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Foreword 

Bashabi FRASER,  

Editor-in-Chief 

 

 

  

 

 

  

hen we established the Scottish Centre of Tagore Studies (ScoTs) at 

Edinburgh Napier University in November 2011, the idea was to rely on 

Rabindranath Tagore as a representative of India’s modern consciousness 

and create a platform not only for educational and cultural collaboration 

between British and Indian institutions, scholars, researchers and artists, 

but with the world, to take forward the message of Rabindranath’s 

internationalism. ScoTs now has a website which has been developed as a 

hub for Tagore Studies and may be viewed at http://www.scots-tagore.org. 

ScoTs is a research centre welcoming scholars to work/write on 

Rabindranath and his circle which is global. It has established a 

Distinguished Lecture Series, organises seminars, conferences, film 

festivals, curates exhibitions, has an excellent library and has started an 

International Tagore Network through its website. While its various 

activities have expanded, making it a vibrant academic and cultural centre, 

it has been working on establishing its own international peer reviewed e-

journal with two sections: Part I: Academic and Part II: Creative, which 

encapsulate Rabindranath as the thinker and his creative persona and 

accommodate his international circle of intellectuals and artists. The name 

of this very special journal was conceived by me early in 2012 and I shared 

the idea with many Rabindranath scholars and lovers who agreed that 

Gitanjali and Beyond would be most appropriate as a title for our purposes.  

http://www.scots-tagore.org/
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So what signifies the choice of the title, Gitanjali and Beyond? It is true 

that Rabindranath’s translated prose poems in his English collection, 

Gitanjali, was central to the Nobel Committee’s decision in conferring the 

Nobel Prize for the first time on someone beyond Europe and the USA—to 

an Asian, after which it became one of the most translated books in the 

world in multiple countries and languages and has never gone out of print.1 

However, it was and is still widely believed that the Nobel Prize for 

Literature was based on this one book of ‘Song Offerings’: namely, Gitanjali. 

Michael Collins2 has shown this assumption to be erroneous as the Nobel 

Library received other English translations of Rabindranath’s works in The 

Gardener (1913), Lyrics of Love and Life (1913) and Glimpses of Bengal. 

Moreover, the Nobel Library also received Bengali editions of 

Rabindranath’s works: Naivedya, Kheya and Gitanjali and had a Bengali 

scholar in Esais Tegner, Jr who had the facility to read the original works. 

So the Nobel Prize award went to books beyond the Gitanjali, and not just 

to English translations of Rabindranath’s writing, but also to some of his 

original Bengali works. William Radice3 has, in his ‘Introduction’ to his 

translation of Gitanjali, pointed out (as many other scholars have done) 

that the English Gitanjali was not a full translation of the Bengali collection 

of the same name; in fact, only 53 poems in the English version are from 

the Bengali Gitanjali. The English collection included an eclectic selection 

of poems made by Rabindranath himself from other collections: Naibedya 

(1901) and Kheya (1906). 

As Radice also affirms, Gitanjali is a collection of more than songs, as it 

has ‘song-like poems’ (Radice, xvii), a variety of sonnets and ‘ballad-like 

poems’ (ibid), so the collection is not just of songs or poems from the 

Bengali Gitanjali, but of poems and songs beyond it. 

Rabindranath arrived in England with his manuscript of 103 prose 

poems for his friend William Rothenstein who had expressed a wish to read 

Rabindranath’s work in English. The collection was published the same 

year with an ecstatic and moving ‘Introduction’ by W.B. Yeats. The volume 

became the iconic text associated with what the West hailed in 

Rabindranath as the mystic poet, the eastern Sage—an image 

Rabindranath did not contradict and went along with in the immediate 

heady days of the global attention he received in his many invitations to 

speak at public gatherings and meet leading intellectuals and dignitaries of 

                                                             
1  See Bashabi Fraser, ‘Rabindranath Tagore’s Global Vision’, special guest edited 

issue of Literature Compass, Guest Ed. ‘Introduction: Rabindranath Tagore’s 

Global’, Vol 12, issue 5, May 2015, DOI: 10.1111/lic3.12231. 
2  Michael Collins, Empire, Nationalism and the Postcolonial World: Rabindranath 

Tagore’s Writings on History, Politics and Society (London and New York: 

Routledge, 2012). 
3  William Radice, ‘Introduction’ in Rabindranath Tagore, Gitanjali (New Delhi: 

Penguin Books, 2011). 
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his time across the world. But Rabindranath’s writing, as is well known, 

covered many genres, not just songs and poem-like songs and were not 

only on mystical and spiritual subjects. His oevre is epochal. While he was 

a poet, lyricist and composer, he was also a novelist, short story writer, 

playwright, essayist, a prodigious letter writer, a sermon writer and an 

artist. So his writing moves far beyond the horizon of the Gitanjali. He 

started writing and publishing from an early age and continued to write till 

he died in 1941, his writing career spanning over seven decades, so while 

the Nobel Prize recognizes his work till 1913, Rabindranath’s body of 

writing goes far beyond the Gitanjali.  

He was a Romantic but also a Modern, thinking decades before his 

time, making him much more than a mystic. While he was a writer and an 

artist, he was also a pragmatist and an activist. His many projects—

educational, environmental and social, make him one of the foremost 

nation-builders of modern India. He began the cooperative system in his 

family estate at Shelidah. He established his school and his international 

university, Visva-Bharati at Shantiniketan and his rural reconstruction 

centre at Sriniketan. He was a Renaissance Man who strove all his life to 

bring the East and West closer together through interchange and 

interaction in a climate of mutual appreciation4. 

As an expressive vehicle of ScoTs, Gitanjali and Beyond seeks to 

embody not just Rabindranath’s ideas but that of his circle5, which 

includes several transnational individuals across the world, who shared his 

views on the efficacy of love and compassion and had faith in the inherent 

potential and will power in human beings to create global understanding, 

nurture the planet and sustain life. So this journal will be a platform for 

work, both academic and creative that shares the ideals, philosophy and 

concerns of Rabindranath and his circle, of those who come after them and 

continue to put their ideas into words and their work. Gitanjali and Beyond 

explores the connections he established and the impact he had around the 

world. 

In 2014, ScoTs co-convened with the Edinburgh International Centre of 

Peace and Spirituality an International Conference on Tagore and 

                                                             
4  A term used by Rabindranath in Nationalism (1917). Also see Bashabi Fraser, 

‘Mutual Appreciation: Tagore on Nation and Nationalism’ in eds., Sanjukta 

Dasgupta and Ramkumar Mukherjee, Towards Tagore (Kolkata: Visva-Bharati 

Press, 2014).  
5  His circle included national figures like Mahatma Gandhi, Jawaharlal Nehru, 

Prasanta Mahalanobis and international figures like Patrick Geddes, Albert 

Einstein, William Rothenstein, W.B. Yeats, Helen Keller, Sigmund Freud, 

Leonard Elmhirst, Victoria Ocampo, Edward Thompson, Romain Rolland, Liang 

Qichao, Xu Zhimo, Zhang Jumai, Phan Boi Chau, Okawa Shume, Kakuzo 

Okakura and Yonejiro Noguchi, to mention a few. See Bashabi Fraser, ‘Beyond 

Binarism: the agency of the writer at the crossroads of change’ in Scottish 

Affairs (84). pp. 1-16.2013.  
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Spirituality. The promise of our first issue of Gitanjali and Beyond on the 

theme was made at that time. This debut issue has invited articles from 

scholars and writers and artists world-wide to contribute to the theme and 

a selection from the many submissions has been made and peer reviewed 

to compile a cohesive issue that adheres to the idea of Rabindranath’s 

nuanced approach to spirituality. 

In the special issue, Rabindranath Tagore and Spirituality, the articles 

consider Tagore’s spirituality and its expression in socio-cultural, 

educational, ecological and artistic realms, and place Rabindranath in his 

context alongside his contemporaries, while evaluating the current 

relevance of his ideas.  

While Gitanjali and Beyond embraces academic discourses on Tagore’s 

ideas and works, it also includes creative writing in the form of poetry, 

short fiction, the adaptation of a play and art, as a tribute to Tagore as the 

creative writer. As a journal, it thus reaffirms the impact and resonance of 

Rabindranath amongst contemporary writers and artists today. 

Rabindranath Tagore’s spiritual ideas are complex but unified. They 

are this-worldly but also based on the belief of a deeper reality. They are 

based on traditions, but also unique to him: his ideas were inspired by the 

Vedas and the Upanishads, by Vaisnava and Baul traditions, the socio-

political and religious reformist involvement of his family in the Brahmo 

Samaj, and his encounters with ideas and people from around the world. 

At the same time, he creatively selected and reframed these ideas on the 

basis of his own revelations/intimations/experiences.  

Spirituality for Rabindranath touches every aspect of life and leads 

humanity to fullness and joy by connecting people with nature and with 

Truth. This connection is established through love, action and knowledge. 

There is a Wordsworthian belief in a spirit that connects and flows through 

all things in our cognitive universe, a Platonic philosophy that establishes a 

deep understanding which allows human beings, in moments of 

illumination and peace, to ‘see into the life of things’6. Rabindranath’s 

                                                             
6  The relevant lines are:- 

 …with an eye made quiet by the power 

 Of harmony, and the deep power of joy, 

 We see into the life of things.’ 

 And again, further down in the same poem, Wordsworth speaks of the spirit 

which Rabindranath too experiences:- 

 A motion and a spirit, that impels 
 All thinking things, all objects of all thought, 

 And rolls through all things. (William Wordsworth, from ‘Lines Written a Few 

Miles Above Tintern Abbey, see Ed. Poems Selected by Seamus Heaney: William 

Wordsworth (London: Faber & Faber, 2016, 2nd Edn) pp. 35, 36-37, ll. 48-50, 

101-103. I have discussed Rabindranath and Wordsworth elsewhere. See 

Fraser, ‘Tagore on the Creative Principle’ in Tagore’s Vision of a Contemporary 

World, ed., Indra Nath Choudhuri (New Delhi: ICCR and Har-Anand Publishing, 

2015). See Rabindranath Tagore’s description in Reminiscences, Ch 34, 
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spirituality is complex and evolves as the articles in this issue illustrate. 

His life proved a search for and a connection with his Jiban Debata, the 

Lord of his Life, one he sought and felt through anubhuti, an inexplicable 

experience and feeling born of the creative impulse7 and an acute 

sensitivity.  Rabindranath’s spiritual engagement has many social and 

political facets, as it encourages active involvement to make the world a 

better place by developing internationalism/cosmopolitanism, tolerance 

and social engagement. It is relevant for its environmental consciousness 

as it advocates a sustainable future for our dwelling place, our planet. 

Rabindranath has expressed all these ideas through his poetry, prose, 

plays, songs, dance dramas, essays, his art, his educational and rural 

reconstruction/regeneration projects and through the various folk festivals 

he imbibed/adopted and introduced through the seasons at his twin 

institutions at Shantiniketan and Sriniketan. Rabindranath’s ideas have 

been described as an artists’ religion8, as they encourage creative 

interactions with our immediate surroundings and with the world.  

In this first issue of Gitanjali and Beyond, we bring together 

Rabindranath’s action at home and his reception and legacy in India and 

the world, considering how his spirituality may have been affected or 

changed by his national and world experience, as our contributors make an 

effort to gauge his impact and assess the continuing relevance of 

Rabindranath’s spiritual ideas today and in the immediate and distant 

future. 

 
 

 
 

Bashabi Fraser 

Editor-in-Chief  

Director, Scottish Centre  

of Tagore Studies (ScoTs) 

                                                                                                                                                                            
‘Morning Songs’, ‘As I continued to gaze, all of a sudden a covering seemed to 

fall away from my eyes, and I found the world bathed in a wonderful radiance, 

with waves of beauty and joy swelling on every side. The radiance pierced in a 

moment through the folds of sadness and despondency which had accumulated 

over my heart, and flooded it with this universal light’ (1917, Madras: Macmillan 

Pocket Tagore Edition, rpt. 1987), p. 217. His poem which was the result of this 

illuminating vision is ‘The Fountain’s Awakening’. See Fakrul Alam and Radha 

Chakravarty, The Essential Tagore (Kolkata: Visva-Bharati Press, 2011), pp. 

205-206. 
7  See Niharranjan Ray, ‘Rabindranath and World-Life’, in Parabas, 

http://www.parabaas.com/rabindranath/articles/pNiniharranjan.html. Also 

see Rabindranath Tagore, ‘The Man of My Heart’, Chapter VII in ‘The Religion of 

Man’ in Ed. Sisir Kumar Das, The English Writings of Rabindranath Tagore: A 

Miscellany, Vol III (New Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 1996), pp. 129-133. 
8  See Tagore, ‘The Artist’ in ‘The Religion of Man’, Ibid., pp. 138-143. 

http://www.parabaas.com/rabindranath/articles/pNiniharranjan.html
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Introduction: 

Spirituality Beyond 

Religion 

Christine KUPFER,  

Deputy Editor  

 

  

Leave this chanting and singing and telling of beads!  

Whom dost thou worship in this lonely dark corner  

of a temple with doors all shut?  

Open thine eyes and see thy God is not before thee! 

 

He is there where the tiller is tilling the hard ground  

and where the pathmaker is breaking stones.  

He is with them in sun and in shower,  

and his garment is covered with dust.  

Put of thy holy mantle and even like him  

come down on the dusty soil! 

 

Deliverance? Where is this deliverance to be found?  

Our master himself has joyfully taken upon him  

the bonds of creation;  

he is bound with us all for ever. 

 

Come out of thy meditations  

and leave aside thy flowers and incense!  

What harm is there if thy clothes become tattered and stained?  

Meet him and stand by him in toil and in sweat of thy brow.1 

 

 

      or this first issue of Gitanjali & Beyond, I want to take the journal’s title 

literally and start with “song offerings.” Gitanjali, Rabindranath Tagore’s 

                                                             
1  Rabindranath Tagore, Gitanjali: Song Offerings (London: Macmillan, 1913), no. 

13. 
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Nobel-prize winning work, is a profoundly spiritual book of poems.2 In the 

poem ‘Leave This Chanting and Singing’, Tagore tells us that we will not 

find a spiritual life in barren ritualism or in locking ourselves away from 

the world in the search for God, for brahman, or for unity with the All. We 

can, instead, find it in this-worldly activities, in tilling the hard and dusty 

soil. ‘Deliverance is not for me in renunciation’, Tagore writes in another 

Gitanjali poem. Instead of withdrawing from the world, we can only attain 

freedom ‘in a thousand bonds of delight’. Our senses are not merely offer-

ing illusions (as most Indian philosophical traditions proclaim), but ‘burn 

into illuminations of joy’. Tagore’s spirituality is life-affirming and sensual. 

It embraces our love for nature and humanity in all its forms, and asks us 

to participate in life through working for some greater ideals.  

Tagore’s highest ideal of being is a state of joy and love, which is a feel-

ing we have when we have raised and widened our consciousness to not 

only include our own self and its concerns but that transcends our self.3  

In the world wherever my heart remains indifferent, right from a blade of 

grass up to a human being, we must realise that our spirituality is limited. 

When our consciousness, our soul expands to encompass all, then it is by 

our own quintessence that we apprehend all essences in the world, not by 

the senses, not by the intelligence, not by scientific logic. That experience of 

wholeness is an astonishing affair. If I experience profoundly even this tree 

before me as a manifestation of that essence, my entire being is filled with 

bliss.4  

Tagore writes that ‘this sense of universality, this all-feeling’, is the main 

aspiration in the philosophy of ancient India, and according to the old texts 

of the Upanishads, we can reach this goal if we ‘feel every creature in the 

soul and (…) feel our soul in everything’.5 

                                                             
2  The English book Gitanjali consists of Tagore’s own translations of 53 of the 157 

Bengali poems that he wrote and published in August 1910 and of poems that 

he had published in other books, amongst others from his drama Achalayatan 

and his poetry collections Gitimalya, Naivedya and Kheya.  
3  Tagore gives this ultimate state of unity many different, for example all-

consciousness, cosmic consciousness, God consciousness, world-

consciousness; all-comprehending love. He also uses the Buddhist term brah-

ma-vihara, that is ‘the joy of living in Brahma’ (Rabindranath Tagore, Sadhana 

[London: Macmillan, 1913], p. 88) or ‘to dwell in the constant consciousness of 

unbounded love’ (Rabindranath Tagore, ‘Notes and Comments’, in The English 

Writings of Rabindranath Tagore, Volume 3, A Miscellany, ed. by Sisir Kumar 

Das (Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 2006 [1924], pp. 489-494 [p.492]; and the San-

skrit term samadhi, which he translates as ‘the complete merging of the self in 

the infinite’ (Tagore, Religion of Man, p. 187). 
4  Rabindranath Tagore, Human Values. The Tagorean Panorama. Translations 

from Santiniketan. Transl. S. K. Chakraborty & P. Bhattacharya (New Delhi: New 

Age Intern., 1999, p. 8. 
5  Rabindranath Tagore, Human Values, p. 288, cf. Rabindranth Tagore, Personali-

ty (New York: The Macmillan Co, 1917), p. 103. 
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Even though this implies transcending our narrow self, Tagore does not 

simply deny or neglect the self. Rather—and in this he differs from most 

other spiritual approaches—he sees the self as the medium to express 

ourselves in work, creativity, or love, and to thereby transcend the narrow-

ness of our self.6   

According to Tagore’s experience, the moments when we feel connected 

often reach us out of the blue (for him, they are frequently connected to 

being in nature). At the same time, Tagore believes that we need to bring 

conscious effort to our spiritual development. Yet he also emphasizes, as 

the poem ‘Leave this chanting and singing’ already suggests, that there is 

no direct way that could be prescribed and simply followed like a recipe. We 

can only attain higher consciousness through ‘the inward process of losing 

ourselves’.7 Tagore certainly knows that such an answer is not sufficient to 

all of those who seek to reach higher spiritual development. He writes to his 

friend Andrews: 

I can guess from your letter that some questions are troubling your mind 

about the best way of self-realization. There can be no single path for all in-

dividuals; for we vastly differ in our natures and habits. But all great mas-

ters agree in their teaching on one cardinal point, saying that we must for-

get our personal self in order to attain our spiritual freedom. Buddha and 

Christ have both of them said that this self-abnegation is not something 

which is negative – its positive aspect is love. We can only love that which is 

profoundly real to us. The larger number of men have the most intense feel-

ing of reality only for themselves; and they can never get out of the limits of 

their self-love.8 

Tagore argues that we need to find our own way towards the ‘ideal of per-

fection’.9 Yet, as we see in his letter, he considers love to be the golden 

path, because the very meaning of love is to connect with others and the 

world and to overcome self-interest.10 Tagore speaks about two other paths 

that can potentially lead to universal consciousness. These paths are 

knowledge and action.11 In Religion of Man, he says that ‘the largest wealth 

                                                             
6  I have discussed Tagore’s spirituality in more detail elsewhere, see Christine 

Kupfer, Bildung zum Weltmenschen (Bielefeld: Transcript, 2014). 
7  Rabindranath Tagore, Religion of Man (New Delhi: Rupa, 2006 [1931]), p. 172. 
8  Rabindranath Tagore, ‘Letters to a Friend’, in The English Writings of 

Rabindranath Tagore, Volume 3, A Miscellany, ed. by Sisir Kumar Das (Delhi: 

Sahitya Akademi, 2006 [1928], pp. 219-322 [p. 253-4]. 
9  Rabindranath Tagore, ‘Talks in China’, in The English Writings of Rabindranath 

Tagore, Volume 2, Plays, Stories, Essays. Ed. Sisir Kumar Das (Delhi: Sahitya 

Akademi, 1996 [1925]), pp. 272-5 [p. 609] 
10  Rabindranath Tagore, ‘Man’, in The English Writings of Rabindranath Tagore, 

Volume 3, A Miscellany, ed. by Sisir Kumar Das (Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 2006 

[1937], pp. 200-224 [p. 57]. 
11  cf. Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, The Philosophy of Rabindranath Tagore (London: 

Macmillan, 1918), p. 78. 
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of the human soul has been produced through sympathy and cooperation; 

through disinterested pursuit of knowledge (…); through service’.12 Howev-

er, action, knowledge and love only lead to fulfilment when they are di-

rected towards universal objectives.13 ‘Our life gains what is called “value” 

in those of its aspects which represent eternal humanity in knowledge, in 

sympathy, in deeds, in character and creative works’.14  

In none of these aspects, God necessarily has to play a role (even 

though God does play an important role for Tagore). This makes Tagore’s 

approach, which has been called ‘spiritual humanism’, relevant even to the 

completely secular. Tagore writes that people do not have to believe in God 

to be spiritual; they only have to believe in humanity.15 He believes that 

people who follow sects and are outwardly religious are often less spiritual 

than those who openly reject religion,16 and that scepticism can bring us 

closer to the truth and to love:  

The day the cry of scepticism emerges in us as truth, we no longer find sol-

ace in sectoral dogma, philosophical argument and scriptural ronounce-

ments. That day in a single instant we realize that there is no way out for 

us but love.17 

Although some of these higher ideals are lofty, Tagore’s approach to spirit-

uality is down to earth and this-worldly. Even for those who leave God out 

of the equation, his definition of spirituality as connection has a lot to offer. 

Connecting with nature can be a precondition for caring for the environ-

ment. Caring for others through political or social actions requires empathy 

and therefore a connection to others. 

The articles and creative contributions to this first issue of Gitanjali 

and Beyond all explore Tagore’s concept of spirituality. Some focus on the 

aspect of knowledge, some on love for humans and nature, some on crea-

tive expression. The writers and artists in this volume look at various as-

pects of Rabindranath’s spirituality, assess the global response to his per-

son and ideas and reaffirm the relevance of his ideas in the contemporary 

world. 

The first article is by Ashim Dutta (University of Dhaka/University of 

York), who explores the transnational aspect of Tagore’s spiritual outlook. 

He shows that Tagore promotes a spirituality that brings together--and 

goes beyond—both the mystic–religious spirituality of Eastern antiquity 

                                                             
12  Tagore, Religion of Man, p. 35. 
13  cf. Kakoli Basak, Rabindranath Tagore: A Humanist (New Delhi: Classical Pub-

lishing Company, 1991), p. 87. 
14  Tagore, Religion of Man, p. 130.  
15  Tagore, ‘Letters to a Friend’, p. 347; Rabindranath Tagore, ‘Ideals of Education’, 

in The English Writings of Rabindranath Tagore, Volume 3, A Miscellany, ed. by 

Sisir Kumar Das (Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 2006 [1929], pp. 611-614 [p. 621]. 
16  Tagore, ‘Letters to a Friend’, p. 276. 
17  Tagore, Human Values, p. 4. 
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and the secular liberal humanism of Western modernity. Tagore had been 

accused of Oriental antiquarianism as he uses terms such as ‘East’ and 

‘West’ and their Bengali equivalents abundantly. Yet Dutta demonstrates 

that Tagore used these terms in a less polemical and oppositional way as, 

for example, Edward Said. Dutta demonstrates that Tagore had a less 

monolithic view that allowed for mutual appropriation as well as subver-

sion of the different cultural traditions. He emphasized the coexistence of 

cultural uniqueness and syncretism. In line with this, Tagore synthetised 

the best of both East and West in his spiritual outlook. 

Chi Pham (Vietnam Academy of Social Sciences) also discusses Orien-

talist discourses of the East, with a focus on the connection between differ-

ent Eastern spiritual traditions. When Tagore visited Cochin in Indio-China 

(Saigon) in 1929, he emphasized the deep connection between Annamite 

and Indian spirituality. Pham explores the Vietnamese idea of câm lặng 

(silence) in postcolonial Vietnam, which refers to the ideal of internalized 

thinking, sorrow and quietness, which the Annamese saw in Tagore and 

his work and which was central to literary reactions to him. He argues that 

the Annamite aesthetics of silence was a colonial stereotype that encour-

aged passivity and the love for ‘being voiceless’ in the Annamese literary 

world of the time. This notion was responsible for nationalists to dispense 

with the spiritual idea, following the French withdrawal from the area, 

which also led to the neglect of Tagore’s legacy in Vietnam. 

The global connections between East and West are stressed further in 

Murdo Macdonald’s (University of Dundee) article. He links Tagore’s inter-

nationalist ideas and cultural practices with those of Patrick Geddes (Scot-

land), Sister Nivedita (Ireland/India), and Coomaraswamy (Ceylon). Mac-

donald argues that all four of them were active in education and politics, 

and that they were driven by a commitment to spirituality and their inter-

est in literature and the visual arts. He connects the four players with 

others, such as Arthur Geddes, Bose and Okakura, through a philosophi-

cal and historical analysis. All of them, Macdonald writes, advocate cross-

cultural understanding advocated through education, and all of them are 

committed to a vision of globalization that goes beyond today’s economic 

use of the term.  

Education is also the topic of Christine Kupfer’s (Edinburgh Napier 

University) article, in which she explores how Tagore encouraged spiritual 

development in children. She makes Tagore’s ‘atmosphere’ essential to the 

analysis of his educational practices and philosophy. Instead of a focus on 

content learning, Tagore worked on creating the right conditions for an 

atmosphere that helped to intensify children’s relationship with the world 

in an unconscious manner. This relationship is central to Tagore’s spiritual 

outlook. Kupfer compares Tagore’s notion of atmosphere with recent philo-

sophical and artistic reconceptualizations, such as Sloterdijk’s spherolo-

gies. She shows how Tagore is ahead of many contemporary reflections on 
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'atmosphere,' one which is grounded in a fluid relation between object and 

subject and interior and exterior.  

Tom Kane’s article adds a futuristic outlook to Tagorean spirituality. 

After discussing the practical, educational and spiritual connections be-

tween Tagore and two of his contemporaries, Jogadish Chandra Bose and 

Patrick Geddes, Kane proposes a technological twist to Tagore's idea of a 

‘classroom without walls’. Kane argues that telepresence technologies could 

be able to add to the continuous evolution of Tagore’s educational institu-

tions, as they would help to bring the whole world into one nest, as Visva-

Bharati’s motto demands, and make sure that there are no walls left that 

are separating the classroom from the world. Spiritual connections can 

thus be realized through sympathy, oneness and knowledge-sharing with 

the world beyond the immediate surroundings.  

The paper ‘Humanist Spirituality and Poetry: Rabindranath Tagore & 

George Herbert’ by Kitty Scoular Datta demonstrates how Tagore’s spiritu-

ality develops and how it is progressively revealed in his writings. She 

shows that his creative writings and spiritual experiences are deeply inter-

twined, and goes on to compare Tagore’s spiritual outlook with George 

Herbert's. While Herbert was exploring an early modern spiritual stance, 

Tagore developed a humanistic spirituality that related to the personal, the 

natural and the social world and that, until today, continues to have the 

power to challenge religious as well as secular ways of thinking. 

