to de-
fine literary success in Asia as a set of autho-
rial connections (Charlotte Smith), historical 
commitments (ancient Greece), and asser-
tions of mobile localities whose relation to 
him is guaranteed by, and generative of, their 
author’s reputation.

Rewriting Tristram Shandy in Bombay

One way to recognize the contributions of au-
thors like Candidus and Irwin is to explain 
how their translocalism aligned with the 
better- known orientalism of imperial print 
culture, as I have done. In this model, techno-
logical shifts toward print altered South Asia 
in favor of British colonialism and eventu-
ally solidified the identities of colonizing and 
colonized peoples. Yet the close association 
of orientalism with print has had the unin-
tended consequence of concealing the impor-
tance of manuscripts for anglophone India’s 
less- studied literary settings and sociabili-
ties. The obscurity of manuscript literature, 
as compared with the visibility of the EIC’s 
vast handwritten commercial and political 
archives, has turned scholars toward Bengal 
and away from other locations such as Ma-
dras and Bombay, because Calcutta developed 
the most robust print culture before 1800.

The career of James Romney demon-
strates the need for histories that value these 
other literary settings and their manuscript 
productions. His writing offers a glimpse into 
Bombay that undercuts the influential claim 

by Percival Spear that the city’s “parochial-
ism” made its one thousand European in-
habitants “ashamed” (66).15 Romney rewrites 
“conversational” (Mee 4–12) and “spectato-
rial” (Dwyer) models of normative European 
sociability, with its politeness, gendered social 
interaction, and abundant marital, financial, 
and personal intrigues, to advocate for Bom-
bay’s vibrancy. Like Candidus and Irwin, he 
bends the institutional logic of imperial gov-
ernance to fit local and urban sociabilities.

Born in En gland in 1745, Romney is 
rarely recalled now except as the younger 
brother of the portraitist George Romney 
(and a distant cousin of the 2012 United 
States presidential candidate Mitt Romney).16 
As an officer among Bombay’s native infan-
try from 1777 to 1803, he was a prolific poet, 
playwright, and letter writer. He never pub-
lished in Europe, instead spreading his work 
across Bombay’s art world through manu-
script coteries and printed newspapers. He 
submitted regularly to the “Poetry Corner” 
of the Bombay Gazette (one of the city’s ear-
liest newspapers); in letters to its editors he 
assured them he was no artistic “novice” (“To 
the Editor” 15r) while also warning them not 
to publish local competitors whose poems 
“convey no meaning” (“Mr. Editor” 11v). Oc-
casionally his poetry, which mostly remained 
in manuscript, derives its startlingly inno-
vative syntax from the language of Hindu 
traditions. In a poem about inspiration, for 
instance, the speaker implores:

You who from Brama claim your high descent 
To whom the Bramen Gods have wisdom lent 
   By you my Muse 
   By you My Muse is big. . . . 
 (“Sager!” 76r)

It is not clear to whom this poem is addressed, 
but it refers to the gymnosophists, a Greek 
tradition that was syncretized with medieval 
European portrayals of India’s Brahmins as 
naked ascetics (Juncu 87; Hilton 206). With 
its form, the poem implies written experi-

288 Translocal Anglo- India and the Multilingual Reading Public [ P M L A
 

https://doi.org/10.1632/pmla.2020.135.2.272 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1632/pmla.2020.135.2.272


ments with the incantatory aspects of Hindu-
ism—perhaps through devotionals in Tamil, a 
language Romney may have read and spoken, 
that are akin to Jones’s better- known Vedic 
imitations from the 1780s.17 Like Candidus’s 
expansive generic scope and Irwin’s inspi-
rational vagrancy, Romney’s “big” “Muse” 
collected translocal and transhistorical in-
fluences, broadening the range of his writing 
while also infusing it with details specific to 
India. He composed theatrical comedies on 
“oriental manners” and dramatic adaptations 
of European literary fashions, such as when 
he reworked Sterne’s sentimental novel, Tris-

tram Shandy, for the stage. His is among the 
earliest anglophone literary careers of Bom-
bay, and he offers unusually detailed insights 
into the contours of its culture.