Blanka Knotkova’s (University of Prague) article interprets gender and 

spiritual concepts in the translation of Tagore’s works into Czech. Knotkova 

gives us a detailed account of the engagement of Czech scholars with Ta-

gore, particularly regarding his poetry. Acutely aware of the ‘male gaze’, she 

specifically explores the meaning and translation of feminine symbols and 

icons and finds ways that help to avoid gender stereotypes such as female 

weakness. In relation to spirituality, a gendered reading becomes particu-

larly relevant in relation to God that is gender neutral in Bengali (devata). 

Instead of masculinizing devata in keeping with other languages’ and be-

lief’s traditions, Knotkova recommends a linguistically looser but semanti-

cally more appropriate translation, namely the translation as ‘divine voice’.  

The paper by Chris Marsh concludes this issue’s section of academic 

articles by showing the relevance of Tagore’s spirituality to contemporary 

problems and challenges in the world today. Marsh focuses on the lectures 

that Tagore gave on his travels and understands Tagore’s spirituality from 

the perspective of Deep Anthropology, Deep Ecology and Political Theology, 

which relates to the three main aspect of his spirituality, namely man, 

nature, and God. Tagore already discussed the ecologically disastrous 

effects of the machine age and the dehumanising effects of western eco-

nomic, political and legal systems. Marsh compares Tagore’s efforts to 

change the system with current movements such as the Permaculture and 

Transition movement, which are all based on community involvement and 

cooperation, local resilience and sustainability. As Tagore writes,  
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…we can still cherish the hope, that, when power becomes ashamed to oc-

cupy its throne and is ready to make way for love, when the morning comes 

for cleansing the bloodstained steps of the Nation along the highroad of 

humanity, we shall … make the trampled dust of the centuries blessed with 

fruitfulness.18  

On this hopeful note we end the section of academic articles and go on to 

the creative writings, on which we are only giving a short overview in this 

introduction and rather let the works speak for themselves: Debjani Chat-

terjee’s poetry is directly inspired by Tagore, especially his paintings and 

drawings. Anjana Basu also writes her poetry about a matter close to Ta-

gore’s heart, namely the epic narrative Mahabharata with its deep spiritual 

philosophy. We then move towards Great Britain with poems by Hannah 

Lavery on Iona and Ronnie Goodyer on ‘The Spirit of South East England’. 

LesleyMay Miller brings both Scotland and India back together in her poet-

ry entitled ‘Three Gardens’, which is inspired by quotes from Tagore. The 

next poems, ‘Mothers of Manipur’ and ‘Gandhi’ are translations by Jaydeep 

Sarangi of poetry by Subodh Sarkar. This is followed by another transla-

tion, namely the short story ‘Punishment’ by Rabindranath Tagore himself, 

translated by Shawkat Hussain. Nigel Planer’s contribution is also a direct 

interpretation of Tagore’s work. He gives two extracts of Tagore’s plays, 

Natir Puja and Dak Ghar, a new form by writing them in iambic pentame-

ters to better capture their spiritual and philosophical implications. 

The first two contributions to the fine art section of this journal have 

links with the creative writing section, as they use words in their art. This 

is true for LesleyMay Miller, who makes ceramics with quotes from Tagore 

that are connected to her poetry (also in this issue). Rebeca Gómez Triana’s 

video ‘Reading Rain’ is a visual poem, filmed in Santiniketan. Santiniketan 

is also the place that inspired artist Samit Das who is combining archival 

photos with drawings and thereby offers a dialectic not only between differ-

ent media but also between past and present and between architecture, 

nature and people and the place of art in it that can be the foundation for 

rethinking identity and place. 

The final contribution is by David Williams, a photographer whose 

work is called ‘Stillness and Occurrence’. Williams discovered a resonance 

between his previous work on non-duality and Tagore’s writings, whose 

quotes are coupled with Williams’ photographic images. 

We are concluding this issue with book reviews on recent books, name-

ly a book on Tagore’s paintings by Ursula Bickelmann (reviewed by Eliza-

beta Ilves), a review of Jaydeep Sarangi’s The Wall and Other Poems by 

Bishnupada Ray and a discussion of the edited volume Rabindranath Ta-

gore in the 21st Century: Theoretical Renewals (ed. by Debashish Banerji) 

by Christine Marsh.  

                                                             
18  Rabindranath Tagore, ‘Nationalism in the West’, in Nationalism (London: 

Macmillan, 1917), pp. 1-46 (p.46). 
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Our first issue of Gitanjali and Beyond takes the ‘beyond’ literally. In 

our discussion of spirituality, we move beyond India and the East-West 

binary and show the connections between thinkers from different places. 

We highlight that Tagore’s spirituality lies beyond sectarianism as well as 

secularism. Tagore’s universalism goes beyond the economic globalisation 

of greed that we find today, and instead celebrates cultural uniqueness 

while embracing syncretism.  

The authors of this issue are also moving beyond Tagore’s times and 

look towards the future. They recognize the power of his spiritual vision for 

us today. They recognize that, to move forward, we need to create an at-

mosphere that enables us to intensify the connections with the world and 

to accept responsibility for the creation of a sustainable future.   

We have also moved beyond the mere academic discussion of Tagore’s 

spirituality and have invited artists and writers to contribute, which is a 

collaboration that Tagore has encouraged himself. In the creative section 

we read how the spiritual takes on different meanings for the authors, 

going beyond the traditional devotional expression. It speaks to them 

through land and through nature, through historical figures, thorough 

philosophical texts, and even through language. The artworks go even 

beyond language, speaking to us directly through the eye and our imagina-

tion.  
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Abstract: 

Focusing on a selection of Rabindranath Tagore’s essays, lectures, and a 

few of his creative works, this essay draws attention to the spiritual orienta-

tion of Tagore’s transnationalism. In his vast and multifaceted writings, 

Tagore offers an alternative vision of transnational union of humanity, 

different from and often resistant to nationalist distributions of human 

relationship. Through close readings of Tagore’s works, this essay compli-

cates Orientalist notions of the East-West polarities. While strongly oppos-

ing Western imperialist ideology, Tagore was always frank about his trust in 

and indebtedness to the liberal humanist values of the West. On the other 

hand, despite upholding Indian or Eastern spirituality, he was critically 

aware of the social and political crises of the contemporary East. A large 

volume of his works betrays his scepticism about any political solution to 

national and international problems. What he promotes is a spiritual con-

cord of the best in Western and Eastern cultures, connecting the liberal 

humanist conscience of the West with the harmonizing, all-inclusive spir-

itual wisdom of the East. Neither completely secular nor thoroughly reli-

gious in an institutional sense, the transnationalist spirituality of Tagore 

bridges the gap between the secular humanism of Western modernity and 

the mystic–religious spirituality of Eastern antiquity, offering nuanced 

perspectives on both.  

Keywords: Transnationalism, spirituality, universal humanism, national-

ism, cosmopolitanism, culture, political, East, West.  
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   he most memorable fact of human history’, according to 

Rabindranath Tagore, ‘is that of a path-opening, not for the clearing of a 

passage for machines or machine guns, but for helping the realization by 

races of their affinity of minds, their mutual obligation of a common hu-

manity’.1 This notion of ‘common humanity’ or universal humanism is 

informed by the profoundly spiritual nature of Tagore’s vision of life and 

world. Tagore’s spiritually idealist stance against nationalism made him 

unpopular both at home and abroad. On his lecture tours in Japan and the 

USA during the globally historic moments of 1916 and 1917, he chose 

‘Nationalism’ as his topic. In Japan, his valorisation of the traditional Ja-

pan against the Western-influenced ‘modern’ Japan received a generally 

unsympathetic response—a condition that would exacerbate during his 

later visits in 1924 and 1929.2 On Tagore’s Chinese tour in 1924, public 

sentiment was divided as to his supposed antimodern Oriental antiquarian-

ism.3 Although in America he was initially well received, he was shocked by 

American journalist and New Humanist Paul Elmer More’s condemnation 

of him in the Nation on 30 November 1916. More preferred to the spiritually 

optimistic Tagore ‘philosophers who at least have the advantage of being 

virile’ given the need of the time ‘when the devil is unchained’.4 At the same 

time, Tagore’s lectures on the evils of political nationalism also caused 

mistrust among the non-Bengali Indians living in the USA, so much so that 

there was even a failed attempt to murder him in his hotel room on the 

West Coast.5 The spiritual universalism of Tagore remains to this day a 

matter of both admiration and condemnation in India and Bangladesh as 

well as among the Bengali-speaking community all over the world.  

It is imperative to state at the outset that the term ‘spirituality’ is used 

in this essay to mean a way of looking at life and reality that prioritizes 

man’s spirit, soul, or moral sensibility, and his inner subjective conscious-

ness over materialist, commercial, political, and exclusively corporeal val-

ues. As we will see, in Tagore’s usage, the word ‘spiritual’ does not have any 

other-worldly or supernatural implication, but is concerned with man’s 

existence in this world. The transcendence it underpins pertains to trans-

cending the overly materialistic or self-centred existence of one’s life in 

order to realize one’s deeper connectivity with every living being. Whether in 

his early works such as Sādhanā (1913) or in his late works such as The 

Religion of Man (1931), Tagore adheres to this liberal notion of spirituality. 

                                                             
1   The English Writings of Rabindranath Tagore, ed. by Sisir Kumar Das, 3 vols 

(New Delhi: Sahitya Academi, 1994–96), III (1996), 711. 
2   Krishna Dutta and Andrew Robinson, Rabindranath Tagore: The Myriad-Minded 

Man (London: Bloomsbury, 1995), p. 203. 
3   Ibid., p. 251. 
4   Ibid., p. 207.  
5   Ibid., p. 204.  
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As Michael Collins notes, the Upanishadic influence on him notwithstand-

ing, Tagore’s spiritual views should not be seen as ‘merely derivative’, but 

as particularly distinct from the ‘orthodox Upanishadic Advaita Vedānta’ 

which attributes only an illusory status to the phenomenal world.6 It is, 

therefore, significant that, in The Religion of Man, Tagore calls the object of 

life’s ordeals ‘transcendental Man’, suggesting that he is not after any tran-

scendental Being, outside the reach of human existence in this life.7 This 

paper will scrutinize Tagore’s views of the East–West relationship and his 

promulgation of a syncretic internationalism or universalism, both of 

which, it will be argued, are deeply informed by his spiritual preoccupa-

tions. If his position about the former is complex and apparently contradic-

tory, his commitment to the latter, too, is not a simple and straightforward 

one. ‘The true universalism’, as he writes in ‘Notes and Comments’ (1924), 

is one that does not demolish ‘the walls of one’s own house’ but offers ‘hos-

pitality to one’s guests and neighbours’.8 Tagore’s universalism thus re-

spects cultural difference and diversity, which are natural and, for that 

matter, fluid. What he is wary of is the idea of nation, which he views as a 

politically motivated construction of the West.  

In ‘Nationalism in the West’ (one of his US lectures given in 1916 and 

1917), Tagore provides his interpretation of the concepts of ‘nation’ and 

‘society’. The term ‘nation’, for him, implies a sense of ‘the political and 

economic union of people […] organized for a mechanical purpose’. ‘Socie-

ty’, on the contrary, ‘is a spontaneous self-expression of man’, ‘a natural 

regulation of human relationships’.9 Writing about Tagore’s notion of 

svadeś (one’s own country), Partha Chatterjee explains the importance in 

Tagore’s discourse of terms and concepts like ‘svadeśsamāj’ (society of 

one’s own country) and ‘the collective power of self-making or ātmaśakti’.10 

The term ātmaśakti also implies an inner spiritual power and is loosely 

analogous to Ralph Waldo Emerson’s concept of ‘self-reliance’.11 Therefore, 

despite renouncing the Western notion of statist nationalism, Tagore be-

lieved in socially and culturally unique self-identities of people of different 

parts of the world. However, rather than suggesting any rigidity or mutual 

exclusivity, this recognition of sociocultural unity of different groups of 

people in the world is only the first step, according to Tagore, towards a 

spiritually charged universal-humanist unity, forged by intercultural ex-

change, sharing, and reciprocity.  

                                                             
6   Empire, Nationalism and the Postcolonial World: Rabindranath Tagore’s Writings 

on History, Politics and Society (London: Routledge, 2012), p. 40.  
7   English Writings, III, 106.  
8   Ibid., 493. 
9   Nationalism (London: Macmillan, 1924), p. 9. 
10   qtd. in Poulomi Saha, ‘Singing Bengal into a Nation: Tagore the Colonial Cos-

mopolitan?’, Journal of Modern Literature, 36.2 (Winter 2013), 1–24 (pp. 7–8). 
11   See ‘Self-Reliance’, in The Selected Writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. by 

Brooks Atkinson (New York: The Modern Library, 1950), pp. 145–69. 
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Despite the overabundance in his writings of terms such as ‘East’ and 

‘West’, and their Bengali equivalents, ‘pūrba’ and ‘paścim’, or ‘prācya’ (Ori-

ent) and ‘paścātya’ (Occident), one should not ignore the coexistence of the 

notions of cultural uniqueness and syncretism in Tagore’s thoughts. That 

is to say, his use of the above terms is less contentious, polemical, and 

oppositional than that of Edward Said. In Orientalism and much of the 

debates that it inspired, the distinction between the Occident and the Ori-

ent appears to be always-already preconditioned by an unequal power 

relationship. As Said puts it in his Introduction to Orientalism, ‘The rela-

tionship between Occident and Orient is a relationship of power, of domina-

tion, of varying degrees of a complex hegemony’.12 While Said’s insight into 

the way power works through apparently benign forms of literature (in a 

broad sense) is a great contribution to cultural theory and postcolonial 

literary criticism in general, it often proves limiting in our search for any 

extrapolitical understanding of human relationship across cultures, races, 

and nations. Particularly, in talking about Indian Orientalism, Said brings 

in wonderful materials but does not develop them in a way that would 

complicate his almost monolithic obsession with coercive Orientalism. For 

example, he touches upon Abraham Hyacinthe Anquetil-Duperron’s recon-

ciliatory approach to different religions of East and West, arguing that ‘[f]or 

the first time, the Orient was revealed to Europe in the materiality of its 

texts, languages, and civilizations’ and ‘Asia acquired a precise intellectual 

and historical dimension’.13 Said also refers to William Jones’s ‘compara-

tive’ approach to the classical languages of East and West—Sanskrit, 

Greek, and Latin—and quotes Jones’s ‘unassuming’ proclamation in 1787 

‘to know India better than any other European ever knew it’.14 But, rather 

than seeing them as signs of a positive, respectful, and personally engaging 

approach to ‘other’ cultures, Said characteristically emphasizes their com-

plicity with the dominant Western motive-force: ‘[t]o rule and to learn’.15 

Despite acknowledging—albeit obliquely—the value of ‘the fruitful Eastern 

discoveries’ by the Orientalists like Anquetil-Duperron and Jones, Said 

conflates these with those works on the Orient that are more directly utili-

tarian, business-minded, and racially patronizing, and sweepingly con-

cludes that ‘all such widening horizons had Europe firmly in the privileged 

center’.16 

My intention, of course, is not to disregard the utility or ‘fruitful[ness]’ 

of these early Orientalists’ ‘Eastern discoveries’ for the imperialist regime, 

which is obvious from such facts as that Jones’s Asiatic Society grew under 

the ideological tutelage of the empire via the more direct encouragement of 

                                                             
12   Orientalism (London: Penguin, 1978), p. 5.  
13   Ibid., pp. 76–77.  
14   Ibid., pp. 78–79.  
15   Ibid., p. 78. 
16   Ibid., p. 117. 
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Indian Governor General Warren Hastings.17 We should, nonetheless, facili-

tate a more open-minded reading of these cross-cultural encounters that 

sees them not as adumbrating the more aggressive imperialist measures 

like Thomas B. Macaulay’s imperialist language policy of the later ‘Anglicist’ 

context, but as representing transcolonial or transnational cultural ex-

change and cooperation. David Kopf argues that ‘Said’s monolithic treat-

ment of Orientalism’ does not provide sufficient insight into understanding 

the workings of Orientalism in India.18 Stressing the importance of taking 

into consideration the way Orientalism ‘was understood by the intelligent-

sia of other Asian societies, including India’, Kopf refers to Debendranath 

Tagore, Keshub Chandra Sen (both leading Brahmo Samaj members), Da-

yanand Saraswati (founder scholar of Hindu reformist Arya Samaj), Swami 

Vivekananda, Rabindranath Tagore, and Mahatma Gandhi. All of these 

cultural figures of India represent, in some form or other, the Bengal Re-

naissance, which Kopf rightly sees as a legacy of British Orientalism in 

India.19 For our purposes, Kopf’s insight is particularly important because 

it emphasizes Tagore’s connection with the Bengal Renaissance, which had 

an ambivalent relationship with Orientalism or Western scholarship in 

general—subscribing to, appropriating, and subverting the latter’s funda-

mental premises such as humanism, progress, enlightenment, and secular-

ism. 

So far as Tagore himself is concerned, being historically tied to, and 

conditioned by, the colonial context of British India, he could not have been 

blind to the evils of an uneven and Eurocentric distribution of economic 

and cultural capital. But, instead of holding the ‘West’ or ‘Occident’ 

(pāścātya) as an apparently incorrigible suspect, Tagore often saw it as a 

boon for the Eastern countries, particularly India. Moreover, he did not 

consider cultural influence as a negative phenomenon in itself. Rather, he 

emphasized and epitomized the reciprocity of artistic and cultural influ-

ences between the East and the West, the exchange of what is best and 

universal in both cultures.  

The multifaceted nature of Tagore’s vision of universality and cultural 

specificity is nicely captured in an oft-quoted poem of Gitanjali, poem no. 

35: ‘Where the mind is without fear and the head is held high’.20 Almost at 

odds with the generally self-absorbed mystical mood of Gitanjali, this poem 

seems well concerned with Tagore’s place and time. The opening line (quot-

ed above) seems to reflect the notion of ātmaśakti or the inner strength of 

                                                             
17   Michael J. Franklin, Orientalist Jones: Sir William Jones, Poet, Lawyer, and 

Linguist, 1746–1794 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 209.  
18   ‘Hermeneutics versus History’, Journal of Asian Studies, 39.9 (May 1980), 495–

506 (p. 496). 
19   Ibid., pp. 497, 501. 
20   Gitanjali (Song Offerings): A Collection of Prose Translations Made by the Author 

from the Original Bengali (London: Macmillan, 1913), pp. 27–28. 
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one’s self. Given the use of the phrase ‘my country’ in the last line, the 

poem might very well be read as representative of the nationalist sentiment 

of the Swadeshi Movement (1905–07), in which Tagore had become actively 

involved.21 (Tagore, however, soon became disillusioned about the scope of 

the Movement as it triggered communal rivalries and violence.) But the 

third line of the poem counters this tone of national(ist) attachment by a 

seemingly transnational, cosmopolitan vision that does away with the stat-

ist–nationalist ‘walls’: ‘Where the world has not been broken up into frag-

ments by narrow domestic walls […]’.22 Such a claim, too, is problematic, 

considering the fact that Tagore’s attitude towards cosmopolitanism was 

not unmixed. Using the term ‘cosmopolitan’ interchangeably with ‘interna-

tional’, he writes in 1924: ‘The international endeavour of a people must 

carry the movement of the people’s own personality round the great spirit 

of man. […] Otherwise, mere cosmopolitanism but drifts on the waves, 

buffeted by winds from all quarters, in an imbecility of movement which 

has no progress’.23 In this powerful observation, we note the juxtaposition 

of ‘people’s own personality’ and ‘the great spirit of man’; in other words, 

the cultural particularity of a group of people and the spiritual oneness of 

universal humanity.  

Faced with the ambivalence inherent in Tagore’s vision of transnational 

or transcultural relationship, critics often take recourse to compound 

terms. In order to define Tagore’s ‘counter nationalist national attachment’, 

Poulomi Saha finds the phrase ‘locally rooted globalism’ useful.24 In a simi-

lar attempt to theorize Tagore’s and Yeats’s ambivalence about both na-

tionalism and cosmopolitan universalism, Louise Blakeney Williams coins 

the term ‘cosmopolitan nationalism’.25 Taking her stance against the ‘skep-

tics about Tagore’s nationalism’ like Ashis Nandy, Gauri Viswanathan, and 

Martha Nussbaum, Williams considers Tagore and Yeats as nationalists of 

a kind that is less typical and ‘resembles the “new” cosmopolitanism’ that 

has started to gain critical currency since the last decade of the twentieth 

century.26 The ‘new cosmopolitanism’, to sum up her argument, is respect-

ful of national differences, but poses a fundamental challenge to imperialist 

dichotomization of some form or other.27 Attempting to view Tagore in the 

light of Kwame Anthony Appiah’s notion of ‘rooted cosmopolitan’, Fakrul 

Alam qualifies Appiah’s observation by pointing out that, unlike ‘the con-

                                                             
21   Dutta and Robinson, p. 151. 
22   Gitanjali, p. 27. 
23   English Writings, III, 493. 
24   ‘Singing Bengal into a Nation’, pp. 2–3.  
25   ‘Overcoming the “Contagion of Mimicry”: The Cosmopolitan Nationalism and 

Modernist History of Rabindranath Tagore and W. B. Yeats’, The American His-

tory Review, 112.1 (February 2007), 69–100 (p. 73). 
26   Ibid., pp. 80, 70.  
27   Ibid., pp. 70, 72–73.  
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temporary cosmopolitan’, Tagore would not ‘celebrate’ statist ‘institu-

tions’.28  

Amanda Anderson’s reformulation of ‘cosmopolitanism’ and ‘universal-

ism’ is also helpful to understand Tagore’s cultural–political position in the 

early decades of the twentieth century. According to Anderson, the twenti-

eth-century version of cosmopolitanism ‘is defined against […] parochial-

isms emanating from extreme allegiances to nation, race, and ethnos’.29 

She also distinguishes between the ‘exclusionary’ and ‘inclusionary’ cos-

mopolitanisms. While in the former, ‘all value lies in an abstract or “cos-

mic” universalism’, in case of the latter, universalism is less vague and 

‘finds expression through sympathetic imagination and intercultural ex-

change’.30 As we will see, Tagore’s vision of the world carefully eschews any 

extreme national/racial/ethnic allegiances, and relies heavily on the values 

Anderson defines as symptomatic of the ‘inclusionary cosmopolitanism’. 

Drawing upon Lalita Pandit’s apt distinction between ‘hegemonic’ and ‘em-

pathic’ universalism, Patrick Colm Hogan maintains that Tagore is against 

‘the imposition of one local set of beliefs and customs on everyone else’, but 

in favour of a nondogmatic universalism ‘that fosters a sense of common 

humanity’.31 Clearly, it is an equivalent of the ‘exclusionary cosmopolitan-

ism’ (as defined by Anderson) that Tagore seems to have in mind when he 

argues that ‘[n]either the colourless vagueness of cosmopolitanism, nor the 

fierce self-idolatry of nation-worship is the goal of human history’.32 As an 

alternative to a vague and apparently all-levelling cosmopolitanism or uni-

versalism as well as a jingoistic nationalism, Tagore promotes a transna-

tionalist spirituality that, while recognizing the sociocultural distinctiveness 

of peoples, values the potentially moral nature as well as the spiritual one-

ness of all humanity. 

 

 

Tagore’s View of the West 

Tagore was born in the heyday of the ‘modern’ colonial education in India—

the first Indian universities having been established in 1857, some four 

years before his birth—with its stress on ‘a general humanistic education’ 

                                                             
28   Rabindranath Tagore and National Identity Formation in Bangladesh: Essays 

and Reviews (Dhaka: Bangla Academy Press, 2012), pp. 45–46. 
29   ‘Cosmopolitanism, Universalism, and the Divided Legacies of Modernity’, in 

Cosmopolitics: Thinking and Feeling beyond the Nation, ed. by Pheng Cheah and 

Bruce Robbins (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998), pp. 265–89 

(p. 267).  
30   Ibid., p. 268.  
31   ‘Introduction: Tagore and the Ambivalence of Commitment’, in Rabindranath 

Tagore: Universality and Tradition, ed. by Patrick Colm Hogan and Lalita Pandit 

(Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 2003), pp. 9–23 (p. 11).  
32   Nationalism, p. 5. 
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and ‘the teaching of English literature as the formative spiritual influence 

on a colonized elite’.33 He, therefore, could not have been unaffected by the 

liberal-humanist values of Western civilization. Although he would never 

cease speaking against the negative aspects of the colonial education in 

India, particularly against the use of English as the medium of imparting 

that education,34 he always valued the higher humanistic ideals filtered 

through colonialism or, as he would say, the presence of the British in 

India. As we will see, his attitude to the West always oscillated between 

gratitude for its liberal-humanist values and vehement indictment of its 

chauvinistic nationalism.  

Both in his Bengali essay ‘Pūrba o Paścim’ (East and West), published 

in 1908/09, and in his English piece ‘East and West’ (1922), Tagore main-

tains that India will be benefited by the progressive liberalism of the Eng-

lish. (Tagore mostly uses the word ‘iṃrej’ in Bengali, which literally means 

the English, not the British.) In the Bengali essay, he argues that, in order 

to build the Great India (‘mahābhāratbarsha’), the Indian must be united 

with the Englishman. He believes that the English have come to rouse India 

from her contented sleep in the ancient tradition of her forefathers and to 

welcome her to the wider world.35 This chimes in with his contention in 

‘Nationalism in India’ that it is ‘providential that the West has come to 

India’.36 In ‘East and West’, although he is less optimistic about the British 

rule in India, he expresses his conviction that, ‘if the great light of culture 

be extinct in Europe, our horizon in the East will mourn in darkness’. Be-

cause, he goes on, ‘in the present age, Western humanity has received its 

mission to be the teacher of the world; […] her science, through the mas-

tery of laws of nature, is to liberate human souls from the dark dungeon of 

matter’.37 In ‘The Nobel Prize Acceptance Speech’ (1921), he praises the 

‘Humanity of the West’ and says that ‘the present age belongs to the West-

ern man with his superabundance of energy’.38 In the above excerpts, one 

notes Tagore’s adulatory use of Enlightenment images and vocabulary: 

‘culture’, ‘darkness’, ‘mission’, ‘science’, and ‘humanity’. However, rather 

than merely endorsing a Eurocentric cultural chauvinism, Tagore’s use of 

the words like ‘mission’, ‘culture’, and ‘humanity’ seems, in a careful read-

ing, to be subtly ambiguous. Ironically turning the very concepts of En-

                                                             
33   Partha Chatterjee, ‘The Disciplines in Colonial Bengal’, in Texts of Power: 

Emerging Disciplines in Colonial Bengal, ed. by Chatterjee (London: University 

of Minnesota Press, 1995), pp. 1–27 (pp. 10–11). 
34   See, for example, The Centre of Indian Culture (1919), in English Writings, II 

(1996), 467–92 (pp. 474–75). 
35   Rabīndra Racanābali. 31 vols (Kolkata: Visva–Bharati, 1957–), XII (1960), 263–

64. 
36   Nationalism, p. 109. 
37   Creative Unity (New Delhi: Rupa & Co., 2002), p. 103. 
38   The Essential Tagore, ed. by Fakrul Alam and Radha Chakravarty (London: 

Belknap of Harvard University Press, 2011), p. 185 
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lightenment against Europe, Tagore often reminds Europe of its deviation 

from these ideals.  

In Nationalism, Tagore notices the contradiction between the liberal 

humanist (social) values of the West and its political hatred of humanity: 

‘with all its vaunted love of humanity [the West] has proved itself the great-

est menace to Man’.39 In ‘East and West’, all his faith in ‘Western humanity’ 

does not preclude Tagore from condemning ‘the dominant collective idea in 

the Western countries’, by which he almost obviously means imperialist 

nationalism: 

[T]he Western mind, after centuries of contact with the East, has not 

evolved the enthusiasm of a chivalrous ideal which can bring this age to its 

fulfilment. It is everywhere raising thorny hedges of exclusion and offering 

human sacrifices to national self-seeking. It has intensified the mutual feel-

ings of envy among Western races themselves, as they fight over their spoils 

and display a carnivorous pride in their snarling rows of teeth.40  

Tagore here emphasizes the connection between the nationalist politics of 

the West and its capitalist greed or violently consumerist values. Hence his 

morally subversive choice of diction: ‘thorny hedges of exclusion’, ‘envy 

among Western races’, ‘carnivorous pride’, and ‘snarling rows of teeth’. 

‘Realization in Love’, an essay in his earlier collection Sādhanā (1913), 

contains the polemical statement: ‘Civilization can never sustain itself upon 

cannibalism of any form’.41 This resituating of ‘cannibalism’ at the core of 

European civilization is one of the best examples of Tagore’s radical rea-

lignment of the coercive terminologies of Western imperialism. What is 

more, appropriating and revising the Enlightenment or Western-humanist 

notions of civilization and progress, he considers the contemporary Western 

aggressiveness to be ‘far worse than the […] nomadic barbarism’ of ancient 

history. For all its ‘boasted love of freedom’, the West is responsible for 

producing the worst type of ‘slavery […] whose chains are unbreakable, 

either because they are unseen, or because they assume the names and 

appearance of freedom’.42 Here, by talking about the ‘unseen’ or latent 

forms of ‘slavery’, Tagore foreshadows the late twentieth-century neocoloni-

alist phenomena. 

Such awareness of the deep-rooted repercussions of Western national-

ist ideologies notwithstanding, Tagore stands apart from any reactionary 

counternationalist and anti-Orientalist politics because of his faith in uni-

versal humanity. That is why, in Nationalism, soon after the above-quoted 

criticism of what in its vagueness might seem to be a generalized European 

civilization, he qualifies it by directing his condemnation to the ‘political 

civilization’ of Europe, which is ‘based upon exclusiveness’ and ‘is carnivo-

                                                             
39   Nationalism, p. 56.  
40   Creative Unity, pp. 109–10.  
41   Sādhanā: The Realisation of Life (London: Macmillan, 1913), p. 112.  
42   Nationalism, p. 56. 
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rous and cannibalistic in its tendencies’. He adds that ‘[t]his political civili-

zation is scientific, not human’.43 By ‘scientific’, he seems to mean what is 

merely technical and mechanical. We have already seen his redemptive 

view of Western science. His ambivalence between such an optimistic view 

of science and a highly reductive one is also reflected in his observation 

that ‘science is not man’s nature. […] By knowing the laws of the material 

universe you do not change your deeper humanity’.44 This ‘deeper humani-

ty’ is the spiritual nature of man, involving his emotional and moral values. 

In ‘East and West’, he similarly maintains that ‘the dominant collective idea 

in the Western countries is not creative’ but is rather ‘wholly wanting in 

spiritual power to blend and harmonize; it lacks the sense of the great 

personality of man’.45 As we will see, against such materialistic–scientific 

values and exclusively competitive political ideology of the West, he as-

cribes to the East the historical role of spiritual unity, assimilation, and 

harmony of the human races.  

Another essay that nicely represents the dialectical relationship be-

tween East and West, Asia and Europe is ‘The Religion of the Forest’ 

(1922). Tagore there dwells upon two distinctive ways in which men relate 

to the world (‘the universe’): ‘either by conquest or by union’. The ‘principle 

of dualism’ and the ‘principle of unity’ are seen, via what seems to be a 

geographical or environmental essentialism, to be the instinctive character-

istics of ‘the Northmen of Europe’ and the men of ‘Northern India’ respec-

tively. For the former, the geographical closeness of the Sea represented 

man’s encounter with a hostile and cruel nature: ‘the challenge of untamed 

nature to the indomitable human soul’. Although ‘man did not flinch’ but 

‘fought and won’, such an antagonistic relationship with nature left its 

mark in the mould of the personality of the people of northern Europe, to 

whom ‘truth’ takes on the ‘aspect of dualism, the perpetual conflict of good 

and evil, which has no reconciliation, which can only end in victory or 

defeat’.46 Tagore specifically focuses on northern Europe and northern 

India in this essay seemingly as a prelude to contrasting William Shake-

speare with Kalidasa, a north Indian Sanskrit poet and playwright. But a 

similar dichotomy of dualism versus unity or conflict versus harmony is 

evoked in many other essays and lectures to be attributed to a largely gen-

eralized East–West polarization.  

Significantly foreshadowing the postcolonial critique of The Tempest as 

well as going beyond it by his conflation of Ariel and Caliban, Tagore argues 

that, ‘through Prospero’s treatment of Ariel and Caliban we realise man’s 

struggle with Nature and his longing to sever connections with her’. He 

dwells at length on man’s control and subjugation of nature. Analysing 

                                                             
43   Ibid., p. 60.  
44   Ibid., p. 54.  
45   Creative Unity, p. 103.  
46   Ibid., pp. 45–47. 
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Macbeth, King Lear, Hamlet, Othello, and The Winter’s Tale, Tagore at-

tempts to show ‘the gulf between Nature and human nature’ in Shake-

speare, which, he considers, is caused by ‘the tradition of his race and 

time’. Not disregarding Shakespeare’s depiction of the beauty of nature in 

his works, Tagore notes there a failure ‘to recognise […] the truth of the 

interpenetration of human life with the cosmic life of the world’. The same 

is also true of John Milton’s Paradise Lost. Despite its beautiful descrip-

tions of the heavenly garden, Tagore discerns in the text a lack of ‘kinship’ 

between man and animals. The latter ‘were created for man’s enjoyment; 

man was their lord and master’, as suggested by the impenetrability of the 

‘seclusion of the bower’ of Adam and Eve in Paradise.47 What Tagore wants 

to stress here is clearly the materialist anthropocentrism of the West, 

which he connects with its imperialist ethnocentrism.  

It is against such exclusive Western sense of ‘superiority of man’ that 

Tagore places ancient Indian syncretism, which does not deny man’s supe-

riority but rather sees it reflected in ‘the comprehensiveness of sympathy, 

not in the aloofness of absolute distinction’.48 Tagore thus envisions an 

aesthetic of spiritually comprehensive harmony and union which, he seems 

to claim, is essentially Eastern. Although he notes a trace of this in the 

English Romantic poets and mentions Wordsworth and Shelley in particu-

lar, he sees the Romantic phenomenon as symptomatic of the ‘great mental 

change in Europe’, caused by its interest in Indian philosophy.49 On this 

note, let us move on to consider Tagore’s vision of the East. 

 

 

The East, where the sun rises 

As with his view of the West, Tagore’s view of the East is also a site of am-

bivalence and contradiction, which is all too natural given his complex 

cultural–historical background. There are moments in his works when he 

believes, like his Japanese friend, Okakura Kakuzo, that ‘Asia is one’.50 At 

other moments, Japan’s rise as a materialist and imperial power shatters 

his idealism about the singleness of the Orient. Although India remains at 

the centre of Tagore’s notion of the East, the constant shift between ancient 

and contemporary India in his writings poses an intellectual challenge for 

us in trying to place his preference. However, for the sake of clarity, it is 

possible to note two dominant modes in his thoughts on India. On the one 

hand, he idealizes ancient India as a land of harmony, peace, and unity, 

and also sees in its spiritually syncretic model the ideal future of the hu-

man world. On the other, he dwells upon the problems of contemporary 

                                                             
47   Ibid., pp. 62–64.  
48   Ibid., p. 64. 
49   Ibid., p. 63. 
50   Dutta and Robinson, p. 247.  
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India, most alarming of which is its loss of a sense of its own greatness. For 

reviving its self-respect or ātmaśakti, Tagore stressed the importance of 

reforming India’s social institutions, particularly religious and educational 

ones.  

In ‘Nationalism in Japan’, delivered originally as lectures in Japan in 

1916, Tagore writes that ‘in Asia great kingdoms were founded, philosophy, 

science, arts and literatures flourished, and all the great religions of the 

world had their cradles. […] For centuries we did hold torches of civilization 

in the East when the West slumbered in darkness’.51 As is obvious from his 

self-conscious tone and diction here, Tagore is responding to Eurocentric 

notions of the East. Although he does not mention any particular writer of 

the West, the notions he seems to be revising or writing back to remind us 

of G. W. F. Hegel’s chauvinistic contention in The Philosophy of History 

(1837) that ‘[t]he History of the World travels from East to West, for Europe 

is absolutely the end of History, Asia the beginning’ or ‘[the East] is the 

childhood of History’.52 Hegel contests that, in its obsession with the One 

supreme power, India or the Orient ignores the individual existence and 

lacks ‘subjective freedom’. What is more troubling is his notion that ‘outside 

the One Power […] there is only revolting caprice, which […] roves at will 

without purpose or result’.53 Tagore, too, maintains that, after its initial 

glory, there ‘fell the darkness of night upon all the lands of the East. The 

current of time seemed to stop at once, and Asia ceased to take any new 

food, feeding upon its own past, which is really feeding upon itself’.54 While 

more of this type of self-criticism on behalf of the East will be seen in his 

reflection on India’s contemporary social decadence, it suffices for now to 

say that Tagore did not believe this state of stagnancy to be an essential or 

natural condition of the East. Moreover, far from seeing the West as the 

end of history, he strongly believed in the potentiality of the spiritual East 

for saving humanity from the degeneracy of the materialist ideologies of 

international politics dominated by the West.  

For taking up the new historical role as preserver of humanity, the 

East, of course, has to synchronise the old and the new, the ancient and 

the modern. That is why Tagore ostensibly praises ‘Japan, the child of the 

Ancient East’, for accepting ‘all the gifts of the modern age’ and for 

‘com[ing] in contact with the living time’. By combining in herself ‘old and 

new’, the ‘immemorial East’ and the modern West, Japan ‘has given heart 

to the rest of Asia’.55 Such optimism, however, cannot have been unmixed. 

Two years before coming to Japan, Tagore expressed his grim apprehen-

                                                             
51   Nationalism, p. 50. 
52   Lectures on the Philosophy of History, trans. by J. Sibree (London: George Bell 

and Sons, 1894), pp. 109, 111.  
53   Ibid., pp. 111–12.  
54   Nationalism, p. 50. 
55   Ibid., pp. 52–53.  
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sion, in the context of Japan’s rise as a military power in 1915, that ‘Japan 

has her eyes on India. She is hungry—she is munching Korea, she has 

fastened her teeth upon China and it will be an evil day for India when 

Japan will have her opportunity’.56 We note again Tagore’s use of food met-

aphors to suggest the carnivorous consumerism that Japan imported from 

the West in the name of modernization. The whole lecture on ‘Nationalism 

in Japan’ oscillates between his optimism and apprehension so far as Ja-

pan’s tilt towards modernity was concerned. Seemingly keeping Japan’s 

aggression towards its neighbouring countries in mind, he wants to remind 

Japan of ‘those days when the whole of Eastern Asia from Burma to Japan 

was united with India in the closest tie of friendship, the only natural tie 

which can exist between nations’.57 Here he tries to forge a pan-Asiatic or 

an ideal Eastern identity. Many years later in 1937, he would similarly 

think of a China–India spiritual coalition, distinctly nonpolitical, and 

founded upon the ‘intercourse of culture and friendship’ that dates back 

‘eighteen hundred years’.58 In the same year, he would also inaugurate the 

Department of Chinese Studies at Visva-Bharati University. 

However, returning to ‘Nationalism in Japan’, Tagore cautions Japan 

against the fatal contagion of the ‘political civilization’ of Europe, arguing 

that the civilizations of Greece and Rome have become ‘extinct’, whereas 

‘the civilization, whose basis is society and the spiritual ideal of man, is still 

a living thing in China and in India’.59 Here he clearly connects the social 

and the spiritual, pitting them against the political and the materialist. 

Japan should not be dazzled by the lustre of materialist modernization into 

ignoring her ‘inherited ideals’, because, modernity, as Tagore defines it, is 

‘freedom of mind, not slavery of taste’. Therefore, the East should welcome 

‘the true modern spirit’ of the time from the West without taking recourse 

to mimicry of its culturally specific external details.60 The ‘true modern 

spirit’ of the West, like its liberal-humanist values, seems to be essentially 

compatible with the spiritual values of the East, and is not to be confused 

with the ‘false’ or superficial modernity.  

We have already seen how, in ‘The Religion of the Forest’, Tagore offers 

a critique of the self-centred, isolationist, or anthropocentric ideologies of 

the West encapsulated in Shakespeare’s plays. On the contrary, Kalidasa’s 

plays uphold ‘the true Indian view’, according to which, human ‘conscious-

ness of the world […] is perfect when [it] realises all things as spiritually 

one with it’.61 Diverging from Hegel’s argument (quoted above) that Indian 

philosophy ignores the world in its obsession with the One, Tagore’s analy-

                                                             
56   qtd. in Dutta and Robinson, p. 200. 
57   Nationalism, p. 58.  
58   English Writings, III, p. 711.  
59   Nationalism, p. 61.  
60   Ibid. p. 75.  
61   Creative Unity, p. 49. 



14 | ASHIM DUTTA 

 

2016 | GITANJALI AND BEYOND 1: 1–21 

sis of ‘the Indian view’ ascribes to individual human consciousness the 

spiritual agency of a deep empathy for all living beings. Similarly, in his 

Bengali essay, ‘Śakuntalā’, the forest-hermitage in Śakuntalā is seen as an 

antithesis of the island in The Tempest.62 Tagore also characteristically 

blurs the nature–civilization distinction in his analysis of the play. As Amit 

Chaudhuri argues, although Tagore’s use of nature in these instances 

involves anti-imperialist politics, it does not fit in the frame of typical post-

colonial writings: 

If Tagore were to fit in with our stock idea of the post-colonial writer, he 

would have enlisted the wildness of nature, of the indigenous landscape, as 

a trope of resistance against European civilisation and the Enlightenment. 

Instead, for Tagore, nature is the site of civilisation, refinement, and of cer-

tain ideals of the secular enlightenment, such as the ideal of living in har-

mony with the world. […] Tagore, audaciously, not so much critiques the 

Western Enlightenment and humanism, and the idea of ‘civilisation’ itself, 

but snatches them away from their expected location and gives to them an-

other source and lineage in India and its antiquity.63  

We have already observed Tagore’s use of Western humanist concepts to 

criticize Western imperialist praxes. Chaudhuri here aptly points out Ta-

gore’s appropriation of, rather than resistance to, Western humanism and 

Enlightenment ideas on behalf of India. However, I do not read Tagore’s use 

of nature in the essay ‘Śakuntalā’ or elsewhere as suggestive of any ‘secular 

enlightenment’ model. Rather, to my mind, the model of enlightenment he 

proffers as an alternative to the (scientific–materialist) Western one is pro-

foundly spiritual. He wants to revive the spiritual civilization of the East, 

which, once revived and renewed, will be her contribution in the transcul-

tural exchange. Tagore’s transnationalist spirituality, of course, is not ab-

solutely Eastern or Indian, but is rather a constructive mix of Western 

liberal humanism and Eastern spirituality. Such conflation also saves him 

from promoting an alternative ethnocentric world-vision with the East or 

India at its centre.  

In his glorification of ancient India, Tagore did not ignore the alarming 

social degeneracy his contemporary India had fallen into. Even for India’s 

misery at the hands of the colonial West, Tagore held her partially respon-

sible. Towards the end of the Bengali essay, ‘Pūrba o Paścim’ (East and 

West), he puts the blame for the cruelty and cowardice of the British in 

India on the Indians’ lack of self-confidence and a sense of India’s great-

ness. The Indians have partly attracted the baser qualities of the British 

                                                             
62   ‘Shakuntala’, trans. by Sukanta Chaudhuri, in Selected Writings on Literature 

and Language, ed. by Chaudhuri (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2001), 

pp. 237–51 (p. 237).  
63   ‘Two Giant Brothers: Tagore’s Revisionist Orient’, in Clearing a Space: Reflec-

tions on India, Literature and Culture (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2008), pp. 122–39 (p. 

134). 
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colonizers by not standing in front of them as equals.64 Although such 

statements might be taken to represent Tagore’s elitist or pro-Western 

mentality, a comprehensive understanding of Tagore’s works allows one to 

find a different meaning in these lines. He always wanted to cling to the 

essential goodness of man, Eastern or Western, the colonizer or the colo-

nized. That is why, in the same Bengali essay, he sees the ‘Englishness of 

the English’ as benevolent and humane, rather than materialist, capitalist, 

or colonialist—qualities, which are ‘against the best nature of the English’ 

(translation mine).65 Reading such statements as symptomatic of Tagore’s 

protoimperialist sympathy ignores the fact that he struggled hard to keep 

up his faith in a spiritually benevolent nature of man across racial and 

territorial divides. It is to this greater nature of man, and not to any tempo-

rary deviations from that, that he refers in the above observations.  

Moreover, he employs a similar kind of positive essentialism in his con-

struction of the East or India, too. If he is hard on contemporary Indian 

society, it is because he wants India to realise her essential greatness—her 

spiritual egalitarianism and openness—lost amidst a rigid and reified social 

compartmentalization. In two of his major plays, Acalāẏatan (1912), which 

means ‘obsolete structure’, and Tāser Deś (1932), which literally translates 

as ‘the country of cards’, Tagore exposes the meaningless and degenerative 

nature of the orthodox Hindu society. The inhuman absurdity of rituals as 

well as the sheer immobility (acal means immobile or fixed) of orthodox 

practices are subjected to incisive irony, mockery and ridicule in these two 

plays. Given this grim realization of the ‘immobility of our social struc-

tures’, Tagore criticizes the contemporaneous Indian nationalists’ indiffer-

ence to the need for ‘the constructive work of society’, born out of their 

nationalist ‘creed’ that ‘this social system has been perfected for all time to 

come by our ancestors’.66 Such apathetic self-complacency is conducive to 

the West-infected ‘delusion that mere political freedom will make us free’.67 

Tagore, therefore, did not think that India was ready for ‘political freedom’ 

until it addressed its social crises rooted in inequality of different sorts. He 

feared that ‘the narrowness of sympathy which makes it possible for us to 

impose upon a considerable portion of humanity the galling yoke of inferi-

ority will assert itself in our politics in creating tyranny of injustice’.68 The 

glaring relevance of such insightful observations to today’s Indian or South 

Asian context can hardly be overstated. Tagore was painfully aware of the 

religion- and caste-based discriminations that the socially marginalized 

communities had been subjected to for long in the then undivided India.69 

                                                             
64   Rabīndra Racanābali, XII, pp. 270–71.  
65   Ibid., p. 271.  
66   Nationalism, pp. 122, 125.  
67   Ibid., p. 123. 
68   Ibid. pp. 122–23.  
69   Dutta and Robinson, p. 274.  
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In his novel Home and the World (1915), set in the context of the Swadeshi 

(svadeśī) movement of 1905, Tagore addresses some key factors behind 

Hindu–Muslim rivalry. One of his major concerns, revealed in this novel, 

seems to be that Indian nationalist movement is not dealing with this cru-

cial internal antagonism sensitively enough.  

 

 

Syncretic Internationalism of Tagore  

Tagore’s view of India remains incomplete without taking into account his 

idealism about India’s role in the realization of his universal-humanist 

vision of unity. In his novel Gora (1910), Tagore represents this dream as 

well as the multifarious impediments on the way to its realization, such as 

the internal, caste-based segregations among the Hindus, the division 

between the Hindus and the Muslims, the Hindu–Brahmo antagonism, 

and, of course, the friction between the colonizers and the colonized. Gora, 

the son of a deceased Irish soldier and raised as a Hindu by Anondomoyi 

and Krishnadayal, holds on to Hindu orthodoxy, including the caste system 

and idol worship, as part of his nationalist resistance to the British colonial 

rule in India as well as to the attempted Westernization of the educated 

middle- and upper-class Indians. The family of Paresh Babu is the epitome 

of the Brahmo Samaj. While Paresh Babu represents the philosophical and 

spiritual wisdom born of his Brahmo faith, his wife and Panu Babu, a fami-

ly friend and a leading member of the Samaj, are remarkable for their ex-

tremist anti-Hindu ideology and their slavish contentment about British 

rule in India. Tagore’s Brahmo inheritance notwithstanding, the novel be-

trays his scepticism about the possibility of the Brahmo Samaj’s being the 

epicentre of the true Indian unity. (It is significant that, by that time, the 

Brahmo movement had become rife with clashes, conflicts, and schisms, 

and Tagore’s efforts to unite its different branches as well as to see it as 

inseparable from Hinduism had resulted in failure and invited severe criti-

cism.)70 Nor could he trust Hindu orthodoxy with such a historical role. The 

novel zooms in, among other things, on Gora’s journey towards self-

realization (in more than one sense), which could also be read as the self-

realization of bhāratbarsha or the Great India. What is more, as Syed 

Akram Hossain suggests, Gora’s voyage from Hindu nationalism to univer-

sal humanism also reflects his author’s similar ideological evolution.71  

Having remained engrossed in the Kolkata-centric Hindu–Brahmo con-

troversy so far, it is during his tour of the rural Bengal that Gora comes 

face to face with the Hindu–Muslim divide as well as the caste system and 

its worst offshoot—untouchability. In a Muslim village, Gora and his com-

                                                             
70   Dutta and Robinson, pp. 32, 93–94. 
71   Rabīndranāther Upanyas: Cetanālok O Śilparūp (‘Rabindranath Tagore’s Novel: 

Thought and Craft’) (Dhaka: Ekushey Publications Ltd., 2001), p. 167.  
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panion, Ramapati, are faced with a dilemma with regard to accepting the 

hospitality at the house of a low-caste and untouchable Hindu barber, the 

only Hindu family in the village. What exacerbates the case for Gora and 

Ramapati is the fact that the wife of the barber has temporarily adopted the 

son of a Muslim farmer, Faru Sardar. Faru was the leader of the rebellious 

tenants of the village, and, for standing against the indigo planters’ oppres-

sion, suffered persecution. Finding Faru’s son Tamiz starving for days, the 

Hindu barber’s wife felt compelled to take him home.72 When Ramapati, 

after hearing this story, becomes adamant about refusing the hospitality of 

this Hindu transgressor and accepting, instead, that of Madhav Chatterjee, 

the Brahmin rent collector of the indigo factory, Gora chooses to accept the 

hospitality of the barber.73 He cannot make himself refuse the food of the 

good-souled barber merely in order to ‘preserve his caste’.74 Torn between 

his long-cherished prejudice and his superior moral sense, Gora self-

critically questions the ‘terrible wrong’ of ‘making purity an external 

thing’.75 Here Gora takes his first significant move towards the spiritual 

humanism that finds most eloquent expression in Tagore’s 1930 collection 

of Oxford Hibbert Lectures, The Religion of Man. Far from expressing alle-

giance to any institutionalized religion, Tagore there distinguishes between 

man’s biological and transcendental selves, and maintains that man’s 

‘religion’ lies in his spiritual journey from the former towards the latter: 

‘Man […] is truly represented in something which exceeds himself. He […] is 

not imperfect, but incomplete. He knows that in himself some meaning has 

yet to be realized’.76 This ‘meaning’ is the spiritual self-realization, namely 

the realization of the universal humanity in oneself: ‘in our life we must 

touch all men and all times through the manifestation of a truth which is 

eternal and universal’.77 The eternal/universal truth or the spiritual experi-

ence he pursued all his life was to be sought for and realized in this life 

through actions that ‘touch all men’.  

Gora, of course, is yet to realize the full implication of this universal 

unity. For all his sympathy for the poor and the lowly, he is kept from feel-

ing a sense of true equality by ‘an unseen gulf of separation’.78 It is only at 

the end of the novel, when Gora’s birth-secret is revealed to him, that he 

feels himself free and exclaims with a terrible joy: ‘Today I am really an 

Indian! In me there is no longer any opposition between Hindu, Mussul-

man, and Christian. To-day every caste in India is my caste’.79 In his own 

self, Gora also unifies Europe and India. Despite the fact that Gora has 

                                                             
72   Gora (London: Macmillan, 1924), pp. 133–34.  
73   Ibid., pp. 135–36.  
74   Ibid., p. 136. 
75   Ibid., p. 136. 
76   English Writings, III, p. 106.  
77   Ibid., p. 106.  
78   Gora, p. 406.  
79   Ibid., p. 406.  
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been subjected to authorial irony throughout the novel, and that Tagore in 

this novel splits himself into different characters (for example, Binoy, 

Paresh Babu, Anondomoyi, and Gora), Gora’s above syncretic epiphany 

about a pluralist India seems to be Tagore’s, too.  

In a poem, written in the same year as Gora, a similar vision of India or 

the Great India finds eloquent expression. The poem, ‘Pilgrimage to India’ 

reads much like the ending of Gora:  

Aryan and non-Aryan come,  

Hindu and Musulman:  

Come, O Christian; and today  

Come, O you Englishman.  

Come, brahman, with a heart made pure  

Hold hands with one and all:  

Come, you outcaste: let your load  

Of insult from you fall.80 

In another important stanza of the poem, the list is enlarged further to 

include, apart from those mentioned above, ‘Chinese, Dravidian, | Scythi-

an, Hun, Mughal, Pathan’.81 The refrain that threads through the poem 

and concludes it reads: ‘On India’s ocean-shore of great humanity’.82 It is to 

this India of ‘great humanity’ that Tagore invites all the diverse races of 

human beings. Significantly he uses the image of ‘ocean-shore’, symboliz-

ing India’s openness to the world. The intricately rhymed, incantatory vers-

es of the original Bengali version of the poem accentuate the tone of all-

inclusive harmony.  