Among the valuable items of his archive 
are letters to “Mrs. Town,” the “Patroness of 
Public Amusements.”18 Mrs. Town is never 
identified in the letters, though contextual 
details suggest she may have been based on 
a prominent female figure. Romney’s letters, 
signed in his manuscript under the name 
“Unanimity” (e.g., “To Mrs. Town” 4r), out-
line reforms to Bombay society that would 
facilitate communication between the (white) 
men and women who make up what he calls 
Town’s “metropolitical empire” (1r). His use 
of this phrase to describe Bombay’s social 
scene suggests that the “metropolitan” is 
made in India, not Britain, and that Bombay 
might act as its own social “empire.”19

In the Mrs. Town letters, he proposes a 
citywide “Board of Controul,” adopted from 
London and reminiscent of the Parliament- 
appointed Board of Control that oversaw the 
operations of the EIC after the passage of the 
1784 India Act. He pairs this board with an 
“assembly” consisting of the “wives of men 
of fortune, citizens, Lawyers &c.” (“To Mrs. 
Town” 3r), making women associating to-
gether a potent political force in Bombay at 
a time when their participation in British 
politics was seen as detrimental to it (Wil-

son 203). Together, this board and assembly 
would regulate Bombay’s community. Rom-
ney’s proposal modifies the city’s sociability 
by organizing it according to principles bor-
rowed from the governing structure of the 
EIC but also by introducing essential respon-
sibilities for women.

As with his poetry and letters, Romney’s 
dozen handwritten plays overturn the idea 
that colonial India was simply a reproduction 
of British society. These plays, in different 
states of completion, are pitched to Anglo- 
Indian audiences: some were performed for 
groups of friends while others include lavish 
stage directions that hint at larger theatrical 
aspirations. There was one area playhouse, 
the Bombay Theater, which opened in 1770 
or 1776, and while no evidence exists that it 
staged his works, in a letter from 1802 Rom-
ney worries that one of his plays was stolen 
by the “numerous writers of dramas” in India 
seeking to “adapt and finish it with neces-
sary alterations for the stage” and pass it off 
as their own (“My Dear Sir” 24r).20 His con-
cerns indicate fluid intercourse between inti-
mate groups of readers and the more public 
artistic infrastructure of theatrical Bombay 
and hint that demand for Anglo- Indian dra-
mas among its community was high enough 
to inspire plagiarism or theft.

Women had maintained an important 
role in British theater for nearly a century 
by the time Romney was writing their roles 
in India (M. Anderson; Freeman; Lowen-
thal; Rosenthal), but his depictions alter our 
sense of the gendered “imperial social for-
mations” that Mrinalini Sinha argues con-
solidated a white British self overseas (504). 
At the center of his play on “oriental traits” 
(called variously The Pavilion: A Comedy in 

Five Acts and Oriental Traits), is an extended 
flirtation between the young EIC wife Belinda 
Amaranth (Pavilion 2r), whose husband has 
left Bombay to enrich himself at the Maratha 
Confederacy’s capital, Pune (3r), and Colonel 
 Amourville, who was an army officer and 
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“poor as a rat” (18v).21 The play follows Ama-
ranth and Amourville’s frustrated attempts 
to meet privately while pursued by Bombay’s 
“inquisitive and ill- natured” society (25r).