The fact that Tagore, in the above poem, includes the ‘Englishmen’ 

among the races to ‘merge and be merged’ in India is particularly signifi-

cant in the colonial context (lines 22–24).83 It is intriguing that, rather than 

asking the Englishmen to ‘quit India’, he should be asking them to ‘come’ 

and join the throng. In a letter to William Rothenstein, dated 20 April 1927, 

Tagore eloquently defends himself against E. P. Thompson’s suggestion (in 

his biography of Tagore) about his (Tagore’s) anti-English feelings: ‘Of 

course, I have my grievances against the British Government in India, but I 

have a genuine respect for the English character which has so often been 

expressed in my writings’ (letter 218).84 In the same vein, ‘Pilgrimage to 

India’ welcomes the humanist, not the colonial or the political, West. As he 

writes in The Religion of Man, ‘[w]hen the streams of ideals that flow from 

                                                             
80   ‘Pilgrimage to India’, trans. by Sukanta Chaudhuri, in Selected Poems, ed. by 

Chaudhuri and Sankha Ghosh (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2004), pp. 

200–02 (p. 202, lines 64–71). 
81   Ibid., p. 200 (lines 17–18). 
82   Ibid., pp. 200–02 (line 76).  
83   Ibid., p. 201.  
84   Selected Letters of Rabindranath Tagore, ed. by Krishna Dutta and Andrew 

Robinson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), p. 349. 
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the East and from the West mingle their murmur in some profound har-

mony of meaning it delights my soul’.85 Clearly, it is the transnational har-

mony of an extrapolitical nature that he is proclaiming here, inspired by 

the belief that ‘the best in the world have their fundamental agreement’.86 

Tagore’s transnational–humanist vision was also reflected in the edu-

cational institution he founded in Santiniketan, India, which he significant-

ly named ‘Visva-Bharati’, meaning wisdom of the world or universal 

knowledge. In Tagore’s vision, ‘Visva-Bharati acknowledges India’s obliga-

tion to offer to others the hospitality of her best culture and India’s right to 

accept from others their best’.87 The founding of the university testifies to 

Tagore’s serious commitment to a meaningful and respectful union of the 

East and the West. Such union, needless to say, is Tagore’s alternative to a 

merely politically motivated coming together of nations. The latter, however, 

continued to frustrate his hope till the end of his life. In Crisis in Civilization 

(1941), he reveals his scepticism about European civilization and his fearful 

apprehension of the ‘stark misery’ the British would ‘leave behind’ in India. 

Nevertheless, he is reluctant to commit ‘the grievous sin of losing faith in 

Man’ and ‘look[s] forward to the opening of a new chapter in [Man’s] history’ 

to be dawned, probably, in ‘the East where the sun rises’. The dawning he 

looks up to is the dawning of spiritual humanity, when the ‘unvanquished 

Man’ (cf. the ‘transcendental Man’ of The Religion of Man) will reclaim ‘his 

lost human heritage’.88  

To sum up, Tagore’s views of East and West are not rigid but fluid, 

and, for that very reason, rife with contradictions. Despite always identify-

ing himself with India or the East in the hemispheric polarization, which he 

found impossible to completely transcend, he was not blind to the problems 

of his country or the East in general. Although he strongly opposed West-

ern imperialist politics and often wrote back to Western misconceptions 

about the Orient, he distinguished, if not always very neatly, the humanist 

West from the imperialist West, and never completely denied his admiration 

for the former. Tagore’s criticism of the West was corrective and sympathet-

ic, not racially subversive. ‘I speak bitterly of Western civilization’, he writes 

in Nationalism, ‘[only] when I am conscious that it is betraying its trust and 

thwarting its own purpose’.89 Given his belief in the spiritual essence of 

man, he took care not to harbour any ‘distrust of the individuals of [any] 

nation’.90 His transnationalism thus relies heavily on the spiritual nature or 

the superior moral sense of human beings. This sense of morality, inherent 

in his transnational world-vision, coheres with the mystical spirituality of 

                                                             
85   English Writings, III, 119. 
86   Ibid., p. 119.  
87   qtd. in Dutta and Robinson, p. 220.  
88   Essential Tagore, pp. 215–16. 
89   Nationalism, pp. 109–10. 
90   Creative Unity, p. 110. 
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the vast majority of his works, connecting the public and the private, the 

political and the poetic, and the national and the transnational in his oeu-

vre. Tagore ends The Religion of Man with the following excerpt from the 

Upanishads in his own translation: ‘He who is one, and who dispenses the 

inherent needs of all peoples and all times […] may he unite us with the 

bond of truth, of common fellowship, of righteousness’.91 This threefold 

unity needs to be taken into consideration in order to understand Tagore’s 

transnationalist spirituality.  
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During the period of colonization, the native 

never stops achieving his freedom from nine 

in the evening until six in the morning.1 

 

 n June 21, 1929, Rabindranath Tagore, Indian writer, first Asian 

awardee of the Nobel Prize for Literature (1913), made a stop-over in Saigon 

(Cochin China). While staying in Japan, giving lectures and interviews, 

Tagore received an invitation from a representative of the French Embassy 

to come to Indo-China and make a tour through the colony. The official 

invitation from the colonial government shaped the positive reception of 

Tagore in colonial Vietnam, different from the public hostility against Ta-

gore’s visit in China in 1924.2 

 Tagore’s visit was well-perceived by colonial officials, journalists, poli-

ticians, and a variety of common people. A large amount of announcements 

and articles about Tagore and his visit found a place in both French and 

quốc ngữ newspapers in Saigon including L’Écho Annamite, Tribune Inchi-

noise, Đông Pháp thời báo, La Cloche Fêlée, Thần Chung, Công giáo đồng 

thịnh, Đuốc Nhà Nam, and Phụ nữ tân văn. This visit was finally recalled 

multiple times during an international conference on Rabindranath Tagore 

in Hanoi, November 2011; however, it had never been mentioned in official 

textbooks of literature and history in Vietnam during the socialist regime, 

from 1945 to the present. Generations of Vietnamese academics have as-

sumed that the reception of Tagore began in 1961 with An Anthology of 

Tagore’s Poems (on the anniversary of 100th birthday of Tagore, a 53-page 

anthology of Tagore's poems was translated by The Association of Vietnam-

ese Writers (Literature Publishing House), and R Tagore, a publication of 

                                                             
1  Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. by Richard Philcox (New York: 

Grove Press, 2004), p. 52. 

2 Sourabh Chatterjee, ‘Tagore: (泰戈尔) A Case study of his visit to China in 

1924’, IOSR Journal of Humanities and Social Science, 19.3 (2014), 28-35.  

  Sisir Kumar Das, ‘The Controversial Guest: Tagore in China, part 2’ Across the 

Himalayan Gap: an Indian Quest for Understanding China, 1998 

<http://ignca.nic.in/ks_41038.htm> [accessed May 17, 2016]. 

  The term ‘colonial’ used here leans on Elleke Boehmer’s perception of colonial 

discourse in her book Colonial and Postcolonial Literature: Migrant Metaphors 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995). Boehmer emphasizes ‘colonial’ as 

space and process in which voices of the colonized and the colonizer are inter-

connecting and communicable. The colonial discourse is characterized as an 

‘interconnected inter-textual milieu’ because it codifies all foreignness into its 

common codes; all foreign regions are made into a planet joining into the orbit 

of metaphors, definition, images, interpretations, or views surrounding the at-

tractable and original center–the colonizer. The world is unified under common 

codes originated from British. ‘Colonial spaces… became flooded with the same 

kinds of literature. The imaginations of readers across the British Empire were 

led along parallel grooves’ (p. 55). 

O 
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Cao Huy Đỉnh and Lacon of the National Commission of Social Sciences 

(Literature Publishing House). Văn học Ấn Độ [Indian Literature] (Lưu Đức 

Trung), the only textbook of Indian literature for Vietnamese students, first 

published in 1982, does not refer to the fact that Tagore was literarily and 

politically known in Vietnam in the colonial period.  

This article analyses the state of câm lặng (silence)—colonial stereo-

types of Annamite spirituality—embodied in colonial Vietnamese receptions 

of Tagore to explore the question of why Tagore's reception in Vietnam 

during the French colonial period was excluded from socialist Vietnamese 

histories.3 Such concept of câm lặng complements the silence of romanti-

cism: Patricia Ondek Laurence once described this silence as ‘mystical 

elements of Oriental metaphysics’ (transcending Buddhist or Taoist lan-

guages) and the ‘Oriental mystery’ (‘Oriental science and far-seeing eyes’).4 

The image of Annamite spirituality that Tagore promoted set the tone for 

Vietnamese creative representations of Tagore and of Vietnamese society in 

the colonial period. Specifically, this article examines the presence of these 

stereotypes of Annamite spirituality—the effects of colonial discourses 

about the figure of the native—in literary reactions to Tagore and his works. 

Such reactions include quốc ngữ translations of Tagore and Vietnamese 

literature that shared topics and themes with Tagore’s works. These stereo-

types, as this article will reveal, include the qualities of intellectual silence 

and sadness. Deep influences of Tagore are latent in Vietnamese writings 

appreciating stillness and sadness. Such colonial Vietnamese appreciations 

of Tagore obviously did not meet any political debates and military strug-

gles of a sovereign, united figure of Vietnam, which made them invisible in 

postcolonial Vietnamese historiography.  

During Tagore’s visit, the audience focused more on Tagore’s appear-

ance than his speech. It is easy to recognize that descriptions of Tagore’s 

appearance are full of illusions of magic and romance, which stem from 

stereotypes of spiritualistic and tranquil Indian-ness and Easternness. 

Tagore appears not to have talked much or shared much during his visit to 

Saigon; his voice seems to have been sunk under programmed speeches of 

the committee. For example, at the reception of Tagore at ‘Hôtei de Ville’ at 

6pm on June 21, as narrated by Le Tribune Inchinoise, Tagore appears to 

have been silent while there were continuous speeches by the honoured 

                                                             
3  This part is about the reception of Tagore in Annam more generally. In 1937, 

short stories by Tagore were translated in Tonkin (Đông Dương Tạp chí). Poets of 

the New Poetry Movements, who might have been influenced by Tagore or the 

ideology of the Oriental that Tagore represents are from Tonkin and Annam. 

The absence of Cochinchinese intellectuals in literary receptions of Tagore 

might show the failure of Tagore’s visit in offering nationalisms which were ex-

citing in Cochin China and show the success in shaping and improving the 

manner of Oriental poetry and literature in Annam and Tonkin.  
4  The Reading of Silence: Virginia Woolf in the English Tradition (Stanford: Stan-

ford University Press, 1991), p. 53. 
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host Béziet and by representatives of Annamite, Hindu and French journals 

and governmental offices. It is fair to say that news reports of the reception 

of Tagore were more about Tagore’s eyes, which were considered by natives 

to have more power to communicate with people and better convey mean-

ings rather than Tagore’s speeches themselves; there seems to have been 

an illusionary and intensive gaze at Tagore’s appearance. The article ‘Cuộc 

nghênh tiếp ông Tagore ở Saigon’ [The Reception of Tagore in Saigon] (June 

23-24, 1929) in Thần Chung conceived Tagore as a Supreme Being; his 

words were gospel and it seems not to have been bothered about what 

exactly Tagore’s message was:  

Tagore [has] strangely bright eyes which look like deep and pure oceans. 

Although we do not understand English, we are able to understand his 

words by seeing his eyes… as soon as Tagore entered the theatre, the audi-

ence seems to stop breathing… when listening to Tagore’s speech, the audi-

ence was so silent that they can hear the sound of flying mosquitoes. 

In the same manner, Mne Nguyễn Đức Nhuận, the chief editor of Phụ nữ tân 

văn, in ‘Rabindranth Tagore ghé viếng tòa báo Phụ nữ tân văn’ (July 4, 

1929) described Tagore’s amazing eyes with their godlike power:  

Only on this occasion did I come to know Tagore’s appearance in person. It 

turns out that all portraits of Tagore that we see are not effective enough in 

presenting the fresh aura on his face and the vital strength in his eyes, 

which seems to have bright nimbuses and are typical for those who have 

fairy-like manners and a moral core.5 

In contemporary Annamite newpapers, the bright eyes and the broad fore-

head of Tagore were made prominent to highlight his smartness and philo-

sophical ability. The photo of Tagore that was taken by Khánh Kỳand and 

that was published in most newspapers, such as Le Tribune Indochinoise 

and Phụ nữ tân văn, shows that Tagore was presented as a symbol of spir-

itual and serene Easternness. The photo does not capture Tagore from the 

front but from one side to make Tagore’s long and thick hair and beard 

stand out. Those visual signs seem to have encoded visual perceptions of 

Tagore as a representative of the Orient. According to Vietnamese expres-

sion, Tagore looks like ‘ôngtiên’—a god-man in folktales—in the photos. 

Also, the direction of the Tagore’s gaze is crucial in the photo; he looks 

neither downward nor upward but forward and into the distance, which 

shows the orientalist fantasy of a serene state and the love for thinking and 

foresight.  

The painting of Tagore with his signature by the painter Lê Trung 

Nghĩa, which was prominently published in La Tribune Indochinoise on 

June 26, 1929, also reveals insights into the orientalist fantasy.  

Lê Trung Nghĩa portrayed Tagore sitting at a table with a book (or a 

notebook) and holding a pen. Tagore holds the book, but his eyes, which 

                                                             
5  This is my translation from Vietnamese to English. 
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are looking at some infinite point, do not show that he was reading but 

imply that he is meditatively thinking. Again, the portrait does not capture 

Tagore from the front but from the side. Similar images of Tagore, portray-

ing him from the side, can be seen in other photos during his trip to Sai-

gon, including in the article ‘Réception et lunch à l’ Hôtel de Ville’ in La 

Tribune Indochinoise (June 24, 1929) and ‘Ảnh Tagore viếng lăng quan tả 

quân tại Bà- Chiểu’ [Tagore at the Lê Văn Duyệt Tomb on Bà- Chiểu Street] 

in Đuốc Nhà Nam (June 25, 1929). While all figures are facing the lens, 

Tagore seems to be looking into the distance. The long hair and beard with 

wide forehead and deep and penetrating eyes are basic characteristics of all 

photos of Tagore in Saigon, such as the images ‘Rabindrad Nath Tagore at 

16 ans’ (June 17, 1929), ‘Chez M. Diep Van Giap’ [At the Villa of Diep Van 

Giap] (June 21, 1929), ‘Dans le salon de M. Nguyen Van Cua’ (La Tribune 

Indochinoise) and ‘Chân dung Rabin Dranath TAGORE mặc y phục Annam, 

đầu bịt khăn đen, mình bận áo dài’ [Tagore in Annamese Costume] (June 

27, 1929), and ‘Ảnh chụp chùa Chetty tại đường Ohier’ [Photo Taken at 

Chetty Pagoda] (June 29, 1929) in Đuốc Nhà Nam. These portraits strength-

en the image of Tagore (as presented in descriptions of the ceremony) as a 

typical Easterner whose power lies in sophisticated thinking and serenity 

rather than in secular activities.  

The inclination to ‘silence’, which refers to the passion of vague think-

ing and hoping, is also obvious in writings inspired by Tagore’s visit. Ta-

gore’s speech about restoring ancient connections between Annam and 

India or the ancient Asian origins of Annam was successful in the sense 

that it made Annamese people aware of their once tranquil lives in ancient 

times. Such awareness stems from his supposed knowledge of Indian phi-

losophy, and of Easternness. The fact that this ambiguity and serenity were 

embedded into appreciations of Tagore seems to have been appropriate 

with Tagore’s reminder to the Annamites of their Easternness and to An-

namese writers of their serene traditions. Phạm Đình Khương, in his paper 

‘Thuyết bác ái và chủ nghĩa hòa bình’ [The Theory of Humanity and Pacifi-

cation] (25 June, 1929) in Công giáo đồng thịnh, described the spiritual and 

solemn environment and the rising hope of peace and serenity in Saigon 

provoked by Tagore’s visit: 

These days, after a peaceful sleep, our morality and physicality are strong-

er… These days, on the roads, all of our people including French, Indians 

(chà) and thousands of Annamites, relatives, friends and visitors have hap-

py smiles on their lips. Are we too optimistic? Is a magical power helping us 

to find new humans in our area? No, it is not. People and things are the 

same. Our minds change. We are walking on the same road, but we are 

gasping for new air and voice into our lungs. The new air and sounds were 

brought to us by the winds from India. With the new air and sounds, we 
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cease to be mentally tired; we have more energy. In a peaceful environment, 

hundreds of trees are flowering; people are peaceful.6 

This paragraph, which is full of natural images such as winds, air and 

trees, of adjectives referring to peaceful states such as ‘peaceful’, ‘harmoni-

ous’, and ‘flowering’, and romantically aggrandizing statements such as 

‘people are harmonious’, and ‘Our minds change’, portray a placid and 

pastoral milieu, a milieu appropriate to the Indian origins in which Tagore 

was raised. Furthermore, the more universal terms and indefinite infer-

ences such as ‘minds’, ‘voice’, ‘mentality’, and ‘energy’, seem to have imitat-

ed Tagore’s own rhetorical speech that is full of winged-words and state-

ments, such as ‘blazing light at the sunny beaches’, ‘dreams and souls are 

beautiful as brocades’, or the ‘soul of India is dim’.7 There is no stated 

specific voice and ideology in this paragraph; instead, it is as if there was a 

narrator who keeps thinking in meditation. There are continuous ideologi-

cal conversations between the narrator and a vague character, which might 

be more likely himself. His flow of thought is endless. There is only one 

organ for speaking mentioned, which are the ‘lips’. Instead, there is only 

quiet and soundless ‘smiles’. The implication of the smiles becomes the 

topic of infinite questions and thoughts: ‘Are we too optimistic? Is a magical 

power helping us to find new humans in our areas?’ Even when Phạm Đình 

Khương described excitements and hopes, he apparently preferred the 

unspoken state: 

Oh my God, looking at the future gives us a lot of hope, hopes for a future 

for universal and human beings. It is clear that the hope is still there, so it 

is not good to be pessimistic. Being cynical is being destroyed by the vicissi-

tudes of life… It is clear that life of human beings is a life of hope, a perma-

nent hope. As long as humans will have hope, intellectuals should have 

hope as well. The theory of hope is not for personal interests of living peo-

ple. Past heroes and kingdoms thought for their people’s peace.8 

In this Vietnamese nationalist writing inspired by Tagore, the dominant 

ideology is that the nature of human life is to keep up hope. Accordingly, 

the narrator appears to be one who maintains hope and dreams of the 

future. It reflects desired models of ideal intellectuals who love to think and 

hope, whose lives are more about streams of thinking or interior mono-

logues, rather than speaking and acting out their thoughts.  

In addition to literary writings about political themes, literary criticisms 

of Tagore also show a special appreciation for a kind of intellectual still-

ness, which is represented in the form of sophisticated tranquillity and 

sorrow. The article ‘Ông Rabindranath Tagore’ by Thạch Lan (Phụ Nữ Tân 

                                                             
6  This is my translation from Vietnamese to English. 
7  Phạm ĐìnhKhương. ‘Thuyết bác ái và chủ nghĩa hòa bình’, Công giáo đồng thịnh 

25 June, 1929 
8  ‘Thuyết bác ái và chủ nghĩa hòa bình’, Công giáo đồng thịnh June 25, 1929.This 

is my translation from Vietnamese to English. 
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Văn, June 27, 1929) is full of appraisals of nobility and philosophy of Ta-

gore’s vague quietness and sadness: 

He also describes sorrowful souls, but not the secular sorrow of imperial 

girls [Kiều] and prostitutes; his sorrow is ambiguous. His wandering sor-

rowful soul is able to find heart-to-heart understandings in the infiniteness. 

It is a sorrow which both sings and is reasonable and which both drops 

tears in eyes and smiles on lips. Smiles imply philosophy and concern. As 

told by Roman Roland in his translation of Tagore’s novel, although Tagore 

is passionate in his meditation, his eyes are still watching and his lips are 

still smiling at this world.9 

Here, the beautification of sorrow lies in the fact that it is expected to ad-

dress the universality that does not belong to a specific individual, class or 

gender. In other words, the beauty of sorrow goes beyond the mundane and 

is in harmony with a supernatural world that cannot be named. In addi-

tion, the beauty of sorrow is also described as thoughtful sorrow, an appre-

ciated sorrow. It supposedly does not make sounds; rather, it is the dura-

ble quiet that is appreciated. The love for sorrow is not only presented in 

the topic but in the writing itself. The poetic writing with rhythmic sentenc-

es and the use of literary allusions such as imperial girls [Kiều] and prosti-

tutes align it with a kind of meditated sorrow.  

The pleasures of mental silence, which refers to the preference for hid-

den sorrows, hopes and thoughts over material history or social politics, 

also appears to have caught editors of the weekly French-Quốc ngữ bilin-

gual journal Đông Dương tạp chí (Tonkin). This journal was initially founded 

in 1914 by the Governor General Albert Sarraut and re-established in 1937 

by Nguyễn Giang, son of Nguyễn Văn Vĩnh, a famous reformist. This jour-

nal printed Nguyễn Giang’squốcngữ translations of the two short stories by 

Tagore, including ‘Cô láng giềng xinh đẹp của tôi (truyện ngắn của thi sĩ Ấn 

Độ Rabindranath Tagore viếtbằngtiếng Anh)’ [My Fair Neighbor, a Short 

Story Written in English by the Indian Poet Rabindranath Tagore] (July 17, 

1937) and ‘Su-ba (truyện ngắn của nhà thi sĩ Ấn Độ Rabindranath Tagore 

viếtbằngtiếng Anh)’ [Suba, a Short Story by the Indian Poet Rabindranath 

Tagore] (July 24,1937). The quốc ngữ translations of Tagore’s literary writ-

ings are more about the romance of passiveness, quietness, reticence, 

sorrow and imagination. The two main female characters of the stories are 

both silenced: there is no hint of spoken sounds from them. In Subha, the 

girl was dumb when she was born; in My Fair Neighbour, the widow is not 

dumb but she never talks. Although their presence is the focal point of 

other gazes (of an invisible narrator and two male characters), their lives 

and thoughts are rendered through the imagination of others. Accordingly, 

the only visual strength and beauty that these women have is supposedly 

silent itself; silence becomes the merit of beautiful femininity. Such an 

                                                             
9  This is my translation from Vietnamese to English. 
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appraisal of taciturnity is obvious in Subha, which offers a concrete philo-

sophical articulation of silence:  

When we express our thoughts in words, the medium is not easily found. 

There must be a process of translation, which is often not exact, and then 

we fall into error. But black eyes need no translating; the mind itself throws 

a shadow upon them. In them thought opens or shuts, shines forth or goes 

out in darkness, hangs steadfast like the setting moon or like the swift and 

restless lightning illuminates all quarters of the sky. Those who from birth 

have had no other speech than the trembling of their lips learn a language 

of the eyes, endless in expression, deep as the sea, clear as heaven, wherein 

sunset, light and shadow play. The dumb have a lonely grandeur like Na-

ture's own. Wherefore the other children almost dreaded Subha and never 

played with her. She was silent and companionless as the noontide.10 

The philosophy of this paragraph shows the denial of language or more 

literal forms of thinking in favour of denotive, suggestive and abstract ideo-

logies. The focus on the ability of the eyes to talk for dumb people appears 

in order to provide the silence its own power. Similarly in My Fair Neighbor, 

the stress on the magical power of the widow’s eyes (a widow who never 

talks) in revealing her internal world is to sharpen the aesthetics of quiet-

ness. The quietness allows the condition of possibility for poetic composi-

tions: 

Poet-like, I would reply: ‘They come from my imagination; for, as you know, 

truth is silent, and it is imagination only which waxes eloquent. Reality re-

presses the flow of feeling like a rock; imagination cuts out a path for it-

self’.11 

Tao Đàn Tạp chí [Poetic Association Journal], an apolitically literary and 

culturally oriented organization, founded in 1939 by contemporary promi-

nent intellectuals from Tonkin, Annam and Cochin China issued a Viet-

namese version of Tagore’s novel The Home and the World in seven volumes 

(No. 6-13) in 1939. This novel about the failure of a nationalist experiment 

of making women’s voices audible and their activities visible seems to have 

fit with the set tone of the products of the journal that are more unrealistic, 

romantic and emotional. The translation of The Home and the World is also 

consistent with the pronounced role of being a cultural organ focusing on 

art and ideology; the Vietnamese soul is, accordingly, ideologically and 

artistically oriented. Consequently, the translation is a promotion of the 

voicelessness supposedly typical for the native.  

                                                             
10   Rabindranath. Tagore, ‘Subha’ in Stories from Tagore (New York: The Macmillan 

Company, 1918), pp. 101-112 (p.102). 
11  This is my translation from Vietnamese to English. Nguyễn Giang. ‘Cô láng 

giềng xinh đẹp của tôi (truyện ngắn của thi sĩ Ấn Độ Rabindranath Tagore viết 

bằng tiếng Anh” Đông Dương tạp chí, July 17, 1937. 
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This beauty in the inability to speak seems to have found its consonance 

with the aesthetic principle of the New Poetry Movement (1930-194512) 

that beauty is embodied in the quietness. For example, in 1938, Xuân 

Diệu(1916-1985), considered to be a king of Vietnamese love poetry, wrote 

the poem ‘Đây mùa thu tới’ [The Autumn has come]:  

Clouds are hidden in the air, birds fly away 

Spleenful sky, resent departure 

There are young girls who do not talk 

Leaning on the door, what are they thinking about?13 

The poem is filled with the ‘Oriental mystery’ with the image of still-

standing and far-seeing eyes. In 1939, Xuân Diệu wrote the short story ‘Tỏa 

nhị Kiều’, addressing the existing prominence of the aesthetics of silence in 

lives of young girls and intellectuals. Like the two females in the translated 

short stories by Tagore, the two female characters in the story by Xuân 

Diệu never speak; the only hints to show that they are living beings exist 

solely in their gestures, including light movements of lips (light smiles) and 

eyes. Throughout his life, Phan, the only male intellectual in the story, 

quietly moves back and forth on the ladders of the building and sometimes 

moves his lips fuzzily: 

Sometimes, Phan climbs the ladder. I see something in the corner of his 

lips which is like one sixth of a smile. However, it is enough to make me 

happy and think. I think of Quỳnh, who is too quiet with peaceful eyes, 

which are like nothing… She is so quiet that sometimes I feel sorry for her. 

I cannot hear any words from her – maybe it is because I do not have 

chances to hear her speaking. It might be the fact that Phan and Quỳnh are 

in harmony as they are like two ‘nothing’ persons that match each other.14 

Like the widow in the short story of Tagore, the female and male characters 

in the story by Xuân Diệu do not talk although they are not physically 

dumb. 

Not only do quietness and tranquillity cover the Vietnamese colonial 

literature; the sorrow and pleasure of literary creation that are visible in the 

translations of Tagore’s literary writing also become its dominant aesthetic 

state. The paragraphs above from the two short stories by Tagore show 

special attention to the ability and pleasure of loneliness, of beauty and 

meditation about deep and invisible levels of the world and human beings. 

The narrative voice is imagined to be passionate for abstract thoughts of 

the world as represented by specific things in the world such as eyes and 

the fate of normal people.  

However, these thoughts are intensively about supernatural or unreal-

istic issues such as the moon, sea, universe, and poetry, which are de-

                                                             
12  Officially, the history of Vietnamese literature was written based on political 

history. The assumed periods of literature coincide with historical periods.  
13  My emphasis. My translation from Vietnamese to English. 
14  My translation from Vietnamese to English. 
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tached from secular concerns such as miserable caste conflicts. Such in-

nocuously and quietly undefined romanticism appears to have been the 

merits of good poetry and good poets; the philosophical couplets in the 

collections of Vietnamese New Poetry are those with such abstract philoso-

phies of sadness. Xuân Diệu once directly addressed this favourite sadness 

in his poem ‘Chiều’ (Afternoon): 

Today the light sky is higher 

I am sad but I do not know why I am sad 

…Silent the sunset, melancholy the sunset 

Though nothing happens, it is lightly sad.15 

This quiet tone seems to have been canonized by The Tale of Kieu, which is 

about a dumb prostitute in early modern period, a national poem.16 The 

merits of the national literary character include peace, tranquillity and 

obedience. For a long time, Vietnamese poetry and prose found their aes-

thetics and romance in pain (as in the unfortunate life of Kieu) and ambig-

uous sorrows (lyrical characters in colonial Vietnamese poems). 

Such appreciations of intellectual silence and sadness in the literary 

writings of Tagore and writings inspired by Tagore found harmony with the 

contemporary literary compositions of New Poetry and ‘Romantic Prose’, 

and appears to have had its origin in the Orientalist philosophy Tagore 

presented, as mediated by the colonial Vietnamese press and scholarship. 

Such origin can be seen in the first scholarly and sustained research on 

Tagore, Thi hào Tagore: Nhà đại biểu văn hóa Á Đông [The Great Poet Ta-

gore: Representative of the East] by Nguyễn Văn Hải (Tri Tânxuấtbản, 1943).  

When writing about Tagore’s early life, Nguyễn Văn Hải focused on ac-

tivities that Tagore had participated in to show that he was more interested 

in things that did not belong to a specific nation, such as winds, the moon 

and trees, through which he could see something universal. Tagore’s idea 

of poetry was presented in Prabhât Sangit and Sandhyâ Sangit, which 

showed the transformation from the idea of universal sorrow to the happi-

ness in seeing the harmony between separate things. Tagore’s idea of tran-

scendental humanism is, as the book shows, not only presented in his 

poetry but also in his practical activities including his public philosophical 

speeches of harmonious relations between East and West and his founding 

of his university at Santiniketan.  

The book by Nguyễn Văn Hải offers another possible reason why silence 

becomes an aesthetic in the reception of Tagore. The book describes 

Sâdhanâ, a principle in Tagore’s poetry, which might have been the sup-

posed origins of literary life in Vietnam: 

                                                             
15  This is my translation from Vietnamese to English. 
16  Nam Phong, sponsored by the French administration launched essays on The 

Tale of Kieuon volumes 34, 35, 36, 38, 133, 287, 308, 344, 351, and 383 in 

1923. 
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[In India,] it is not about the truth coming from sciences, but from sympa-

thetic souls, from souls to souls. It does not provide people with the power 

of acquired knowledge but the happiness of being beyond all rules of things 

that are at the same state. Those who do not go beyond the sciences to un-

derstand the universal never understand that people have their eyes and 

spirit in nature. […] 

The attitude of Indians toward reality is that there is an essential unifica-

tion of the universe and human beings. That unification is acquired from 

the minds of people, which can create the sky, planets, light and people in 

its relations to the outside world.17 

It is possible to find the link between understandings of Sâdhanâ and the 

literary receptions of Tagore, which appear to have been more about the 

power of silence, of eyes and of internal thinking. In the essential oneness 

in the universe, words might create boundaries and distinctions that be-

come non-sense, while imagination and internal thoughts pervade the 

literary life of pre-war Vietnam  

Tagore’s Vietnamese reception, favouring the spirituality that Nguyễn 

Văn Hải focuses on in his writing on Tagore, is also found in the concept of 

jivandevatâ. The concept, which stresses on the transient nature of life, 

can be used to explain the reason of the pervading quiet sorrow in literary 

receptions of Tagore and in contemporary Vietnamese literary life: 

The latent myth in Tagore’s soul helps us to embrace the long life of the 

Creator... What is endlessness? All is transitory in this life. Nothing in this 

life is endless, but it is life that is endless. It is right to think that nothing is 

completely destructive but it will wear a new form to contribute to the end-

less creation. High in the sky or deep in the sea, although the boundary is 

endless, the world of sound is in unison. In this normal life, there are cor-

ners for love and the erotic... Living is not bound by this life. This life! Oh 

my God! It just lasts one second in the infinite space...As soon as we are 

born, we are near death. Vitality and Death circularly create endless life 

and unite all entities. It is known that the self is immortal; despite death, 

the self is everlasting. Therefore, there is no need to fear doing good things. 

In addition, if you cannot complete these good things in this life, you can 

have them done in next life. So, go ahead to do good things.18 

The way Nguyễn Văn Hải understood Tagore becomes apparent in his ex-

planation of the existing literary life that is full of hopeful and romantic 

silence.  

                                                             
17  Nguyễn Văn Hải (Kiều Thanh Quế). Thi Hào Tagore—Nhà đại biểu văn hóa 

Phương Đông. Hà Nội: Nhà xuất bản Tân Việt, 1942, p. 9.  
18  Nguyễn Văn Hải, (Kiều Thanh Quế), Thi Hào Tagore- Nhà đại biểu văn hóa 

Phương Đông (Hà Nội: Nhà xuất bản Tân Việt, 1943), p.4; my translation from 

Vietnamese to English. 
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There are debates about why there was a dominance of romanticized 

sorrow and intellectual silence in pre-war literary life.19 However, it is un-

deniable that the literary reception of Tagore showed the influences of Ori-

entalist discourses of the spiritual East pervading Europe in the late nine-

teenth century through Vietnamese receptions of Tagore and the emotional 

and philosophical patterns in Vietnamese literary writings. In the introduc-

tion to his book, Nguyễn Văn Hải expressed his gratitude to foreign teach-

ers for motivating the love for Tagore among ‘us’: 

We are mostly rationalist, so it is very difficult for us to master Tagore’s 

ideologies. The reason why we could love Tagore—it is not a guarantee that 

we could comprehend him—is due to teachings by foreign teachers. Most of 

them are English, French. I am especially grateful for the Indian scholar 

Sushil Chandra Mitter, a professor of Ripon College in Calcutta, who explained 

[Tagore] to us. Now I want to bring what I learned [from these teachers] to my 

dear readers... Because Tagore has a lot of writings in Bengali... this book mostly 

uses translations by Prof. Mitter. The book editing Tagore’s works, La Pensée de 

Rabindranath Tagore; (Préface de Sylvain Lévi; Paris: Adrien-Maisonneuve, 

1930), is the best resource for us as a base for writing this book.20 

In the same text, Nguyễn Văn Hải expresses his hopes that his book was to 

serve the rising celebrations of Eastern values among Western intellectuals 

after World War I, when he states that ‘we clearly see winds of great ideolo-

gies blown from East to West… I wish that great winds will never stop so 

that they can reach the realm of Vietnamese literature!’ (p. 7). Nguyễn Văn 

Hải’s book is introduced in the column ‘New Books’ of the journal Tri Tân 

tạp chí [Understanding the New], in volume 97 (May 1943), which provides 

more indication of the vital role that French knowledge played in shaping 

the literary reception of Tagore in Vietnam: 

Despite of the French versions of the novels of tiên sinh (Mr. Tagore) such 

as La Maison et le monde, A quaire voix with introductions by Romain Rol-

land, Léandre Vaillat, etc. giving brief information about Tagore’s career 

and regardless that the thin French book included only ten published pages 

in Saigon in 1924, there has not been a book delving more deeply into tiên 

sinh. In short articles, there are several, scattered in different newspapers 

that not many people know. Eventually, the article by Trúc Đình in Nam 

Phong in May 1924 became the most important one. Phụ nữ tân văn in the 

                                                             
19  Textbooks from Vietnam try to attach these states to nationalist issues, such 

as the loss of the nation or the hopelessness of intellectuals in saving their na-

tion from French colonialism, etc. Nguyễn Văn Trung, in his book French Colo-

nialism in Vietnam – Myths and Facts (Chủ nghĩa thực dân Pháp ở Việt Nam: 

Thực chất và huyền thoại) published by Nam Sơn Xuất Bản, Saigon, 1963, 

shared the same ideas with post-war official interpretations of pre-war literary 

life. The author analyzes French scholarly books of Vietnamese literature and 

culture to reveal colonial political strategy attached to appreciations of sorrow-

ful writings and literary creations. 
20  Nguyễn Văn Hải, p.5; my translation from Vietnamese to English. 
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South and Văn học tạp chí in the North used to have articles about tiên sinh 

but they are very cursory [in comparison with the book by Nguyễn Văn 

Hai].21 

In short, the Vietnamese colonial perceptions of Tagore’s spirituality suc-

ceeded in providing and promoting an Orientalist model of an Asian nation, 

which was typical of supernatural and universal physicality and mentality; 

the reception of Tagore in literary practices was the product of colonial 

knowledge. In the same way, the aesthetics of silence, which refers to pref-

erences for quietness, internalized thinking, and sorrow, show deep and 

broad influences of the powerful colonial discourses of its colony and of the 

natives. The power of colonial discourse also revealed itself in the way that 

the native learned to love being quiet, to love being voiceless; in other 

words, the voicelessness becomes an aesthetics and a moral in Vietnamese 

literature and in Vietnamese life.  

The spirituality promoted in colonial Vietnamese perceptions of Tagore 

obviously did not meet national projects of postcolonial Vietnam, which 

mostly focused on questions of nation. The Party-led national sovereignty 

has been the central theme in ideological debates and political and military 

practices of Vietnam since the time of the Revolution. The concept of nation 

has been carefully constructed so it reminds people of the national hegem-

ony and the associated indispensable leadership of the Party; all spiritual 

activities must perform their commitments to the national unity, the na-

tional sovereignty, and the Party leadership, which are common objectives 

of all policies of the Party and State of Vietnam ‘for the sake of construction 

and defence of the Fatherland’.22 As Vietnam constantly struggled for na-

tional sovereignty, the silence that Tagore brought to Vietnamese literature 

did not find a place in this context. 
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        abindranath Tagore did not meet Patrick Geddes until 1914, but they 

were part of the same milieu long before that. Later Tagore was to write of 

Geddes:  
He has the precision of the scientist and the vision of a prophet, at the 

same time, the power of an artist to make his ideas visible through the 

language of symbols’.1

He wrote that in the preface to a book published in 1927, entitled The In-

terpreter – Geddes: The Man and His Gospel. It was written by Amelia De-

fries, the writer and art critic who took on the role of Geddes’ assistant 

at University College Dundee. Defries’ book is an important introduction to 

Geddes’ ideas, not least because it contains a transcript of Ged-des’ final 

lecture to his students in Dundee, which he gave in 1919 before he 

departed to take up his post as professor of Civics and Sociology at the 

newly established University of Bombay. That lecture contains a powerful 

distillation of Geddes’ thought. It includes this statement of the significance 

of the ecology of the planet: 

How many people think twice about a leaf? Yet the leaf is the chief product 

and phenomenon of Life: this is a green world, with animals comparatively 

few and small, and all dependent upon the leaves. By leaves we live. Some 

people have strange ideas that they live by money. They think energy is 

generated by the circulation of coins. But the world is mainly a vast leaf-

colony, growing on and forming a leafy soil, not a mere mineral mass: and 

we live not by the jingling of our coins, but by the fullness of our harvests. 

(p. 175) 

That quotation is pure Geddes and unlikely to be mistaken for Tagore, yet 

later in the same lecture Geddes says this: 

A garden takes years and years to grow—ideas also take time to grow, and 

while a sower knows when his corn will ripen, the sowing of ideas is, as yet, 

a far less certain affair. (p 184) 

That could have been written by Tagore, and perhaps Geddes was thinking 

of Tagore as he wrote it. In those words one can feel the meeting of minds 

between these two educational and environmental thinkers. To understand 

the context of Geddes’ link to Tagore one must consider the Irishwoman 

Margaret Noble, known as Sister Nivedita. In early 1900 Patrick Geddes 

was in New York, where he met both Nivedita and her teacher Vivekananda 

for the first time. Later in the same year, the three of them were in close 

contact in Paris at the International Exhibition, where Geddes was running 

an interdisciplinary summer school based on his experiments over the 

previous decade at the Outlook Tower in Edinburgh. Both Nivedita and 

Geddes complemented their dedication to cultural revival with a passionate 

                                                            
1 Rabindranath Tagore, quoted by Bashabi Fraser, in Geddes Tagore Letters 

(Edinburgh: Word Power, 2005), p. 61.  



Education, Visual Art and Cultural Revival | 41 

 

GITANJALI AND BEYOND 1: 39-57 | 2016 

interest in new educational methods; prior to her involvement with Viveka-

nanda, Margaret Noble had been a respected advocate of the methods of 

Pestalozzi and Froebel.2 She had committed herself to following Vivekanan-

da in London 1895, two years after the World Parliament of Religions in 

Chicago, where Vivekananda had ‘presented Hinduism to the world at large 

as a major religion, emphasising its antiquity’.3 Taking his lead from the 

ideas of Ramakrishna, Vivekananda articulated the case for Hindu revival. 

He continued to do this in Paris at the International Exhibition of 1900. 

There, in his lectures on Indian art, he rejected theories of Hellenic influ-

ence and underlined the independent value of the early Buddhist art of 

India.4 In due course Nivedita was to develop this position, as was, in a 

more systematic way, the other key figure to be discussed here, Ananda 

Coomaraswamy. Another important Indian intellectual presence in Paris in 

1900 was the eminent Indian scientist Jagadis Chandra Bose, who would 

also be the friend of both Tagore and Geddes. He was already a friend of 

Nivedita, who numbered Bose’s wife amongst her closest friends. Twenty 

years after this meeting in Paris, Patrick Geddes was to be Bose’s biog-

rapher. That same year of 1900 saw the publication of Nivedita’s first im-

portant contribution to the Hindu revival, Kali the Mother.  

The link between Geddes and Nivedita in the Paris of 1900 thus places 

in close touch with one another a central figure of the Celtic Revival in 

Scotland and a central figure of the Hindu Revival in India. Like Geddes, 

Nivedita saw cultural revival as intimately connected to an awareness of 

the history and the geography of a place, and Geddes had formulated these 

ideas into what he called ‘regional survey’, which became a key tool of the 

emerging town planning movement. The crucial point about Geddes’ re-

gional survey is that it begins from the local perspective of every person 

and works to the global, reversing the received wisdom of what is culturally 

significant, then as now. In a memoir, Geddes wrote of Nivedita that her 

career could not be fully appreciated ‘without some corresponding grasp of 

the geographical outlooks and evolutionary methods which she so clearly 

held’.5 For Geddes, she considered these methods as ‘only second in their 

significance and value to the philosophic and religious synthesis of her 

adopted order, and as an essential instrument of its social and educational 

purposes’. Geddes describes these perspectives as of ‘Le Play and Rama-

krishna’ – he is invoking here the ideas of the pioneering French sociologist 

                                                             
2  M. Srinivasa Iyer, ‘Sister Nivedita’ in Eminent Orientalists: Indian, European, 

Amercian (Madras: G. A. Nateson & Co., 1922), 257-282, p. 257. 
3  J. L. Brockington, The Sacred Thread: A Short History of Hinduism, 2e (Edin-

burgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1997), p. 182. 
4  Tapati Guha-Thakurta, The Making of a New ‘Indian’ Art: Artists, Aesthetics 

and Nationalism in Bengal, c. 1850-1920 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1992), p. 173. 
5  Patrick Geddes, ‘Margaret Noble (Sister Nivedita)’, The Sociological Review 6 

(1913), 242-256, p. 12. 
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Frederick Le Play to complement the teachings of the Indian philosopher. 

For Nivedita they became ‘closely and vitally related, as fundamental and 

supreme, alike indispensable to the understanding of the social body and 

the social mind, their nature and their spirit Geddes regarded this com-

plementarity as ‘one of the main clues to [Nivedita’s] rare range of sympa-

thy and understanding, at home as she could be either in Paris or in Cal-

cutta, and to her essential life-pilgrimage, from West to East’.6  

Geddes goes on to quote from Nivedita’s The Web of Indian Life, which 

was published in 1904. There she writes: ‘The foundation stone of our 

knowledge of a people must be an understanding of their region. For social 

structure depends primarily upon labour, and labour is necessarily deter-

mined by place. Thus we reach the secret of thought and ideals’.7 She 

makes her personal debt to Geddes clear in an epigraph in which she 

thanks Geddes, who, she writes ‘by teaching me to understand a little of 

Europe, indirectly gave me a method by which to read my Indian experi-

ences’.8 One could have no clearer statement of Geddes’ relevance in India, 

a decade before he went there himself. 

Involvement in the Paris exhibition of 1900 was thus a critical moment 

in the lives of both Geddes and Nivedita. Geddes’ awareness of the Europe-

an dimension of his work had always been strong but, through Nivedita in 

particular, he was now much more conscious of the fact that his own pan-

Celticism was complemented by an Indian-originated pan-Asianism. His 

cultural vision was always global but his contact with Nivedita that year 

was crucial to deepening that already broad perspective.9  

For some years after 1900 Geddes’s activities were focused on Europe, 

but always in the context of that global vision, and as the decade pro-

gressed Geddes became aware of another significant guide to Indian cul-

ture, Ananda Coomaraswamy. Indeed it is possible that Geddes first met 

Coomaraswamy through Nivedita, but the more likely contact is C. R. Ash-

bee whom Geddes had known since the early years of the Arts and Crafts 

Movement.10 Coomaraswamy worked in close proximity to Ashbee at Broad 

Campden in Gloucester in England from 1907 and in 1908 Geddes was at 

                                                             
6  Geddes, Nivedita, p. 12. 
7  Geddes, Nivedita, p. 13. 
8  Sister Nivedita, epigraph to The Web of Indian Life (London: Heinemann, 

1904). 
9  For more on Geddes’ milieu in 1900 see Frances Fowle and Belinda Thomson 

eds., Patrick Geddes: The French Connection (Oxford: White Cockade, 2004). 
10  My thanks to Elizabeth Cumming and Alan Crawford for discussion of this 

point. See also: C. R. Ashbee, ‘The “Norman Chapel” Buildings at Broad 

Campden, in Gloucestershire’, Studio, 41 (1907), 289-296; C. R. Ashbee, 

Foreword to A. K. Coomaraswamy, The Indian Craftsman (London: Probsthian, 

1909). 
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Broad Campden as a visitor.11 That same year Nivedita was also present at 

Broad Campden, as we learn from Coomaraswamy’s biographer, who draws 

attention to an invitation card from 1908. This card asks friends to meet 

Nivedita at the Coomaraswamy house where she would give a talk on ‘The 

Life of Indian Women in Relation to Religion, Education, and National-

ism’.12  

This period, from Geddes’ first meeting with Nivedita in 1900 to her un-

timely death in 1911, is also the period during which Coomaraswamy 

emerges as notable thinker. When Geddes was working with Nivedita in 

Paris in 1900, Coomaraswamy was still studying for a geology degree in 

London. But within ten years he was established as a cultural nationalist 

figure and was set to become the most influential historian of Indian art of 

the first half of the twentieth century. Building on the insights of Viveka-

nanda and Nivedita, Coomaraswamy was to provide the art-historical 

scholarship needed to establish the independence of early Indian sculpture 

from European models. As early as 1911 one finds another key commenta-

tor on Indian visual culture, E. B. Havell, drawing on Coomaraswamy’s 

work in his Ideals of Indian Art. At the same time, Coomaraswamy’s strong-

ly international historical perspective provided an intellectual grounding for 

analogy between the arts and crafts of medieval Europe and the surviving 

traditions of arts and crafts in India.  

At the time of her death in 1911, Nivedita was writing a book that was 

eventually published in 1913 as Myths of the Hindus and Buddhists. The 

task of finishing the book was undertaken by Coomaraswamy and the book 

was published under both names. A quotation from Coomaraswamy’s pref-

ace gives an idea of the high regard in which Nivedita was held, not just in 

India but in the West. Coomaraswamy writes: 

Sister Nivedita, to whom the publishers first entrusted this work, needs no 

introduction to Western or to Indian readers. A most sincere disciple of 

Swami Vivekanada, who was himself a follower of the great Ramakrishna, 

she brought to the study of Indian life and literature a sound knowledge of 

Western educational and social science, and an unsurpassed enthusiasm of 

the devotion to the peoples and the ideals of her adopted country. Her chief 

works are The Web of Indian Life, almost the only fair account of Hindu so-

ciety written in English, and Kali the Mother, where also for the first time 

the profound tenderness and terror of the Indian mother-cult are presented 

to Western readers in such a manner as to reveal its true religious and so-

cial significance. Through these books Nivedita became not merely an in-

                                                             
11  Fiona MacCarthy, The Simple Life: C. R. Ashbee in the Cotswolds (London: 

Lund Humphries, 1981), pp. 174-176. 
12  Roger Lipsey, Coomaraswamy, His Life and Work (Princeton: Bollingen, 1977) 

pp. 45-46. It has been suggested that Nivedita had left India for a period, un-

der threat of prison or deportation for her nationalist activities. However, for 

qualification of this, see Guha-Thakurta, Making of a New ‘Indian’ Art, pp. 

171-2. 
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terpreter of India to Europe, but even more, the inspiration of a new race of 

Indian students, no longer anxious to be Anglicised, but convinced that all 

real progress, as distinct from mere political controversy, must be based on 

national ideals, upon intentions already expressed in religion and art.13 

After detailing Nivedita’s contributions to the book alongside his own, Coo-

maraswamy concludes his preface by noting:  

‘The Indian myths here retold include almost all those which are commonly 

illustrated in Indian sculpture and painting. Finally, they include much 

that must very soon be recognized as belonging not only to India, but to the 

whole world; I feel that this is above all true of the Ramayana, which is 

surely the best tale of chivalry and truth and the love of creatures that was 

ever written’.14  

That final statement underlines Nivedita’s importance as a teacher of Hin-

du culture to the West. Myths of the Hindus and Buddhists also marks an 

international appreciation of the art of the Bengal school of painters for, as 

it stresses on the title page, it contains thirty-two colour illustrations by 

‘Indian artists under the supervision of Abanindro Nath Tagore’. Abanin-

dranath Tagore was Rabindranath’s Tagore’s nephew and painted – among 

other works in the book – the frontispiece, The Victory of the Buddha.  

Western awareness of the Bengal school of painters was given further 

impetus by the publication in 1918 of the illustrated edition of 

Rabindranath Tagore’s Gitanjali and Fruit-Gathering. W. B. Yeats’ introduc-

tion of 1912, which makes specific mention of the Bengal School painters, 

is reprinted there also. And that brings me back to Rabindranath Tagore 

himself, serving to remind us that he contributed an introduction to a new 

edition of Nivedita’s Web of Indian Life, which was also published in 1918. 

Tagore’s introduction can be read as an assertion of Nivedita’s significance 

in the struggle against what Frantz Fanon, in a later colonial context, was 

to explore as the colonisers’ effort ‘to bring the colonised person to admit 

the inferiority of his culture’.15 That is to say, to internalise the assumption 

that the culture of the coloniser is somehow superior to the indigenous 

culture. Tagore also notes the more immediate political problem, namely 

that ‘our critics not only have the power to give us a bad name, but also to 

hang us’.16 Patrick Geddes’s Scottish background equipped him well to 

understand such cultural paradox. His father was a Highland Gaelic 

speaker, and Highland Gaelic culture had been the subject of inferiorism 

since the beginning of the seventeenth century. For most of the eighteenth 

                                                             
13  Introduction to Sister Nivedita and Ananda Coomaraswamy, Myths of the 

Hindus and Buddhists (London: Harrap, 1913), p. v.  
14  Nivedita and Coomaraswamy, Myths p. vii. 
15  Frantz Fanon, quoted by Craig Beveridge and Ronald Turnbull, The Eclipse of 

Scottish Culture (Edinburgh: Polygon, 1989), p. 5. 
16  Rabindranath Tagore, introduction to Sister Nivedita, The Web of Indian Life 

(London: Heinmann, 1918), p. vi. 
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century, it had been under active military and legal suppression. Geddes’s 

common cause with thinkers such as Tagore, Coomaraswamy and Nivedita 

was underpinned by his understanding of such oppressive cultural dynam-

ics.  

For Tagore, writing in 1918, Nivedita ‘uttered the vital truths about In-

dian life’.17 In an earlier appreciation of Nivedita that was printed along 

with one by Geddes, in The Sociological Review in 1913, Tagore recalled her 

as a versatile, all-round genius.18 In a significant comment he character-

ised her as ‘mother of the people’. That phrase brings to mind one of the 

seminal images of the revival in Bengali painting that Nivedita had helped 

to drive forward, namely, Bharat Mata or Mother India painted in 1905 by 

Abanindranath Tagore who, as already noted, was later to contribute to 

and direct the illustration of Myths of the Hindus and Buddhists.19 That 

image was crucial in the regeneration of Indian art. In political significance 

it relates to the unrest that followed the politically motivated Partition of 

Bengal the same year. In 1908, E. B. Havell’s definitional article on the 

Bengal school was published in the influential London-based art journal 

The Studio.20 Havell included a reproduction of that crucial image, thus 

giving it international prominence. The same year saw the publication of 

Havell’s book, Indian Sculpture and Painting.21 Tapati Guha-Thakurta has 

noted that Nivedita’s review of this book in 1909 was ‘certainly as im-

portant for Indian readers as the book itself’.22  

Iconographically, Bharat Mata finds something of an analogue in John 

Duncan’s Anima Celtica, a Celtic Revival work created at the behest of 

Patrick Geddes for his magazine The Evergreen, published in 1895.23 Both 

images draw on traditional imagery to make a point about cultural sus-

tainability and revival. The comparison is interesting, not least because at 

                                                             
17  Tagore, introduction to Nivedita, Web of Indian Life, p. viii. 
18  Patrick Geddes, in S.K. Ratcliffe, ed., Margaret Noble (Sister Nivedita) (London: 

Sherratt and Hughes, 1913). There is a copy in the Strathclyde University Ar-

chive at SUA T GED 3/3/35. It was originally part of a two-paper feature on 

Nivedita in The Sociological Review 6 (1913), pp. 242-256. 
19  For a brief account of nationalist painting in India see Partha Mitter, ‘The Raj, 

Indian Artists, and Western Art’, in Joachim K. Bautze, ed., The Interaction of 

Cultures: Indian and Western Painting 1780-1910 (Alexandria, Virginia: Art 

Services International, 1998). For more detail see Guha-Thakurta, Making of a 

New ‘Indian’ Art and Mitter, Art and Nationalism. 
20  E. B. Havell, ‘The New Indian School of Painting’, The Studio, 44 (1908), pp. 