A fixture of that inquisitive community 
is the play’s humorously judgmental elderly 
couple, the Oldstanders, whose decision to 
remain in India for twenty- five years becomes 
a critique of British life. At one point Mrs. 
Oldstander strikingly declares her close as-
sociation with regional identity by imagining 
herself as a sati. After her husband jokes that 
she should “go to En gland” if she wants a cool 
breeze, she retorts that she would rather “go to 
the devil,” insisting that she’ll “turn Braminy 
first, and stay in India to be burnt alive with 
you my dear” (3v). In addition to propos-
ing the remarkable idea that a white woman 
might convert to Hinduism (“turn Braminy”) 
and identify with its “good wife” (A. Sharma 
et al. 77), Mrs. Oldstander’s remarks vehe-
mently reject En gland as worse than going 
“to the devil.” At the same time that Samuel 
Foote’s play The Nabob, first performed in 
London in 1772, solidified the literary depic-
tion of the EIC’s rich indulgent employees re-
turning to Britain and corrupting its values, 
the characters of Romney’s plays dispel that 
depiction, rupturing the image of Anglo- 
Indians as homesick nabobs.22 Figures like 
the Oldstanders might be perceived as buf-
foonish geriatrics and self- satisfied coloniz-
ers, but they also embody an affirmation of 
the lifestyle of longtime residents in India, as 
their surname suggests. Their exclamations 
demonstrate explicitly that En gland was no 
longer the “normative starting point” of their 
identity (Nechtman 24). They may belong to 
the last generation for whom this is true: as 
India became more populated with Europe-
ans beginning in the nineteenth century, it 
may have become less, not more, autonomous 
from European social models.

Perhaps the most ambitious redefinition 
of Anglo- India’s regional sociability and ar-
tistic culture appears in Romney’s theatrical 

adaptation of Tristram Shandy within the lo-
calized imperialism of Mrs. Town’s Bombay. 
Romney’s “Tristram Shandy” uses many of 
the same characters as Sterne’s novel (Rom-
ney, “Pages”), but it removes notable features 
like the unwound clock, the window sash, and 
accounts of Tristram’s birth that required him 
to narrate everything “ab Ovo”—from the be-
ginning (Sterne 8). In the place of Sterne’s for-
mal innovation is a startling plot revision that 
reimagines the relationship between Tristram 
and Widow Wadman, who in Sterne’s novel 
is fascinated with Tristram’s Uncle Toby, as a 
sexual attraction explained through the lan-
guage of empire. Tristram claims that he is 
searching for the “empress” of his heart, to 
which Wadman replies by volunteering that 
if she were “a princess and in the list for such 
an empire” she would “try with all my heart 
to be at least as near the throne as my sister 
candidates” (Romney, “Pages” 23r). She views 
Tristram as love’s emperor—perhaps its Mu-
ghal emperor—and Toby merely as a “sober 
sedate gentleman” (14r). Addressing the the-
ater audience, she admits that she is “always 
thinking” of Tristram and that “[i] f Mr. Tris-
tram . . . should make [an] offer” of marriage 
her “heart would be in danger” (20r).

By the play’s end, Toby and Wadman 
are predictably reunited, but not before she 
is jilted by Tristram for Delia Longjaw, the 
daughter of a justice of the peace, which 
leaves her cursing her “silly heart” (85r) 
and vowing “vengeance” (85v) on Tristram, 
while he grumbles about the misunderstand-
ings that arise from treating women with 
“too much kindness!” (84r). Delia sees her 
own matrimonial chances in imperial terms 
too: after she is promised to a decrepit fam-
ily friend, rather than Tristram, she pleads 
instead to be sent into the “fishing fleet” of 
eligible women in India, remarking, “Let me 
marry any thing, send me an adventurer to 
Bengal” (80r). Her father, seeming to direct 
an innuendo at his knowing Anglo- Indian 
spectators, jokes that India “will neither 
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mend your morals nor procure you a better 
husband” (80r). This play imagines an audi-

ence of Anglo- Indians laughing at their En-

glish cousins rather than imitating them.