107-117. 
21  That year also saw the publication of James Caw’s cognate Scottish Painting: 

Past and Present (Edinburgh: Jack, 1908). 
22  Guha-Thakurta, New Indian Art, p. 174. 
23  The significance of John Duncan’s Anima Celtica was emphasized by its inclu-

sion in the major exhibition shown at the British Museum and the National 

Museum of Scotland in 2015 and 2016, Celts: Art and Identity.  
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the heart of John Duncan’s composition is another ‘mother of the people’, 

the distinguished Celtic scholar Ella Carmichael. Much later, John Duncan 

was to draw on the Bengal school style when he made images of the life of 

the Buddha for the use of teachers at the Ananda College in Colombo.24 

The college had been founded by the prominent Theosophist H. S. Olcott in 

1886. By the time Duncan made his images, in 1930, it was a key site of 

Buddhist educational resistance to colonial rule. It is interesting to note in 

passing that both Sister Nivedita and Ella Carmichael were Gaelic speak-

ers; Nivedita of the Irish variety, Ella Carmichael of the Scottish variety. 

This is underpinning the link noted earlier between those who understood 

the historical British imperial suppression of the Gàidhealtachd and those 

who understood the British imperial suppression of Indian culture. 

In her activities as an art critic, Nivedita helped to clear and maintain 

the path that the Bengal school of painters were to follow. A crucial aid to 

her efforts in this regard was Kakuzo Okakura, the Japanese art critic and 

teacher. Okakura is best known for his classic exposition of Zen thinking, 

The Book of Tea, which is still in print today, a century after its first publi-

cation. Just as Geddes’ work in Scotland must be seen in a pan-Celtic 

context, so the activities of Nivedita must be seen in a pan-Asian context.25 

If pan-Asianism has a defining moment, it is the visit of Okakura to Bengal 

in 1902. He had come with the intention of visiting Vivekananda but was 

prevented in this aim by Vivekananda’s death. Instead, Nivedita became his 

key point of contact. She introduced him to the Tagore family and he com-

pleted his seminal book Ideals of the East – with Special Reference to the Art 

of Japan while staying as a guest of Abanindranath’s cousin, Surendranath 

Tagore.  

Nivedita acted ‘as the main mediator and promoter of Okakura’s Pan-

Asian aesthetic, trying to harness it to the cause of nationalism and an 

artistic revival in India’.26 Indicative of this promotion was her introduction 

to Okakura’s Ideals of the East, where she emphasises ‘the absurdity of the 

Hellenic theory’ of Indian artistic development noting that Okakura argues 

that the actual affinities are largely Chinese. Reiterating Vivekananda and 

clearing the way for Coomaraswamy she notes that Okakura argues that 

‘Greece falls into her proper place as but a province of that ancient Asia’.27  

Furthermore, this pan-Asian culture was held to have had ancient In-

dian Buddhist and pre-Buddhist thought as its point of origin. Thus Indian 

culture, undermined by British rule, began to rediscover itself at the centre 

                                                             
24  See The Scotsman, 10 June 1930, p. 12, for both images and text. My thanks 

to Nicola Ireland of the Royal Scottish Academy for this information. 
25  For an account of the links between these pan-Asian activists see Guha-

Thakurta, New Indian Art, pp. 167 –171. 
26  Guha-Thakurta, New Indian Art, p. 167. 
27  Nivedita in Kakuzo Okakura, Ideals of the East; (London: John Murray, 1903), 

p. xiv. 



Education, Visual Art and Cultural Revival | 47 

 

GITANJALI AND BEYOND 1: 39-57 | 2016 

of a pan-Asian stage. By this time, Okakura had taken on the major role of 

attempting to balance the Westernisation of Japanese culture in the Meiji 

period with traditional cultural values. Okakura wrote in The Studio in 

1902 of the Meiji restoration in Japan as a renaissance that had the double 

task of ‘returning to the classic ideals and at the same time of assimilating 

the new revolutionising ideas’.28 The problem for Okakura was to comple-

ment the ‘overwhelming power of Western science and culture’ with a re-

turn to classic ideas of art.29 To serve this end he founded an independent 

Japanese art school that, through its students, directly influenced devel-

opments in Calcutta. It was from this art school that Abanindranath and 

his school took their cue, in particular from the work of Yokouama Taikan 

and Hishida Shunso, who travelled to Calcutta at Okakura’s instigation.30  

The promotion of this pan-Asian aesthetic by both Nivedita and Okaku-

ra was balanced by their keen desire to communicate Asian culture to the 

West. For example, Okakura’s Book of Tea has been described as ‘a pio-

neering effort in the cultural bridge-building between East and West’ that 

‘continues to surprise […] with the freshness of its insights’.31 In this sense, 

Nivedita and Coomaraswamy’s Myths of the Hindus and Buddhists and 

Okakura’s Book of Tea can be seen as cognate works of similar purpose 

and effect. As Coomaraswamy advocated, we now take the Ramayana for 

granted as a classic of world literature; we also take for granted the Zen 

Buddhism that Okakura began to give us access to. Both are keys to the 

understanding of the possibilities of the human spirit.  

For Geddes, for Coomaraswamy, for Okakura, for Nivedita and for Ta-

gore, such cross-cultural understanding had to be advocated through edu-

cation. For example, in his essay ‘Education in Ceylon’, Coomaraswamy 

writes that he would like to see Ceylonese students gaining experience in a 

variety of European countries and studying Indian history and culture but 

‘above all I should like them to come under the personal influence of men 

                                                             
28  Kakuzo Okakura, ‘Notes on Contemporary Japanese Art’, The Studio, 25 ( 

1902), pp. 126-128. 
29  For further consideration of analogies between Geddes and Okakura in the 

context of the Meiji restoration, see Kiyoshi Okutsu 2005. ‘Aesthetics of the 

Meiji Era and Geddesian Thought’ in K. Okutsu, A. Johnston, M. Macdonald 

and N. Sadakata, eds., Patrick Geddes: By Leaves We Live (Yamaguchi and Ed-

inburgh: Yamaguchi Institute for Contemporary Art, 2005), pp. 11-28. This 

volume contains several other Japanese perspectives on Geddes, including 

‘Quest for an Alternative Outlook: Geddes and Japan 1900-2004 by Toshihiko 

Ando, ‘Reconstructing the Regional Narratives’ by Fumiaki Sato, and ‘Visual 

Thinking Course at Yamaguchi University’ by Noboru Sadakata and Tadashi 

Kyuno. 
30  Guha-Thakurta, New Indian Art, p. 169. 
31  Shoshitsu Sen, introducing a new edition of Okakura’s Book of Tea (Tokyo: 

Kodansha International, 1989).p. 11. It was first published in Boston in 1906 

and in an extended and illustrated edition in Edinburgh in 1919. 
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like Professor Geddes and women like Sister Nivedita’.32 That paper was 

given in 1911 and collected in Art and Swadeshi, published in Madras in 

1912. These cultural-nationalist essays are more or less continuous with 

those found in Essays in National Idealism of 1909, and while one might 

expect the mention of Nivedita, it is interesting to find Geddes figuring in 

both collections, reinforcing the view that he was firmly part of an Indian 

intellectual milieu long before he set foot in India in 1914. Also mentioned 

in ‘Education in Ceylon’ is the distinguished educational thinker Michael 

Sadler (senior) who was a contributor to The Sociological Review along with 

Geddes, Coomaraswamy and Nivedita.33  

After Nivedita’s death in 1911, Coomaraswamy became Geddes’s key 

mentor on the subject of Indian culture. In mid-March 1912 Geddes sent 

Coomaraswamy a text of a new project of education in the history of ideas 

through community drama, which he called The Masque of Learning. By the 

end of the same month, in a letter of 30 March, Coomaraswamy had writ-

ten an enthusiastic reply.34 He requested extra copies of the book and also 

suggested a few changes to the Indian section. It is clear from this letter 

that Geddes’ adoption of the term ‘guru’ in the more extensive text pub-

lished as The Masque of Ancient Learning later in 1912 is due to Coomar-

aswamy’s advice. An interesting use of this, bringing into conjunction the 

experience of East and West, is Geddes’ description of Plato:  

We return then to our Masque, with its retrospect, its confrontation of the 

essentials of Indian and of Occidental thought. For now, when we come to 

our Western origins, we shall find them more Oriental then we knew. Aris-

totle, although our foremost system-maker, was never a curriculum-

enforcer. His master, Plato, was no mere professor, tutor or don; but a 

Guru. Above all, Socrates, though, beyond all men, remembered in history 

as the questioner, was never an examiner: he lived and laboured as a birth-

helper of the spirit, not a chooser of spirits slain’.35 

The work was expanded and revised as Dramatisations of History, which 

has a particular interest here, because it was published not only in Edin-

burgh and London, but in Bombay and Karachi. Geddes not only draws on 

Coomaraswamy’s advice, but he also makes explicit reference to both Coo-

maraswamy and Nivedita, writing of Indian art as a subject ‘which we have 

                                                             
32  Ananda Coomaraswamy, Art and Swadeshi (Madras: Ganesh Press, 1912), p. 

135.  
33  Sadler was later to describe Geddes’ ideas about university organisation as 

‘pure gold’. See Paddy Kitchen, A Most Unsettling Person: An Introduction to the 

Ideas and Life of Patrick Geddes (London: Gollancz, 1975), p. 268. Sadler was 
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artist’s Breton period, Vision after the Sermon, now in the National Gallery of 
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34  NLS MS 10543 f 52. 
35  Geddes, Masque of Ancient Learning; (Edinburgh: Geddes and Colleagues, 

1913), p. 77. 
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long failed even to recognise, much less to penetrate or comprehend’. He 

continues: ‘the artist with Abanindranath Tagore and Mrs. Herringham, the 

teacher with Mr. Havell, and the critic with Sister Nivedita and Dr. Coo-

maraswamy, are at length revealing to us its beauty and its significance’.36 

This list is typical of Geddes, for he begins with the practice of art, pro-

ceeds through education in art and concludes with commentary about art. 

Christiana Herringham is a significant inclusion. She was both an expert in 

the materials of painting and the leader of a group of artists, mostly Aba-

nindranath Tagore’s students, who had copied the Ajanta frescoes in 1910. 

Herringham’s first account of the project, ‘The Frescoes of Ajanta’, is to be 

found in The Burlington Magazine for June 1910. The May issue of that 

magazine had contained Coomaraswamy’s first contribution to that maga-

zine, his paper ‘Indian Bronzes’. The making of the Ajanta copies was a 

crucial aspect of the reappraisal of the non-Hellenic origins of Indian art, 

and it attracted the support and interest of both Coomaraswamy and 

Nivedita, both of whom were involved in persuading Herringham to employ 

Abanindranath Tagore’s students as copyists.37  

Further resonance between Nivedita and Geddes can be seen in the fact 

that when he went to India. Geddes not only helped Rabindranath Tagore 

to develop both Santiniketan and Sriniketan, he also developed ideas for 

the Hindu University at Benares. Coomaraswamy comments on this in his 

classic work The Dance of Shiva. In that passage Coomaraswamy attacks 

the inferiorism of some nationalist thinking in India, noting that genuine 

educators like Geddes ‘seeking to restore the Indian classics or vernaculars 

to their real place in Indian curricula’ are met by the determined opposition 

of nationalists, adopting an uncritical western political model to achieve 

their aims. He goes on: ‘it is not without reason that Professor Patrick Ged-

des, who, I am glad to say, has been entrusted with the organisation of the 

Hindu University at Benares, has remarked that it would be a mistake to 

allow the Europeanised Indian graduates to have their way with Indian 

education: “that would be continuing our mistake,” as he says, “not cor-

recting it.”’38 Coomaraswamy adds a footnote saying that, after writing the 

passage, he learned with regret that Geddes was no longer to be entrusted 

with the organisation of the Hindu University at Benares. In a letter to 

Geddes himself he put it rather differently ‘as to Benares – I am amused: it 

is so characteristic’.39 Here Coomaraswamy is referring to his own experi-

ence for he had found his own efforts rejected in a similar context. He had 

offered his collection of art to the city of Benares ‘to boost proposals for 

setting up a national museum of Indian art there, trying at the same time 
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37  Mitter, Art and Nationalism, p. 312. 
38  Ananda Coomaraswamy, The Dance of Shiva (New York: Sunwise Turn, 1918), 

p. 174. 
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to get a post as professor at the Benares Hindu university’.40 Lack of re-

sponse led Coomaraswamy to offer his collection to the Museum of Fine 

Arts in Boston in 1916, an offer that was accepted and that led to his own 

subsequent career in America. By that time, Coomaraswamy had become 

persona non grata in the UK due to his Indian nationalist views. He was 

allowed to depart for America in 1917, on condition that he did not return 

to the UK. In the New England context it is worth noting again Coomaras-

wamy’s influence on the mythologist Joseph Campbell, indeed Campbell 

chose Coomaraswamy (along with James Frazer, Max Muller, Durkheim, 

Jung, and the Church) as one of his six definers of the function of mytholo-

gy.41  

Thus, by the time Geddes went to India for the first time in October 

1914, he was well known to Indian cultural activists and well briefed on 

Indian cultural matters. Not only that, but through Nivedita’s book, The 

Web of Indian Life, he had already influenced thinking in India. So when he 

travelled to India he would have done so with a sense of continuity. That 

continuity was underlined when one notes that one of the early letters he 

received from Scotland was from none other than Ananda Coomaraswamy, 

who – unbeknown to Geddes – was staying at the Geddes family home in 

Edinburgh.42 In the Geddes Tagore Letters Bashabi Fraser illuminates 

Geddes’ Indian connections at this time by including a letter of introduc-

tion dated December 1914 from one of Geddes’ oldest friends, the distin-

guished dramatist and translator William Archer.43 It is addressed to 

Rabindranath Tagore’s close associate C. F. Andrews.44 It was to be some 

years before Geddes and Tagore made direct contact and considering their 

shared interests and friendships that may seem surprising. It is less so 

when one realises that Geddes’ initial destination in India was Madras not 

Bengal.  

Geddes’ invitation to India had come from his Scottish supporter John 

Sinclair, Lord Pentland, who had taken up the appointment as governor of 

Madras in late 1912. When Geddes arrived in Madras, in addition to writ-

ing reports on the present state of the towns of the region and their poten-

tial, he organised exhibitions throughout the area to raise awareness of 

planning issues. Although Geddes later made a substantial contribution to 

the planning of British-controlled Lucknow in his reports on that city in 

                                                             
40  Tapati Guha-Thakurta, New Indian Art, p. 166. 
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1916 and 1917, his views were markedly different from those of most of the 

British Imperial establishment, including those of Sir Edwin Lutyens.45 It is 

interesting to note that Geddes had tried to involve a more radical architect 

– his friend Charles Rennie Mackintosh – in an Indian project in 1916. That 

was probably for Lucknow, and it resulted in a fascinating ‘almost’ of world 

architecture. Mackintosh’s designs got no further than the drawing board, 

but some of these drawings have been identified.46  

Although their memoirs of Nivedita had been published together four 

years previously, it was not until 1917, in Darjeeling, that Geddes first met 

and began to cooperate fully with Rabindranath Tagore.47 The Darjeeling 

meeting is probably when Geddes’ second son, Arthur, met Tagore also. 

Geddes was very fortunate in his children. Although nothing could remove 

the pain of the wartime loss of his first son Alasdair, Norah and Arthur 

Geddes had two remaining children who understood the importance of 

their father’s work and, crucially, were interested in it. Furthermore, they 

were both talented thinkers in their own right. It is to Norah that we owe 

key biographical insights into her father.48 It is to Arthur that we owe the 

preservation of much of Geddes’s archive and the development of a series of 

connections that take further and illustrate his father’s thinking. Arthur’s 

relationship with Tagore is a notable aspect of this. Arthur was twenty-two 

years of age in 1917, and as the links between his father and Tagore devel-

oped, he was to act as conduit of information between the professor and 

the poet. Arthur went on to make a significant contribution to the under-

standing of the regional geography of India and later, at the University of 

Edinburgh, applied his skills to Scotland, in particular to the Highlands 

and the Western Isles.49 Like his father, Arthur was a committed cultural 

revivalist. To this end he translated some of Tagore’s songs into English for 

performance at the Edinburgh Festival in1961.50 From a Scottish cultural 
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perspective, Arthur can be thought of as a key link between the Celtic Re-

vival of the 1890s and the Folk Revival of the 1960s. And from an interna-

tional perspective, not least with respect to his links to Tagore, Arthur 

Geddes deserves far more attention than he has so far been given. 

In 1922, via C. F. Andrews, Patrick Geddes gave advice to Tagore about 

the development of his educational projects in Bengal.This resulted in 

Arthur taking up residence in early 1923 in Santiniketan, as an advisor on, 

and teacher of, his father’s ideas.51 In a letter of 12 March, Arthur laments 

the fact that Patrick cannot be based at Santiniketan: ‘Your ideas would be 

lapped up here … I realise how welcome you’d be from the keen way they 

took my talks on P.W.F. [Place Work Folk] […] it seemed relevant to them, 

with their rural and “international ideal” aims’.52 Andrews makes clear in a 

letter to Tagore that Geddes was also concerned to draw together Tagore’s 

efforts with those of his old Bengali friend the scientist Jagadis Chandra 

Bose.53 Geddes had stayed with Bose in Calcutta during the winter of 

1915-16 and the two men shared an expertise in natural science allied to a 

profound awareness of cultural matters. In his biography of Bose, Geddes 

goes out of his way to emphasise that Bose’s eminence as a scientist was 

complemented by his cultural knowledge. Lewis Mumford wrote of that 

biography that it ‘was not merely a tribute to a great experimental physicist 

but a tribute to the Hindu intuition of the unity of all being that made 

Bose’s researches possible’.54 Geddes is at pains to emphasize the im-

portance of Bose’ friendships with both Nivedita and with Tagore, and Ged-

des writes of Tagore and Bose ‘each complementing and thereby widening 

and deepening the other’s characteristic outlook on nature and life’. That 

sentiment is at the heart of my argument here, for each of these education-

al and spiritual thinkers, whether it is Rabindranath Tagore himself, Pat-

rick Geddes and his son Arthur, Sister Nivedita, Coomaraswamy, Bose, or 

Okakura, is characterized by a deep cultural knowledge of the local, in-

forming a truly international perspective. A late expression of that ethos on 

Geddes’ part was when he invited Tagore to be the patron of the Indian 

College in Montpellier that he had constructed beside his own Scots Col-

lege. In honour of the opening of that Indian College Tagore wrote a typical-

ly thoughtful poem, which became in due course the epigraph to his book, 

The Religion of Man (1931).  
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The eternal Dream 

is borne on the wings of ageless Light, 

that rends the veil of the vague  

and goes across Time 

weaving ceaseless patterns of Being. 

 

The mystery remains dumb, 

the meaning of this pilgrimage, 

the endless adventure of existence - 

whose rush along the sky 

flames up into innumerable rings of paths, 

till at last knowledge gleams out from the dusk  

in the infinity of human spirit,  

and in that dim-lighted dawn 

she speechlessly gazes through the break in the mist 

at the vision of Life and Love 

emerging from the tumult of profound pain and joy. 

 

Santiniketan, September 16, 1929 

(Composed for the Opening Day Celebrations of the Indian College, Montpel-

lier, France.) 

  

I conclude with those words written by Tagore for the opening of one of 

Geddes’ projects. Typical of both these instinctive internationalists, the 

project in question was in the native land of neither of them. In that sense, 

it draws attention to their global vision and commitment, a vision that 

would have rejected out of hand our present misuse of the word ‘globaliza-

tion’ as a cover for the idiocy of greed.  
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Abstract: 

Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1940), Asia’s first Nobel laureate, was con-

vinced that nothing influences children’s education and upbringing more 

than the ‘atmosphere’ in which they grow up. He argues that children learn 

many things by absorbing them unconsciously. In the experimental schools 

he founded in India, he shifted the focus from the teaching content to creat-

ing the conditions that help intensifying children’s connection with the 

world. The creative and aesthetic potentialities of ‘atmosphere’ are vital in 

all forms of education. Tagore’s notion of atmosphere is currently gaining 

new specificity thanks to a range of philosophical reconceptualizations of 

atmosphere. In this paper, I will compare Tagore’s philosophy of ‘atmos-

phere’ with concepts that are more commonly used in education today, 

such as ‘ethos’ and ‘climate’. I will then take the concept forward by com-

paring it with Sloterdijk’s spherologies and thereby adding a new dimension 

to his conceptualization of spherology. By comparing Tagore’s ‘atmosphere’ 

with concepts and ideas of philosophers and social scientists, we will get a 

better grasp on its importance and scope. 

 

Keywords: Rabindranath Tagore, philosophy, education, school, chil-

dren, atmosphere, Sloterdijk, spherology, climate, ethos.  
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    hat is learning? Rabindranath Tagore realized over a century ago 

how vital it is that we move away from rote learning and focus on connect-

ing new information and realizations with our previous way of thinking 

through the mechanisms of accommodation and assimilation and through 

active learning. He knew that true learning does not mean adding facts to 

our collection of knowledge, but that what is at stake is to widen our un-

derstanding and to thereby connect with the world through knowledge, as 

we will only then be able to understand and apply what we have learnt. 

Learning, to him, did not only mean to absorb the world into ourselves and 

into our thinking, but also to put ourselves into the world by acting in the 

world and actively changing and creating it. Both directions, inside out and 

outside in,1 aim for a more intensified connection between ourselves and 

the world. 

For Tagore, the connection between self and the world is a spiritual 

achievement and the highest aspiration for the development of our person-

ality. This belief has its roots in Indian philosophy and is expressed by the 

ancient words: tat tvam asi – ‘That art Thou’ or ‘the individual soul is the 

All, the Ultimate Reality’.2 Tagore draws the conclusion that all learning 

potentially contains a spiritual aspect. He therefore argues that the best 

way to teach such connection with the world and thereby help to develop 

children’s personalities is not through textbooks but through the influence 

of the students’ relationship with teachers and the impact of their personal-

ity and, most importantly, the influence of the ‘atmosphere.’  

 

 

Tagore’s creation of an ‘atmosphere’ as foundation for spiritual 

development  

Rabindranath Tagore uses the term ‘atmosphere’ often in his writings. In 

Bengali, he employs a variety of concepts, such as পরিবেশ (paribesh), which 

comprises of environment, climate and the atmosphere in which one is 

born and brought up. He also uses the term প্ররিবেশ (pratibesh) in regard to 

geographical surroundings or environment, yet this term only refers to the 

physical environment. Tagore most often speaks about হাওয়া (haoa), which 

means air and also stands for conditions that breed an atmosphere.3  

                                                             
1 Christine Kupfer, ‘Inside out, outside in: thinking a Tagorean future of educa-

tion’, Literature Compass, Special Issue: Rabindranath Tagore's Global Vision, 12: 

5 (2015), pp. 206-18. 
2 Rabindranath Tagore, ‘Man’, in The English Writings of Rabindranath Tagore, 

Volume 3, A Miscellany, ed. by Sisir Kumar Das (Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 2006 

[1937], S. 200-224 (pp. 211). 

3 e.g. ‘যক্ষপুিীি হাওয়ায় সুন্দবিি পবি অেজ্ঞা ঘটিবয় দেয়, এইবিই সে ববেবশ।’ (Rabindranath 

Tagore, িক্ত কিেী/ Raktakarabi ̄ [Red Oleander] (India, 1963); or ‘আমাবেি রশক্ষালবয় 

http://www.rabindra-rachanabali.nltr.org/node/1345
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In his English essays, Tagore uses the term atmosphere throughout.4 

He talks about the ‘atmosphere of aspiration […] for the expansion of the 

human spirit’.5 He says how grateful he is for ‘the literary and artistic at-

mosphere which pervaded [his family] house’.6 In the school and university 

he founded, he aims to create an ‘atmosphere of learning’7 and ‘living aspi-

ration’8 as well as an ‘atmosphere rich with the sense of divine presence’,9 

which inspires spiritual growth through the presence of ‘the burning flame 

of spiritual life, in surroundings suitable for such life’,10 an ‘atmosphere of 

love, that we call maitri in Buddhist language’,11 ‘an atmosphere of natu-

ralness in our relationship with strangers, and the spirit of hospitality’,12 

and an ‘atmosphere of … natural beauty’.13 He regards the creation of this 

atmosphere the most important aspect of his education:  ‘But one thing 

which I cannot make plain to you is the atmosphere, - that is the best part, 

the principal feature of my institution.’14 

Tagore’s focus on atmosphere is unusual. Although current practices 

vary considerably regarding religious education, most of them share a focus 

on content and on learning about religion, rather than on the spiritual 

development of the student. Learning from religion and moral reasoning are 

also part of the intended learning outcomes, yet they are usually restricted 

to reflections about the taught content.  

                                                                                                                                                                            
েেীে প্রাবেি মবযে অক্লান্ত উবেোরিিাি হাওয়া েবয়বে যরে দেখবি পাই িা হবলই েুঝে, দেবশ 

লক্ষ্মীি আমন্ত্রে সফল হবি চলল’ (Rabindranath Tagore, ‘রশক্ষা ও সংসৃ্করি’ (Education 

and Culture) in রশক্ষা/Śiks ̣ā (Ela ̄hābāda: Indiya ̄n Pres, 1921).  

 I would like to thank Saptarshi Mallick for a discussion about this concept. 
4 In English, he occasionally also uses the term surroundings, environment and 

culture. 
5 Rabindranath Tagore, ‘Ideals of Education’, in The English Writings of 

Rabindranath Tagore, Volume 3, A Miscellany, ed. by Sisir Kumar Das (Delhi: 

Sahitya Akademi, 2006 [1929]), pp. 611-4 (p. 611). 
6 Rabindranath Tagore. Thoughts from Rabindranath Tagore (London: Macmillan, 

1929), p. 73. 

 Cf. Rabindranath Tagore, My Reminiscences (New York: The Macmillan Compa-

ny, 1917), p. 129. 
7 Rabindranath Tagore, ‘To School Children at the Victoria Theatre’, in The Eng-

lish Writings of Rabindranath Tagore, Volume 4, A Miscellany, ed. by Nityapriya 

Ghosh (Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 2006 [1927]), pp. 564-70 (p. 569). 
8 Rabindranath Tagore, Personality (New York: The Macmillan Co, 1917), p.156. 
9 Rabindranath Tagore, ‘Religious Education’, in The English Writings of 

Rabindranath Tagore, Volume 4, A Miscellany, ed. by Nityapriya Ghosh (Delhi: 

Sahitya Akademi, 2006 [1911/1935]), pp. 249-260 (p.251). 
10 Ibid., p. 258. 
11 Tagore, ‘To School Children’, p. 569. 
12 Tagore, ‘Ideals of Education’, p. 612. 
13 Tagore, ‘To School Children’, p. 569. 
14 Ibid., p. 568. 
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Tagore’s outlook is very different; because he does not focus on con-

tent, he sees a separate class that teaches spirituality and religion as nei-

ther necessary nor useful. He argues that spirituality should never be a 

separate subject that is ‘administered through the academic machinery of 

education’.15 

Religion is not a fractional thing that can be doled out in fixed weekly or 

daily measures as one among various subjects in the school syllabus. It is 

the truth of our complete being, the consciousness of our personal relation-

ship with the infinite.16 

Tagore describes most forms of knowledge as food, which can be ingested. 

Yet for spiritual learning, he uses the metaphor appetite, which can ‘only be 

strengthened (...) by bringing harmony into our bodily functions’.17 He 

believes that every educational activity has the potential to further spiritual 

education. This point is strengthened by Tagore’s claim that education 

categorically conveys values; that there are, by definition, no secular val-

ues, as values and ideals inevitably involve a belief in something higher and 

have a moment of transcendence; and that therefore all education and 

learning contains and transmits spiritual values. The terminology he uses 

for spiritual education includes and goes beyond that of social and moral 

education. For example, instead of speaking only of learning social skills, 

he calls it love and compassion (maitri), referring to the ideals cultivated in 

Buddhism. He considers the education of ideals and emotions, the for-

mation of the soul, as the most important educational task.18   

Tagore’s concept of spirituality consists of the recognition and active 

connection with the All. We can reach this connection through three differ-

ent paths: through knowledge, action, and love. For example, knowing 

about the world can make us understand it in different ways, through 

which we can establish a deeper connection. While knowledge is recognised 

as a most crucial part of education, Tagore values action and love as equal-

ly important. In contrast to knowledge, action and love help us not only to 

establish a connection with the world by bringing the outside into our-

selves, but by bringing ourselves into the world.19  

Tagore tried to help children develop spiritually by founding a school 

that followed the model of the traditional Indian ashram or tapovan, where 

children would not be distracted by worldly comforts, but could instead 

learn to call all beings and plants their ‘kith and kin’20 as they would grow 

                                                             
15 Tagore, ‘Religious Education’, p. 258. 
16 Tagore, Thoughts from Rabindranath Tagore, section 188. 
17 Tagore, Thoughts from Rabindranath Tagore, section 120.  
18 Rabindranath Tagore, ‘Interviews in Persia’, in The English Writings of 

Rabindranath Tagore, Volume 3, A Miscellany, ed. by Sisir Kumar Das (Delhi: 

Sahitya Akademi, 2006 [1932/1985]), pp. 942-948 (p. 944). 
19 Kupfer, ‘Inside out, outside in’.  
20 Tagore, ‘Religious Education’, p. 258. 
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up in a place where there are ‘no artificial barriers between man and na-

ture’.21 According to the old ideal, gurus and disciples sought spiritual 

unity and perfection and thereby created an atmosphere in which religion 

can develop in a natural way and influence those who live in this place. 

Tagore believed that when such an atmosphere is created, spiritual growth 

happens effortlessly for the children, as they are  

growing towards the emancipation of their minds into the consciousness of 

the infinite, not through any process of teaching or outer discipline, but by 

the help of an unseen atmosphere of aspiration that surrounds the place 

and the memory of a devoted soul who lived here in intimate communion 

with God.22 

As we have seen earlier, Tagore often uses allegories relating to eating and 

digestion when he speaks about education, the development of knowledge 

and the use of action. For the realms of love and spirituality, he uses more 

ethereal metaphors, namely, breathing: ideally, the atmosphere should 

make spiritual learning as easy as breathing. Any kind of awareness of 

breathing is already a bad sign and may indicate a malfunction, and artifi-

cial support means diverting from the right path. Instead of giving ‘artificial 

support’, an atmosphere should be created in which religious expression, 

spiritual connection and ethical righteousness are natural and lived by 

teachers who act as role models.23  

Experience of this spiritual world, whose reality we miss by our incessant 

habit of ignoring it from childhood, has to be gained by children by fully liv-

ing in it and not through the medium of theological instruction.24 

Learning unconsciously or subconsciously is a general feature of Tagore’s 

pedagogy. He differentiates between children and adult ways of learning 

and argues that adults learn in a focused manner—for example, by choos-

ing books, looking for clear explanations and being motivated by a clear 

aim—, while children need indefiniteness, surprises and discovering the 

world first-hand without a clearly prescribed purpose. He terms the chil-

dren’s natural way of learning ‘method of nature’.25 Through this method, 

he says, children are able to learn even the most complicated skills such as 

their first language more quickly and joyfully than adults could achieve 

                                                             
21 Ibid., p. 257. 
22 Tagore, Personality, p.168. 
23 Tagore, ‘Religious Education’, p. 251. 
24 Tagore, Personality, p.154. 
25 Rabindranath Tagore, ‘The Schoolmaster’, In The English Writings of 

Rabindranath Tagore, Volume 3, A Miscellany. ed. by Sisir Kumar Das (Delhi: 

Sahitya Akademi, 2006 [1924]), pp. 504-9 (p. 506); 

 Tagore, ‘To School Children’, p. 565. 

 Rabindranath Tagore, ‘My School,’ In The English Writings of Rabindranath 

Tagore, Volume 4, A Miscellany, ed. By Nityapriya Ghosh (Delhi: Sahitya Akade-

mi, 2006 [1925]), pp. 518-23 (p. 520). 
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through focused methods.26 To enable children to learn according to the 

‘method of nature’, Tagore tries to create an atmosphere of freedom for 

children, in which they can follow their own interests and be surprised by 

what they encounter: 

Our purpose wants to occupy all the mind’s attention for itself, obstructing 

the full view of most of the things around us (…) The child, because it has 

no conscious object of life beyond living, can see all things around it, can 

hear every sound with a perfect freedom of attention, not having to exercise 

choice in the collection of information.27  

Tagore focuses much more on unconscious education than any other edu-

cationist I am aware off. He argues that, because most learning for children 

happens unconsciously, the most important condition for learning is the 

atmosphere that children live in: ‘Because when we are young our subcon-

scious mind is more active than our conscious mind, and this imbibes its 

life from the atmosphere.’28 

Yet we need to return to the question of what atmosphere means. It 

seems to be a vague concept. Ethos, environment, culture and climate are 

terms that are used much more often in educational contexts today. All of 

these terms differ from the concept of atmosphere: An ethos consists of 

principles and values that have been prescribed top-down and that may 

not be lived reality but an ideal. Climate, in the context of education, can 

refer to general behaviour, emotions and values, but is very often limited to 

a mere learning climate and mostly focuses on academic issues. Culture is 

the closest concept to atmosphere as it is the most comprehensive concept 

and it includes norms, values, beliefs and traditions of the school mem-

bers. However, the term is often confined by academic objectives (e.g., cre-

ating a positive learning culture) and can also refer to many other issues 

such as cultural background.29 Environment is the only one of the three 

concepts that includes the physical world, as atmosphere does, yet it is 

also very much limited by this physical reference and often refers only to 

the provision of particular learning material. 

To gain a better understanding of how atmosphere differs from these 

concepts, let us look at the cluster of words Tagore uses alongside the 

concept. The three terms that he uses most regularly in this context are 

living, spirit and natural. 

Tagore frequently uses the term living when he describes the educa-

tional institutions founded by him. He uses the allegory of building a living 

                                                             
26 Kupfer, ‘Inside out, outside in’. 
27 Tagore, ‘The Schoolmaster’, p. 505. 
28 Tagore, ‘To School Children’, p. 569. 
29 Stephen Stolp. ‘Leadership for school culture.’ Emergency Librarian 23:3 (1996): 

pp. 30-1. 

 Terrence E.Deal and Kent D. Peterson. Shaping School Culture: The heart of 

leadership. (San Franscisco: Jossey-Bass, 1999). 
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nest versus a cage, a theme that he elaborated most distinctively in his 

Parrot’s Tale,30 which demonstrates his opposition to rigid structures. In-

stead, a school should be a continuous and collaborative co-creation: 

this institution should be a perpetual creation by the cooperative enthusi-

asm of teachers and students growing with the growth of their soul; a world 

in itself, self-sustaining, independent, rich with ever-renewing life, radiating 

life across space and time, attracting and maintaining round it a planetary 

system of dependent bodies.31 

Tagore’s use of the expression spirit implies a spiritual connotation of the 

concept atmosphere. It is rarely used in the original sense of the genius loci 

(I found this use only in one instance, referring to the presence of his fa-

ther) but rather as an esprit de corps, referring to the capacity of people to 

pull together persistently and consistently in pursuit of a common purpose. 

An example is ‘the spirit of hospitality’.32 The concept natural refers to 

either nature that surrounds the school, which is of extreme importance to 

Tagore, or, even more frequently, to principles such as ‘the spirit of hospi-

tality’ becoming natural.  

Tagore’s ideal atmosphere is not defined by a top-down prescription of 

principles. Rather, he believes that students and teachers alike should 

create and be inspired by this atmosphere continually and collaboratively, 

for example by engaging in care of nature and the local community, by 

offering hospitality to international guests and by participating in hands-on 

learning. Only through living principles of care, creativity and aspiration do 

these principles become established as a matter of course and common 

sense. 

Was Tagore successful in creating an atmosphere that enabled children 

to grow spiritually through creativity and through caring for other people 

and nature? After his first visit to Santiniketan, W.W. Pearson writes that 

he found there to be an atmosphere that made self-realisation possible. He 

describes the receptivity of children towards the spiritual, the influence of 

nature as well as the personality of teachers, but emphasises the absence 

of inflexible dogmatic teaching.33 

 

 

                                                             
30 Rabindranath Tagore. ‘The Parrot’s Training’, in The English Writings of 

Rabindranath Tagore, Volume 2, Plays, Stories, Essays, ed. by Sisir Kumar Das 

(Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 1996 [1917/1918]) p. 272-5.  
31 Rabindranath Tagore, ‘The First Anniversary of Sriniketan’, The English Writings 

of Rabindranath Tagore, Volume 4, A Miscellany, ed. by Nityapriya Ghosh (Delhi: 

Sahitya Akademi, 2006 [1924]), pp.  493-498 (pp. 497-8). 
32 Tagore, ‘Ideals of Education’, p. 612. 
33 William Pearson. Shantiniketan, the Bolpur School of Rabindranath Tagore (New 

York: Macmillan), p. 18. 
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The role of gurus and spiritual, cultural, creative and ecological 

activities 

For the creation of an atmosphere, the personality of teachers and their 

way of living is of utmost importance. Tagore wants to employ real gurus, 

who are prepared to teach from their heart, rather than schoolmasters, who 

merely deliver a curriculum. He complains about the lack of good teach-

ers34. 

In today’s education, the personality and emotional make-up of teach-

ers and principals are still considered to be crucial influences for improving 

the culture and emotional atmosphere of schools.35 However, many con-

temporary educators are opposed to the importance of charismatic leaders 

in education and worry about the danger that comes with their power. They 

therefore aim to replace reliance on personality with professionalization. If 

Tagore’s ideas on atmosphere were to be applied today, this would be an 

area that would require careful consideration to find a balance between 

spontaneous and personal teaching on the one hand and professionaliza-

tion on the other.36  

Tagore avoids professionalization in the sense of fixed structures and 

prescribing systems. He believes that deinstitutionalisation is a prerequisite 

for more personal encounters and influences and for living, creating and 

learning holistically. Yet this also implies that the quality of the school and 

its educational abilities depended on the personalities of those who live 

there. Furthermore, Tagore argues that a school without fixed structures 

works well only when it is small, for which reason he repeatedly has had to 

reduce the number of students in his school. 

Tagore’s focus on atmosphere that allows spontaneous ad hoc teaching 

and that embraces the previously mentioned ‘method of nature’ which 

Tagore believes to be the best educational practice for children, is unusual-

ly strong, but not completely absent in other philosophies. Charlotte Mason 

emphasized the role of atmosphere, and Platon writes about syzein, living 

together, which the famous German educationist Hartmut von Hentig re-

discovers for his pedagogy. Von Hentig emphasizes the importance of this 

                                                             
34 Rabindranath Tagore, My Life in My Words, ed. by Uma Das Gupta (New Delhi: 

Penguin Viking, 2006), p. 138. 
35 Josie Gurney-Read and Andy Cope, Happiness in schools 'starts with the head 

teacher' (Telegraph, 2015). 

 <http://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/educationnews/12011709/Happiness-

in-schools-starts-with-the-head-teacher.html> [accessed 12 March 2016]; 

 Daniel Vokey. Longing to Connect: Spirituality and Public Schools. In Spirituali-

ty, Philosophy and Education, ed. by David Carr & John Haldane (London: 

Routledge, 2003), pp. 170-184 (p. 177). 
36 Vokey, p. 177. Vokey argues for using making use of arising opportunites for ad 

hoc teaching; cf. Susan Simon and Jane Perini. Teachable Moments (Sedona, 

AZ: Blue Sky Publishing, 2015). 
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for the children’s spiritual development and argues that ‘syzein (…), exam-

ple and awareness of experience’ enable religion to ‘enter school unan-

nounced in the form of the unexpected, the unspeakable, the intention-

less’.37  

While Tagore emphasizes the spontaneous and natural development of 

an atmosphere from within, he also establishes some routines. Routines 

have an ambivalent stance in Tagore’s thinking. He does believe that rou-

tines can hinder us to see clearly and vividly and thereby hamper our spir-

itual development. Yet Tagore also recognizes the need for external rituals, 

as he believes that vagueness, unspecificity and abstraction do not touch 

us personally, emotionally and spiritually and therefore do not have a last-

ing impact on our mind. In his school, Tagore incorporates routines and 

addresses spiritual questions directly through celebrations of many holi-

days and the seasons with religious songs and stories, and by learning the 

Gayatri mantra38 with the purpose ‘that we train our minds to cross the 

line of separation from the rest of existence and realize advaitam, the high-

est unity that is infinity, anantam’.39 On Wednesdays, everybody came 

together in the mandir (temple) of the ashram to sing and listen to a ser-

mon, which was in accordance with Tagore’s syncretic Religion of Man that 

rejects sectarianism and dogma. Though Tagore often delivered the ser-

mons,40 he was ambivalent about his own preaching, as there is a danger 

of becoming dogmatic. He believed that it is more important to ‘light up 

oneself’, instead of merely holding a light for others. On the other hand, he 

also recognised that big questions such as ‘what then?’41 need to be dis-

cussed. In the evenings, plays and music were performed, which taught the 

children about culture and religion, and every morning and evening, chil-

dren meditated for a quarter of an hour. However, it should be noted that 

                                                             
37 Hartmut von Hentig. Ach, die Werte!: Ein öffentliches Bewusstsein von 

zwiespältigen Aufgaben: Über eine Erziehung für das 21. Jahrhundert (München: 

C. Hanser, 1999), p. 144. 

 This is also the position of Rainer Maria Rilke, who sees this as the only way to 

bring religion into school, see Rainer Maria Rilke, ‘An die Vereinigung für 

Schulreform, Bremen.‘ (Rilke: 1905): <http://www.rilke.de/briefe/000505.htm> 

[accesessed 12 March 2016]. 
38 cf. Kupfer, ‘Bildung zum Weltmenschen’, pp. 302-03. 
39 Rabindranath Tagore, ‘The Philosophy of Our People’, in The English Writings of 

Rabindranath Tagore, Volume 3, A Miscellany, ed. by Sisir Kumar Das (Delhi: 

Sahitya Akademi, 2006  [1926]), pp. 559-569 (p. 565). 
40 The lectures are collected the Bengali book Santiniketan and in English transla-

tion in Rabindranath Tagore. Human Values. The Tagorean Panorama. Transla-

tions from Santiniketan. Transl. S. K. Chakraborty & P. Bhattacharya. New Del-

hi: New Age Intern., 1999.  
41 Rabindranath Tagore, ‘What Then?’ in The English Writings of Rabindranath 

Tagore, Volume 4, A Miscellany, ed. by Nityapriya Ghosh (Delhi: Sahitya Akade-

mi, 2006  [1906/1924], pp. 235-248. 
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Tagore was undogmatic about these meditations: While everyone had to sit 

still under a tree, he did not prescribe or judge if children should meditate 

on Brahman or watch squirrels instead. 

Mornings and evenings fifteen minutes time is given them to sit in an open 

space composing their minds for worship. We never watch them and ask 

questions about what they think in those times, but leave it entirely to 

themselves, to the spirit of the place and the time, and the suggestion of the 

practice itself. We rely more upon the subconscious influence of Nature, of 

the associations of the place and the daily life of worship that we live than 

on any conscious effort to teach them.42  

Tagore does not see the meditation practices as a direct route for spiritual 

development or a necessary step to connect with God, as he does not sepa-

rate spirituality from everyday life and does not believe that one could 

simply practise it for twenty minutes a day: ‘The search for God is not only 

an act of meditation but is pursued in daily life in acts of sacrifice and 

compassion.’43   

Spiritual education is therefore much more comprehensive than medi-

tation and religious teaching. In his address on occasion of the first anni-

versary of Sriniketan, Tagore gives some examples of activities that con-

tribute to the spiritual atmosphere and thereby to the children’s 

evolvement of spirituality:  

This religion of spiritual harmony is not a theological doctrine to be taught 

… it can only be made possible by making provision for students to live in 

infinite touch with nature, daily to grow in an atmosphere of service offered 

to all creatures, tending trees, feeding birds and animals, learning to feel 

the immense mystery of the soil and water and air. Along with this, there 

should be some common sharing of life with … the humble workers in the 

neighbouring villages; studying their crafts, inviting them to the feasts, 

joining them in works of co-operation for communal welfare ... In such an 

atmosphere students would learn to understand that humanity is a divine 

harp of many strings, waiting for its one grand music.44 

Two important features of Tagore’s spiritual education are ecology and 

internationalism, as unity with other people and with nature are both fac-

ets of and paths to our unity with the world.  

Tagore has often been described as a prophet for peace; for example by 

Bertrand Russell, who quotes Tagore's poem ‘Where the mind is without 

fear and the head high’ in his Philosophy of Pacifism (1915). Tagore was 

convinced that tolerance and peace cannot be created through teaching but 

only through encounters and sharing everyday life with people of other 

                                                             
42 Rabindranath Tagore. ‘Tagore and his Boys’, in The English Writings of 

Rabindranath Tagore, Volume 4, A Miscellany, ed. by Nityapriya Ghosh (Delhi: 

Sahitya Akademi, 2006 [1915], pp. 734-735. 
43 Tagore, ‘Religious Education’, p. 258. 
44 Tagore, ‘Anniversary of Sriniketan’, pp. 497-8. 
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cultures and religions, through which intercultural competences and un-

derstanding are developed and prejudices and racism are counteracted. 

Recent studies confirm Tagore’s view. While the contact hypothesis alone is 

not sufficient to reduce prejudices, it has been shown that cooperative 

living and work play a key role in doing so.45 Tagore initiated projects that 

promoted a shared commitment to improve the welfare of the surrounding 

villages and encouraged hospitality towards international guests (instead of 

seeing foreigners as a problem).  Tagore was not only extremely forward-

thinking for his own time. We can still learn from him today in terms of 

welcoming multiculturalism and religious plurality.46  

Tagore argues that ecological awareness too, is not developing through 

teaching but through an atmosphere that is shaped by the presence of 

nature and the care for it through the people who live there; for example, 

through gardening, outdoor classrooms that allow teachers and students to 

spontaneously react to what is happening in nature, and celebrations of 

the seasons. He emphasizes that spiritual closeness of nature through 

direct experience is more important than scientific understanding.47 Ac-

cording to Tagore, nature reveals to us the inner unity of the world and, 

through its beauty as well as transience, enables us to develop a perspec-

tive on the world that dissolves the focus on our narrow self and thereby 

opens the path to develop to universal man.  

Various studies have confirmed that teaching ecological facts on a mere 

cognitive level is not educationally effective, but that knowledge needs to be 

applied, learned practically and affect emotions to bring about changes in 

thinking and behaviour.48 Hartmut von Hentig argues:  

If a child has never sown a seed and discovered and cherished the plant 

growing from it, if it has never climbed a tree, has never dammed a stream, 

has never made a dangerous fire... –how should the conservation of species, 

the ecological balance, ‘nature’, this monstrous abstraction of all abstrac-

tions, be close to its heart?49 

While many contemporary schools around the world try to integrate nature 

into classes by teaching about it as well as doing projects on recycling or 

having eco clubs, small and irregular projects have shown to only have a 

                                                             
45 Gordon W Allport, The Nature of Prejudice (Cambridge, Mass: Addison-Wesley 

Pub. Co, 1954), p. 54. 
46 Georg Auernheimer, Einführung in die interkulturelle Pädagogik (Darmstadt: 

WBG, 2007 [1990]), p.164. 
47 cf. Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, The Philosophy of Rabindranath Tagore (London: 

Macmillan, 1918), p. 19. 
48 Cornelia Gräsel, ‘Die Rolle des Wissens beim Umwelthandeln – oder Warum 

Umweltwissen träge ist’, Unterrichtswissenschaft 27, 3 (1999), 196-212.  
49 Hartmut von Hentig. ‘Humanisierung’ – eine verschämte Rückkehr zur 

Pädagogik?: Andere Wege zur Veränderung der Schule (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 

1987), p. 56. My translation. 
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small effect on ecological behaviour, while more frequent and more inten-

sive experiences with family and friends correlate with stronger changes in 

ecological behaviour.50 Yet Tagore’s ‘atmosphere of nature’ enables children 

to have a more intensive experience of nature than nearly any other educa-

tional approach, with the exception of German Landerziehungsheime and 

some British country boarding schools in the tradition of New Education,51 

and, to some degree, Steiner schools, and the relatively new forest nurse-

ries52 and forest schools. In most other schools, applied ecological educa-

tion has become more important than it was before, but it does remain 

marginal in spite of threats of climate change and environmental disasters. 

Tagore’s school and university are famous for their open-air classes, 

but also for the importance they give to the arts. Similar to the other areas 

I mentioned above, he tries to create an atmosphere in his school that 

inspires children to become creative themselves. 

Tagore sees creativity as an important part of our personal and spiritu-

al development. He argues that by creating we are able to express our sur-

plus,53 which is the determining factor that brings humans close to God the 

creator54 and that leads us to freedom and fulfilment.55 

Man has not only discovered scientific truths, he has realized the ineffable. 

[…] Wherever man has seen the manifestation of perfection, — in words, 

music, lines, colours, and rhythm, in the sweetness of human relationship, 

in heroism — there he has attested his joy with the signature of immortal 

words. I hope and trust that our students may not be deprived of these 

messages; not for the sake of enjoyment only, but, so that our country may 

be blest by receiving the benefit of an education which will give us the right 

                                                             
50 Susanne Bögeholz & Jan Barkmann, ‘Kompetenzerwerb für Umwelthandeln. 

Psychologische und pädagogische Überlegungen’, Die Deutsche Schule  91,1 

(1999),  93-101;  

 Louise Chawla, ‘Significant Life Experiences Revisited: A Review of Research on 

Sources of Environmental Sensitivity’, The Journal of Environmental Education 

29, 3 (1998), 11-21. 
51 Cecil Reddie, Abbotsholme (London: Allen, 1900); 

 Hermann Lietz, Emlohstobba. Roman oder Wirklichkeit? (Berlin: F. Dümmler, 

1897), p. 97. 
52 Sandra Wingen. Waldkindergärten als ökologische Bildungschance. 
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54 Rabindranath Tagore, ‘The Schoolmaster’, In The English Writings of 
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and power to tell others that being born into this world we have seen the 

beautiful, we have realised the sublime, we have loved the loveable.56 

Tagore sees artistic expression and creative appropriation of the world as 

essential conditions for the development of children’s personality: ‘in edu-

cation, the most important factor must be the inspiring atmosphere of 

creative.’57 He believes that the ability to create is as important for human 

vitality as food and health58 and that it enables us to feel fulfilled and reach 

bliss. Hence, he sees it as vital to support children in their creative expres-

sion and appropriation by creating an atmosphere that enables them to 

experience and try themselves out in art, craft, music, dance, literature, 

dramatic performances and festivals. The arts should not only receive a 

‘tolerating nod’ but a ‘place of honour’ in education.59 

Tagore writes about how he raised interest in music in his pupils:  

When I first started my school, my boys had no evident love for music. The 

consequence is that at the beginning I did not employ a music teacher and 

did not force the boys to take music lessons. I merely created opportunities 

when those of us who had the gift could exercise their musical culture. It 

had the effect of unconsciously training the ears of the boys. And when 

gradually most of them showed a strong inclination and love for music I 

saw that they would be willing to subject themselves to formal teaching, 

and it was then that I secured a music teacher.60 

How to build a creative atmosphere or creative culture is a topic that is 

discussed more frequently in business than in education. A comparison of 

books, websites and blogs on the topic and a look at creative businesses 

such as Google and Pixar show that in business, ideas on how to establish 

a creative atmosphere are, to a large degree, similar to Tagore’s. These 

ideas include giving people freedom to do things their own way and empow-

ering them by giving them autonomy and responsibility—Tagore did this, 

for example, by introducing the self-government of students and by en-

couraging children to find solutions to problems themselves. Experts on 

creating creative atmospheres emphasize the importance of providing plen-

                                                             
56 Rabindranath Tagore, ‘The Place of Music in Education and Culture’, transl by 

Indira Devi Chaudhuri. In Visva Bharati Quarterly, Education Number, Reprint, 
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(Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 1996 [1919]), pp. 467-492. 
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tional Thought and Experiment of Rabindranath Tagore (Bombay: Asia Pub. 
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ty of space and unstructured time for exploration, fun and joy—which is 

exactly what Tagore tried to provide with his outdoor school. Experts also 

highlight that innovation and creativity have to be directly encouraged and 

that creative efforts have to be appreciated openly. A helpful strategy for 

that is when people inspire each other, which is exactly what Tagore tried 

to achieve in Santiniketan.  