These references to love, money, and im-

perial matrimony are part of a larger pattern 

by which Anglo- India supplies the backdrop 

against which sociability can be reimagined 

as governed by women. At the same time, the 

play depicts a sexual system that endorses 

women’s active desires. Felicity Nussbaum 

associates eighteenth- century India with the 

potential for “unorthodox femininity” (176), 

and Michael J. Franklin claims India was 

a “transgressive space” for Anglo women 

(Introduction xxxi). Their descriptions are 

underpinned by the relative scarcity (and 

thus high value) of marriageable European 

women, but Romney’s play suggests another 

possibility. Typically, adaptations of Sterne’s 

fictions are dismissed as “Sterneana,” less 

original than their prototype. In the place of 

Sterne’s narrative and graphic innovations, 

however, Romney’s “Tristram Shandy” pro-

motes Anglo- Indian women’s social power 

and assertive desires, as found in Mrs. Town 

and then reflected by Wadman’s and Delia’s 

sexual vocabulary of empire (“Pages”). If, 

as Thomas Keymer suggests, Sterne was the 

most fashionable mid- eighteenth- century 

author, then Romney aspires to amalgamate 

that fashionability with Anglo- India’s “ori-

ental traits,” rewriting Wadman and Delia 

as versions of Bombay’s “metropolitical em-

pire,” which he distributes through his stage 

adaptations and manuscript compositions 

(3). Romney’s plays reposition Sterne’s liter-

ary experiments within a colonial theatrical 

world whose characters, like Mrs. Oldstander, 

would sooner “turn Braminy” than exchange 

India for En gland. Scholars might miss such 

innovations if we isolate individual authors’ 

inspirations instead of examining them trans-

locally, or if we demand that the representa-

tion of social change correspond with more 

obviously unusual generic forms and graphic 

idiosyncrasies, like those of Sterne’s novels.

Forgotten Authors and the Translocal in 

Literary History

Historically, the disciplinary category “British 

literature” has included regional constituen-

cies that scholars have assumed are strongly 

related to Britain, and to one another, because 

of their shared linguistic patrimony and the 

expectation that since they were white they 

must have an affinity for Europe. Combin-

ing the techniques of translocalism with new 

understandings of the region and of colonial 

modernity can guide scholars toward other 

archives of writing that alter the history of 

British literature. For authors like Candi-

dus, Irwin, and Romney, the regional is not 

the antithesis of European Enlightenment’s 

universal ideals, but neither is it an endorse-

ment of narrower “local color.” They adapt 

common En glish literary traditions to India’s 

resident customs in ways that seem to define 

provincial aesthetics, but they do not subor-

dinate themselves to metropolitan culture or 

petition it “for approval” (Rezek 4, 14). Nor 

does their work undertake the literary equiv-

alent of what Eaton describes as visual art’s 

attempt to “provincialize metropolitan taste” 

by bringing Britain to India (“Nostalgia” 243). 

Anglophone authors sought acclaim within 

their own self- devised domains, existing in 

between the world structure of literature (Ca-

sanova 81) and the “zigzagging movements” 

of nonnational literary networks (Levine 657).

If there was an “Anglicization” of British 

India during the late eighteenth century by 

which “overseas subjects” maintained a “free 

association” with the “mother country,” as the 

empire historian H. V. Bowen argues (103), 

there was an Indianization as well, as Anglo- 

Indian norms recast or departed explicitly 

from metropolitan progenitors. The three au-

thors I have examined often celebrated their 

region by creating ostentatious examples of 
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cultural and translocal mixing, such as Can-
didus’s ghazal translations, Irwin’s portable 
reputation, and Romney’s “oriental traits,” 
white satis, and “big” “Muse.” Anglo- Indian 
literature could not exist without Britain’s 
colonization of India, of course, but this lit-
erature was not the home nation’s arts annex 
or British culture’s indigent dependent.

Rewriting literary histories to reflect the 
complex relation of imitation and indepen-
dence between Britain and early Anglo- India 
would require that we dedicate more atten-
tion to the material apparatus and translocal 
imaginations found in multilingual writing 
practices, newspaper reading publics, and 
coterie manuscript distribution. We would 
consider how governmental systems and le-
gal regulations, such as print censorship, not 
only specify contests over ostensibly univer-
sal notions, such as freedom of the press or 
civil society, but also map colonial publics’ 
physical components and interlocking parts. 
A better account of the patronage and censor-
ship of the cultural company- state is crucial 
if scholars are to comprehend Anglo- Indian 
writing as originating from local and regional 
concerns, and not just the expression of Brit-
ish national identity or of Western European 
colonial discourses that arose alongside mo-
dernity’s rampant globalization.

 Anglo- Indian authors exemplify the 
need for these interventions because national 
designations—“British,” for example—have 
frequently acted as frictionless ways for schol-
ars to assume shared habits of consumption 
and aesthetic mentalities among peoples in 
enormously different locations, geographies, 
and life circumstances.23 If they published in 
London, as Irwin did, they are perceived as be-
ing an extension of its values rather than local 
ones. But if their audience comprised Anglo- 
India, as Romney’s did, they are excluded from 
the En glish canon that has been fashioned 
since the early twentieth century. They are 
rarely recognized as a diaspora and thus resist 
its tactics of community retrieval. Program-

ming literary history through vectors of nation 
and authenticity has had an especially strong 
exclusionary effect on Anglo- Indian authors: 
their work lacks the telos of nation- formation, 
which was available to American literature, 
and so they are seldom integrated into the na-
tional traditions that for decades organized 
the discipline of literary studies. The preoc-
cupation with influence has caused scholars to 
neglect authors like Irwin and Romney, whose 
innovations appear in subject matter or politi-
cal stance, in favor of more obvious formal ex-
perimenters like Jones. These authors’ neglect 
has been exacerbated by their limited number 
of readers, as well as by the practical difficul-
ties of researching archives that have been 
poorly preserved or only recently digitized, 
reasons that point to the timeliness of retriev-
ing them for scholarly attention.

These difficulties make Anglo- Indian 
writing a worthy beneficiary of postcolo-
nialism’s impulse to recover significant yet 
obscured portions of the imperial archive. 
Anglo- India’s forgotten authors remind us 
that authorial recovery can reinforce unspo-
ken, preexisting aesthetic judgments that 
were the reason many writers were omitted 
from the canon in the first place. They reveal 
that literary criticism generally integrates 
previously neglected authors either by con-
ferring on them the status of genius and can-
onicity they are presumed to have warranted 
all along (e.g., Aphra Behn) or by reading 
them as representative of “popular” topics 
and genres only identified retroactively (e.g., 
working- class poetry). Rather than accept 
this restrictive binary, we might instead com-
pose literary histories that valorize competent 
authors whose writing, while formally con-
ventional, nonetheless offers insights about 
the social questions of understudied groups, 
like late- eighteenth- century Anglo- Indians. 
Such a project would require us to track the 
coherent aesthetics of unheeded works that 
were determined only later to be the dead 
ends of literary history. It would bring back 
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into visibility authors obscured in the “great 

unread” of the imperial archive and would 

weigh the status of culture’s dark matter, 

which resonates with and lends mass to hu-

man production but endures only faintly in 

our fuzzy memory (Cohen 23).
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1. For central descriptions of Anglo- Indian composi-

tion, see Teltscher; Chatterjee; Gibson; Joseph; Franklin, 

“‘Hastings Circle’”; Kaul. For discussions on overthrowing 

exilic identities, see Moore- Gilbert; Gibson; White. For 

archival and print histories, see Shaw, Printing; Ogborn.

2. Scholarship on the Indian Ocean has grown sub-

stantially since the 1990s. For a detailed bibliography, see 

Hofmeyr et al.

3. I use Anglo- Indian to mean white inhabitants of In-

dia, rather than people of mixed race, the definition that 

emerged in the nineteenth century. For information on 

this redefinition, see S. Ghosh 57.

4. P. J. Marshall, a noted historian of India, for ex-

ample, concluded in 1990 that while colonists in North 

America, Australasia, and the Caribbean developed 

identities that melded their British heritage with the cul-

ture of the places they settled, “no clear British- Indian 

identity ever emerged” among the British colonists in 

India, because it was a “community dominated by official 

employment, recruited in Britain and set on returning to 

Britain” (“Whites” 26–27). Clark claims the British resi-

dents of Calcutta, Madras, and Bombay comprised “small 

elite cadres” (425–26) that formed a “cultural ghetto” 

(428), even though the white population of each of these 

cities was equivalent to that of a British market town. The 

cultural importance of this significant British presence 

has been recognized by social historians but largely ig-

nored by literary scholars (Chandler 171).

5. Historians have argued that India was the “subim-

perial center” of a regional network connected to a larger 

European dominion (Ballantyne 35; Metcalf 7–8). For 

critical regionalism’s scholarly migration from archi-

tecture studies to social science and the humanities, see 

Frampton; Powell; Spivak. Regionalism has always been 

redefined by debates about locality (Massey, Space; Hardt 

and Negri 43–46; Hsu).

6. Limón understands critical regionalism as inter-

ceding between local and global.

7. For more on these crucial decades, see Bayly, In-

dian Society 7–44; Marshall, Bengal 93–172 and Making 

207–72; Richards 253–81.

8. The phrase “cultural company- state” combines two 

interventions in understandings of the EIC and state- 

supported cultural production. Stern suggests that the 

EIC was a “company- state,” a “form of political commu-

nity and polity” that pursued many of the same functions 

as nation- states (10), while Hoock describes the British 

“cultural state” (17) that advanced national interests 

in concert with the fiscal- military state described by 

Brewer. For more on the EIC as a company- state in the 

eighteenth century, see Sen xxv, 1; Stern 207–14.

9. Estimates differ on the amount of the British book 

trade that involved India, but it increased substantially 

during the late eighteenth century. Barber suggests that 

book exports to India accounted for ten percent of all ex-

ports in 1750 but nineteen percent by 1773 (“Books” 203, 

218; “Book Imports” 101).

10. Additional information on pandits and orientalists 

can be found in Rocher, “Weaving.” See Raj, “Refashion-

ing,” for information about maulvis (183–85) and Alam 

and Subrahmanyam for the importance of munshis (420).

11. Raman focuses on nineteenth- century south-

ern Indian native scribes whose work made that empire 

function. There was never a consistent civil apparatus, 

however, since individual self- interest often led to dis-

agreement about how to administer empire (14–15).

12. Some evidence exists that a London printer, 

Henry Hill, operated briefly in Bombay in 1674–75 be-

fore returning to En gland, though it is still inconclusive 

(Errington 8).

13. For more on Khusrau, see Losensky; Schimmel.

14. The presidencies were locations of EIC gover-

nance. Calcutta, Madras, and Bombay were the promi-

nent presidencies of eighteenth- century India.

15. Rodrigues estimates there were one thousand peo-

ple with European origins or ancestors in 1789 Bombay 

among a total population of 100,000 (193).

16. James Romney was the great uncle of Miles Rom-

ney, who converted to Mormonism, traveled to America, 

and was the great- great- grandfather of Mitt Romney 

(Hebblethwaite).

17. Romney’s archive contains a collection of letters he 

received in Tamil, implying knowledge of that language.
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18. The occasion of these letters is not clear. The use of 

a pseudonym suggests publication in venues like newspa-

pers, but personal references in some letters suggest pri-

vate correspondence.

19. Metropolitical is synonymous with metropolitan 

(though it also has a religious definition: “Of, belonging 

to, or designating a metropolitan see or bishop” [“Metro-

political”]).

20. Bakhle suggests the Bombay Theater was founded 

in 1770 (86). Dwyer and Patel suggest it was 1776 and re-

fer to it as the “Bombay Amateur Theater” (14).

21. The play is preserved in a two- act version (called 

Oriental Traits) and a five- act form. I have drawn from 

the five- act version.

22. Although there was pervasive worry about Britain’s 

being overrun with rich nabobs returning from India, the 

historical record seems to show that few EIC employees 

became wealthy and left India. Of the 508 British civil 

servants living in Bengal between 1762 and 1784, for ex-

ample, only thirty- seven returned to Britain (Misra 52).

23. Contrast this with Tsing’s idea that friction mo-

bilizes adherents to universal ideas that nonetheless are 

enacted locally (7–8).
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