 

 

Atmosphere in the arts, philosophy and social and cultural sci-

ences 

We have now gained a glimpse of the various facets of the atmosphere that 

Tagore created in his educational institutions. In the beginning of this 

paper I said that atmosphere and content are contrasting concepts, yet I 

contradicted that when I tried to describe the atmosphere Tagore created, 

as I looked for the content, the externally visible features of the atmos-

phere. But atmosphere very much ignores details. If we are looking at at-

mospheric paintings, for example by Monet or Turner, their aspiration to 

create atmosphere was achieved by actively suppressing details and in-

stead, by focusing on the whole, trying to capture temperature, moisture 

and movement of the air. We also do not perceive atmosphere through 

analysing details, but grasp it intuitively and unconsciously. If we are going 

somewhere, we immediately have a feeling about a place. The architect 

Juhani Pallasmaa defines atmosphere in the following way:61  

Atmosphere emphasizes a sustained being in a situation rather than a sin-

gular moment of perception. … Atmosphere is the overarching perceptual, 

sensory and emotive impression of a setting or a social situation. It provides 

the unifying coherence and character for a room, space, place, and land-

scape, or a social encounter. It is ‘the common denominator’, ‘the colouring’ 

or ‘the feel’ of the experiential situation. Atmosphere is a mental ‘thing’, an 

experiential property or characteristic that is suspended between the object 

and the subject. Paradoxically, we grasp the atmosphere of a place before 

we identify its details or understand it intellectually.62  

Atmosphere is also a commonly employed term in theatre and in literature, 

where it is appreciated as necessary to establish integrity and continuity. A 

particular atmosphere can either be sustained throughout the entire work 

or can continually be recreated, yet it always has the quality of imagined 

permanence. Elaine Scarry argues that the imitation of persistence and 

‘givenness’ is necessary to enter imaginary spaces in their full spatiality. In 
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62 Jeff Malpas. The Intelligence of Place: Topographies and Poetics (New York: 
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theatre, the atmosphere that is created through the dramaturgy is a crucial 

factor for involving the audience in the performance.63 

Until recently, atmosphere has played hardly any role in other disci-

plines. I would like to argue that this might change. In cultural theories 

and philosophy there has been a turn to a direction that I think could lead 

to making atmosphere a more important term than it has been until now. 

In social and cultural theory, there has been a development from the focus 

on space, which is more abstract, to place, which has stronger social con-

notations. The spatial determinacy of the social, and vice versa, has fre-

quently been researched.64 In philosophy, a sustained effort to capture 

atmospheres can also be found. Take for example the multi-volume work 

on Spheres by the German philosopher Peter Sloterdijk.65 He writes: 

I’ve always felt that there is a split in the European tradition between the 

language of philosophy and the language of art and literature that is based 

on the suppression of atmospheric knowledge. … My ambition was to bring 

the atmospheric dimension back to the perception of the real.66 

In his mammoth work Spheres, Sloterdijk—coming from a phenomenologi-

cal background—analyses history and relationships of humans with other 

humans, with systems and with processes, by replacing a predominantly 

temporal enquiry with a spatial interpretation. In his analysis, he uses the 

concepts of micro-spheres or bubbles (referring to the discovery of self), 

globes (describing the exploration of the world) and foam (designating the 

poetics of plurality).  

In the first part on bubbles, Sloterdijk repudiates the possibility of sol-

ipsistic existence and thereby refutes the Western subject-centred meta-

physical tradition as well as Heidegger’s conception that Dasein in its origi-

nal state means loneliness. Instead, Sloterdijk thinks Dasein as a spatial 

being-together, and argues that even in the micro-sphere of the uterus, 

humans are not separated but have an ‘original company’ (Urbegleiter), the 

placenta, with which the unborn child coexists.67 Being separated from this 

togetherness after birth requires subjects to search for new forms of spatial 
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togetherness, which is the reason for the emergence of new spheres. While 

spaces are always shared and the topoi of humans are shaped by the 

strong relations between humans and their surroundings, the formation of 

foam takes this further. Foam consists of ‘agglomerates of bubbles’68  that 

are connected and have a shared isolation. Society therefore is ‘an aggre-

gate of micro-spheres (couples, households, companies, federations) of 

varying formats, which, like individual bubbles, border each other in a 

mountain of foam, and stratify themselves under and above each other 

without becoming either within reach of each other or becoming effectively 

separable from each other’. 69  

Speaking with Sloterdijk’s phenomenology of spheres, Tagore’s school 

could be conceived as a micro-sphere that is part of the society or foam. 

The terminology “bubble” instead of micro-sphere, invites us not only to 

analyse the atmosphere in this sphere, but also to react to a criticism that 

Tagore has received for his educational institutions. Quite a few critics have 

said that Tagore’s school is a place that isolates children from the real 

world—a 'bubble’. Indeed, Tagore writes that particularly in the first years 

of life, in the phase of brahmacarya (from age seven), children should be 

separated from their usual life and live in simplicity. Tagore realized that he 

was criticized for this. Yet he argues:  

We should never believe that simplicity of life might make us unsuited to 

the requirements of the society of our time. It is the simplicity of the tun-

ing-fork, which is needed all the more because of the intricacy of strings in 

the instrument. In the morning of our career our nature needs the pure 

and the perfect note of a spiritual idea in order to fit us for the complica-

tions of our later years.70 

It should be noted that every school is to some degree divorced from what 

the realities of everyday living that students experience after they leave 

school. Tagore is convinced that a normal urban school, although it brings 

children in touch with prevailing ideas and ways of living, will not enable 

them to connect to what he believes is most important. Children might, to 

use a modern term, become more streetwise and exposed to consumerism 

(and, back then, exposed to colonialism), to urban culture, traffic and 

technology as well as to their parents’ preconceived expectations of their 

future careers. Yet such an environment would, in Tagore’s opinion, divorce 

them from some of the crucial aspects that are required so they can realise 

their true potential and develop spiritually. An ashram in nature, though, 

allows them a deeper connection with other people within the ashram with 

the rural population, with their own culture and with nature. 

We could argue that the outer membranes of the ashram-bubble are 

permeable. This makes connection to the foam around it possible, yet it, at 
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the same, enables a connection of a much deeper kind. For Tagore, spiritu-

ality is all about our connection with the world, with the absolute, the 

universal, with Brahman. And he is certain that we can reach this, when 

we, first of all, connect personally with what is around us. Through this, we 

can then reach beyond the immediate to the more abstract, towards the 

universal. ‘We can only love that which is profoundly real to us’,71 argues 

Tagore and renders this more precisely in Personality:  

But this knowledge of the unity of soul must not be an abstraction. It is not 

that negative kind of universalism which belongs neither to one nor to an-

other. It is not an abstract soul, but it is my own soul which I must realize 

in others. I must know that if my soul were singularly mine, then it could 

not be true, at the same time if it were not intimately mine, it would not be 

real.72  

This connection is the foundation for developing our personality and grow-

ing spiritually. By applying Sloterdijk’s spherology to Tagore’s ashram, we 

are adding a new dimension to his conceptualization of spherology, and 

that is the spiritual, the power to connect to the whole that is already part 

of ourselves and that we realize even more through our connection with the 

world. This aspect is present in Sloterdijk’s thinking (though certainly not 

called spiritual), when he argues that inside and outside are always present 

at the same time, that the outside ‘carries inner worlds’73 and that humans 

are never interiorizable solipsistic selves but always connected to others, 

but Sloterdijk did not exhaust the analysis of this. However, he uses a word 

from a poem by Rainer Maria Rilke as inspiration for the title of his recent 

book that builds on his spherology—the word being Weltinnenraum (inner-

world-space). One of the verses is: 

One space spreads through all creatures equally -   

inner-world-space. Birds quietly flying go 

flying through us. O, I that want to grow! 

the tree I look outside at's growing in me!74 

 

 

  

                                                             
71 Rabindranath Tagore, ‘Letters to a Friend’, in The English Writings of 

Rabindranath Tagore, Volume 3, A Miscellany, ed. by Sisir Kumar Das (Delhi: 

Sahitya Akademi, 2006 [1928], pp. 219-322 (p. 253). 
72 Tagore, Personality, p.88. 
73  Sloterdijk, Spha ̈ren, p 28.  
74 Rainer Maria Rilke, Selected Works, Vol. 2: Poetry, transl. J.B. Leishman (Lon-

don: Hogarth Press, 1960).  
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Analysing and rethinking atmosphere 

How is it possible to analyse atmospheres for the positive effects they cre-

ate? 

Bakery smells in the supermarket75, music in train stations76 and 

shops77, candle light in spas and restaurant – they all serve the purpose of 

creating an atmosphere that creates desired behaviour, emotions and asso-

ciations. Research (for example in environmental psychology) shows the 

effect of one or a few more variables in the environment on the outcome in 

terms of behaviour and emotions, and the results of these studies have 

been heavily exploited in retail design.  

Environmental psychology is a very limited tool to try and understand 

the atmosphere that Tagore created in his school, as it is focusing only on 

external factors and objects. This takes us to the root of the problem that 

we have with the concept of atmosphere: The English term emphasizes (if s 

perhaps limited by) external factors. We have discussed some of the exter-

nal factors of that played a role in creating the atmosphere of Tagore’s 

school, such as nature and the presence of the arts. Yet we have also seen 

that Tagore sees atmosphere as going beyond this, as being inexplicable, 

beyond words. 78 A large part of the atmosphere was created through the 

personality of the teachers and himself, as well as the students – through 

their activities and words but also through their beliefs, thoughts and emo-

tions. All of these factors come together and create an atmosphere that is 

larger than all the factors added up.  

As Martin Heidegger has demonstrated in depth, most Western lan-

guages are deeply infused by the Cartesian division between inside and 

outside. This becomes most apparent in the concept of atmosphere, which 

is related to the inside but linguistically trapped in the outside. The Ger-

man term Stimmung is unique in Western languages because of its seman-

tic breadth that merges inside and outside and combines aspects of objec-

                                                             
75 Brenda Soars, ‘Driving sales through shoppers' sense of sound, sight, smell and 

touch’, International Journal of Retail & Distribution Management, 37:3 (2009), 

pp.286 – 298. 

 Robert A. Baron, ‘The sweet smell of... helping: Effects of pleasant ambient 

fragrance on prosocial behavior in shopping malls.’ Personality and Social Psy-

chology Bulletin 23 (1997): 498-503.  
76 Classical music is played in some train station to deter ‘unwanted people’ like 

youngsters and drug addicts; cf. Björn Hellström, ‘Theories and methods adapt-

able to acoustic and architectural design of railway stations.’ In Twelfth Interna-

tional Congress on Sound and Vibration (Lisbon, 2005). 
77 Eduardo Biagi, Almeida Santos, and Otávio Bandeira De Lamônica Freire, ‘The 

influence of music on consumer behavior’, Independent Journal of Management 

& Production 4:2 (2013): 537-548. 
78 Tagore, ‘To School Children’, p. 568. 
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tive atmosphere (or the French ‘atmosphere’ or the Spanish ‘atmosfera’) 

with subjective mood (or the French humeur or the Spanish humor).79   

Stimmung is neither produced by the outside nor the inside. Instead, 

Heidegger argues, ‘Stimmung descends on us’, and ‘rises as mode of Being-

in-the-World from this mode itself.’80 We are neither the authors nor the 

witnesses of an atmosphere81 but are part of it in many different ways 

through corporal and emotional reactions82, observation of other people 

(e.g. at a party or a music or sports event) and through visual and textual 

information, but also in ways that are more difficult to discern. The other 

way around, Stimmungen colour perceptions and emotions and induce 

memories and thoughts and affect behaviour as well as our posture.83  

Stimmungen encompass both atmospheres and moods. Psychological 

and sociological studies on moods go beyond narrow causal analysis and 

recognize the complexity of the problem. Examples are the gestalt theory; 

Stimmungsheuristik or mood heuristics; emotional framing; and transac-

tional theory.84  In education, they have been applied through concepts 

such as mood-repair. Yet there is only little thorough research that anal-

yses the school’s atmosphere in its complexity with individual moods and 

the environment, even though it has been recognized that the failure to 

implement school reforms pivots on a lack of understanding of school cul-

ture.85  

Today’s researchers are struggling to access the diffuse concept atmos-

phere, yet Tagore already deliberated the concept of ‘atmosphere’ most 

thoroughly. That a non-Western person is ahead in these reflections might 

not be surprising, as the division between object and subject and interior 

and exterior might be less strong in Indian languages and is also more fluid 

in Indian religious philosophies and humoral pathology.  

 

 

  

                                                             
79 Heinz Bude. Das Gefühl Der Welt: Über Die Macht Von Stimmungen (München: 

Carl Hanser Verlag, 2016), p. 32. 
80 Martin Heidegger. Sein und Zeit, 19th edition (Tuebingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag, 

2006), p. 136; my translation. 
81 Bude, p. 39. 
82 Hermann Schmitz, ‘Gefuehle als Atmosphaeren‘, in Atmosphaeren, ed. by 

Hermann Schmitz (Freiburg/Muenchen, 2014), pp. 30-49 (p. 31-33). 
83 Bude, p. 42 
84 Ibid., p. 43. 
85 Seymour B. Sarason, The Culture of the School and the Problem of Change 

(Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1971). 
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Abstract: 

This paper argues that Rabindranath Tagore, a very practical man, devel-

oped a distinctive and successful educational methodology over the 
course of his work in educational systems. The paper seeks to show that 

Tagore drew inspiration and direction from extraordinary times, and ex-

traordinary people of those times. The paper establishes the Tagore fami-
ly’s place within the ongoing Bengali Renaissance; and to Tagore’s place 

among remarkable individuals, particularly Jagadish Chandra Bose and 
Patrick Geddes. The paper looks to the emergence of the poet’s education-

al institutions from spiritual and technological viewpoints. An attempt is 
made to show that Tagore’s educational establishments were methodolog-

ically developed, can claim to be part of his poetic legacy; and that 
telepresence technologies of the twenty-first century might offer good 

service to those establishments as they continue to evolve.  
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agore’s educational achievements gain perspective when viewed as a 

consequence of the Bengali Renaissance, which the Tagore family contrib-

uted to for three generations. A major aspect of the Bengali renaissance 

was spiritual: specifically, reconnection with the ancient Vedic and Upani-

shadic scriptures. The 32 years, spanning Tagore's life from 30 to 62, saw 

Tagore integrate his poetic and spiritual sensibilities with an evolving edu-

cational methodology. During those revolutionary years, from 1891 to 

1923, Tagore, developed and implemented educational models steadily, 

starting with a first primary school and nursery on his family’s Zamindari 

estate in Shilaidaha, East Bengal, in 1891. More ambitious work began at 

Santiniketan in 1901. Here, we see the emergence of a rural boarding 

school as a twentieth century educational ashram. His work in educational 

systems culminated in the establishment of Visva-Bharati University at 

Santiniketan in 1921 and the incorporation into the university of the Insti-

tute for Rural Reconstruction, Sriniketan, in 1923.  

The purpose of this paper is to position Tagore’s educational activities 

in the context of some of the influences he absorbed - spiritual, scientific, 

political and cultural - as he developed his “Classroooms without Walls” 

educational method. We will particularly focus on his close family relation-

ships and the friendships and contributions of Sir Jagadish Chandra Bose 

and Sir Patrick Geddes.  

We further consider how Information and Communications Technolo-

gies, and particularly telepresence technologies, could be used to support 

the Visva-Bharati University institutions as they further evolve in the twen-

ty first century. 

 

 

Influence of Grandfather and Father 

Tagore's grandfather, Dwarkanath,1 inherited zamindari estates at the age 

of thirteen, became a barrister and, significantly, an outstanding Bengali 

entrepreneur—developing substantial business interests in zamindari es-

tates, banking, coal-mining, steam navigation, the tea trade, indigo, salt, 

sugar, and opium. Dwarkanath Tagore's company managed huge estates 

across West Bengal, Orissa, Assam, and East Bengal (Bangladesh). 

Dwarkanath held large stakes in new enterprises set up to tap the rich coal 

seams of Bengal, run tug services between Calcutta and the mouth of the 

river Hooghly and transplant Chinese tea crops to the plains of Upper As-

sam.  

                                                             
1  Kling, Partner in Empire: Dwarkanath Tagore and the Age of Enterprise in 

Eastern India (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992). 
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Dwarkanath was an extraordinarily accomplished, entrepreneurial 

businessman who strongly believed that India would be best served by 

maintaining close relations with the British Empire. As a consequence of 

his skills and service to the empire, Dwarkanath was awarded the freedom 

of the city of Edinburgh in 1845. 

Perhaps strangely, Dwarkanath had also been a close friend and finan-

cial supporter of Raja Rammohan Roy,2 who was a prime instigator of the 

Bengali Renaissance: a campaigner against idolatry and widow-burning 

(sati). He was a founder of comparative religions, who endorsed the need for 

modern reinterpretation of spiritual texts, such as the bible, and therefore 

brought new attention to India’s ancient Vedas and Upanishads.3  

Rabindranath Tagore, and his father, Debendranath, were heavily in-

fluenced by both of these great figures and were themselves subject to ever 

more radical spiritual and cultural pressures that resulted from the blos-

soming Bengali renaissance. 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Dwarkanath and Debendranath Tagore;  

Courtesy Wikimedia Commons 

 

Debendranath Tagore was born in Shilaidaha in 1817. Debendranath was 

the eldest of three sons, all of whom started life as privileged sons of a 

wealthy man. As a young man, Debendranath was employed by 

                                                             
2  Subrata Dasgupta, The Bengal Renaissance, 2012 edition (Permanent Black, 

2012). 
3  L. Zastoupil, Rammohun Roy and the Making of Victorian Britain, 2010 edition 

(Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). 
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Dwarkanath at the family’s Union Bank. While he was there,4 a leaflet with 

the first shlokas of the Isha Upanishad was posted through his letterbox. 

The Isha Upanishad, teaching about the Lord, reproduced below, was of 

great significance to Debendranath as he started upon his own spiritual 

journey.  

1. All this is for habitation by the Lord, whatsoever is individual universe of 

movement in the universal motion. By that renounced thou shouldst enjoy; 

lust not after any man's possession. 

2. Doing verily works in this world one should wish to live a hundred years. 

Thus it is in thee and not otherwise than this; action cleaves not to a man. 

3. Sunless are those worlds and enveloped in blind gloom whereto all they in 
their passing hence resort who are slayers of their souls. 

4. One unmoving that is swifter than Mind, That the Gods reach not, for It 

progresses ever in front. That, standing, passes beyond others as they run. 
In That the Master of Life establishes the Waters. 

5. That moves and That moves not; That is far and the same is near; That is 

within all this and That also is outside all this. 

6. But he who sees everywhere the Self in all existences and all existences in 
the Self, shrinks not thereafter from aught. 

7. He in whom it is the Self-Being that has become all existences that are Be-

comings, for he has the perfect knowledge, how shall he be deluded, 
whence shall he have grief who sees everywhere oneness? 

8. It is He that has gone abroad—That which is bright, bodiless, without scar 

of imperfection, without sinews, pure, unpierced by evil. The Seer, the 
Thinker, the One who becomes everywhere, the Self-existent has ordered 

objects perfectly according to their nature from years sempiternal. 

9. Into a blind darkness they enter who follow after the Ignorance, they as if 
into a greater darkness who devote themselves to the Knowledge alone. 

10. Other, verily, it is said, is that which comes by the Knowledge, other that 

which comes by the Ignorance; this is the lore we have received from the 

wise who revealed That to our understanding. 

11. He who knows That as both in one, the Knowledge and the Ignorance, by 

the Ignorance crosses beyond death and by the Knowledge enjoys Immor-

tality. 

12. Into a blind darkness they enter who follow after the Non-Birth, they as if 

into a greater darkness who devote themselves to the Birth alone. 

13. Other, verily, it is said, is that which comes by the Birth, other that which 
comes by the Non-Birth; this is the lore we have received from the wise who 

revealed That to our understanding. 

14. He who knows That as both in one, the Birth and the dissolution of Birth, 
by the dissolution crosses beyond death and by the Birth enjoys Immortali-

ty. 

15. The face of Truth is covered with a brilliant golden lid; that do thou remove, 

                                                             
4  Brian A. Hatcher, ‘Father, Son and Holy Text: Rabindranath Tagore and the 

Upaniṣads’, The Journal of Hindu Studies, 4.2 (2011), 119–43 

<https://doi.org/10.1093/jhs/hir022>. 



 Tagore's School and Methodology: Classrooms Without Walls | 87 

 

GITANJALI & BEYOND 1: 83-101 | 2016 

O Fosterer, for the law of the Truth, for sight. 

16. O Fosterer, O sole Seer, O Ordainer, O illumining Sun, O power of the Fa-
ther of creatures, marshal thy rays, draw together thy light; the Lustre 

which is thy most blessed form of all, that in Thee I behold. The Purusha 

there and there, He am I. 

17. The Breath of things is an immortal Life, but of this body ashes are the end. 

OM! O Will, remember, that which was done remember! O Will, remember, 

that which was done remember. 

18. O god Agni, knowing all things that are manifested, lead us by the good 
path to the felicity; remove from us the devious attraction of sin. To thee 

completest speech of submission we would dispose.5 

Although the Isha is one of the shortest Upanishads, many consider the 

Isha to be the most powerful of all of the Upanishads. In 1843, Deben-

dranath was one of the founders of the Brahmo Samaj, which was estab-

lished to rekindle the spiritual approach of Raja Rammohan Roy. In 1848, 

he also established the spiritual path of Brahmoism.  

Rabindranath worked with Aurobindo Ghosh in the days of resistance 

to the adverse British colonial activities in Bengal. Rabindranath was wit-

ness to a spiritual transformation that came over Ghosh as a consequence 

of time he spent as a political prisoner in Kolkata. And so, the English 

translation of the Upanishad provided above is by Sri Aurobindo.6  

What is abundantly clear by this point is that a deep sense of Upani-

shadic spirituality was active in the Tagore family. Rabindranath’s poetry 

explores the streams of oneness of all life, the play of a great spirit across 

the earth and through all lives, and most evocatively as he speaks of his 

own Jiban Debata, life lord.7 Before looking at Tagore’s friendships, we will 

look at some of the other spiritual influences in Bengal at the time, firstly 

those of Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda. 

 

 

Sri Ramakrishna, Swami Vivekananda 

Sri Ramakrishna, the most outstanding spiritual figure of 19th century 

Bengal, was born in 1836, three years after the death of Rammohan Roy, 

and thirteen years before the death of Dwarkanath Tagore. Sri Ramakrish-

na’s message was about the synthesis of all world religions and the role 

they play in human life. 

In 1893, seven years after the passing of Sri Ramakrishna, Swami Vi-

vekananda brought the teachings of Sri Ramakrishna to the Chicago par-

                                                             
5  Sri Aurobindo, The Upanishads, 1st US Edition, Us ed. edition (Twin Lakes, WI: 

Lotus Press, 1996). 
6  Ibid. 
7  Ana Jelnikar, ‘Hospitality and Worldliness: Tagore’s Household Drama of Love 

and Responsibility’, South Asia: Journal of South Asian Studies, 2016 

<http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00856401.2016.1156512>. 
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liament of world religions with the words: "As the different streams having 

their sources in different places all mingle their water in the sea, so, O 

Lord, the different paths which men take through different tendencies, 

various though they appear, crooked or straight, all lead to Thee."8 Sri 

Ramakrishna’s message of the synthesis of all world religions became a 

sensation at the parliament, and immediately brought the teachings to the 

west. 

In 1894, one year after Swami Vivekananda’s success in the West, the 

Saradeswari Ashram was opened by Gauri Ma. Residence, board and in-

struction were free to unmarried, married and widowed women. Village 

girls also came in the afternoon. Gauri Ma had been asked by Sri Rama-

krishna to work for the betterment of women in India. Sri Ramakrishna 

wished her to work to improve their education and development, both intel-

lectually and spiritually. Gauri Ma protested that she was not able for such 

a feat, but could train other women to do it. Ramakrishna replied, “You 

have done enough sadhana and tapasya. Now, this life, which has been 

purified by much austerity, must be sacrificed to the service of women, 

whose lives are full of suffering.”9 

In 1895 Margaret Noble, who was to become Sister Nivedita, a very 

close disciple of Swami Vivekananda, met the Swami for the first time in 

London. Sister Nivedita became a close friend of JC Bose and his wife, 

Ambala, – she provided support and encouragement to Bose in his scien-

tific endeavours. Tagore said of Sister Nivedita, "In the day of his success, 

Jagadish gained an invaluable energiser and helper in Sister Nivedita, and 

in any record of his life’s work her name must be given a place of hon-

our."10 

 

 

Rabindranath and the Nest 

Rabindranath’s problems with schooling are well documented,11 and he 

was essentially home-schooled, mostly by his brother Jyotirindranath. 

Although Jyotirindranath was Rabindranath’s elder brother by 12 years, 

Jyotirindranath was married to a girl, Kadambari, who was one year older 

than Rabindranath and who joined the Tagore household in 1869, as a 

member of the family when she was nine. As they grew up together, Tagore 

                                                             
8   McRae, ‘Oriental Verities on the American Frontier: The 1893 World’s Parlia-

ment of Religions and the Thought of Masao Abe on JSTOR’. 
9  Sivatattvananda, Gauri Ma, a Monastic Disciple of Sri Ramakrishna, 1st ed 

edition (Mothers Trust/Mothers Place, 1994), p. 29. 
10  Swami Sarvabhutananda, ‘Nivedita of India - Ramakrishna Mission Institute of 

Culture’, p. 72 <https://www.scribd.com/document/99589785/Nivedita-of-

India-Ramakrishna-Mission-Institute-of-Culture>  
11  Rabindranath Tagore and Uma Das Gupta, My Life in My Words (S.l.: Penguin 

Books India, 2010)., pp. 63-74. 
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spent a great deal of time with Kadambari, and she, in turn exerted a 

strong influence upon him, reading his poetry and commenting upon it. 

They seem to have been especially close. In 1883, Rabindranath was mar-

ried; and in 1884 tragedy struck the extended Tagore family when Kadam-

bari committed suicide by taking poison.  

Seven years later, in 1891, Rabindranath became an estate landlord at 

Shilaidaha, where he began to work in earnest as zamindar, social innova-

tor and rural school tutor. In 1898, Tagore moved his own family to 

Shilaidaha. In 1901 Tagore published his novella, Nashta Nirh, The Broken 

Nest, (which seems to address some of the family’s tragedy).12 In the same 

year Tagore moved his new family to Santiniketan, the abode of peace, 

(founded by Debendranath), where he could write, build a better nest, and 

allow his educational vision to properly flourish.  

Shortly after the family arrival in Santiniketan, his wife died in 1902, 

his favourite pupil died in 1903, and one of his daughters died in 1904. In 

January of 1905 Debendranath, died; and in July of the same year, the 

British government partitioned Bengal.  

 

 

JC Bose 

We know that Jogadish Chandra (J.C.) Bose, was, along with 

Rabindranath, a member of the Brahmo Samaj, and that he visited Tagore 

regularly while Tagore was in Shilaidaha in the 1890s.13 We also know that 

Bose encouraged Tagore in writing short stories, and that Tagore strove to 

have new materials, for each visit by Bose. The 1890s were a fertile period 

in Tagore’s writing career: streams exploring his new sense of freedom and 

others exploring his uneasiness with claustrophobic situations begin to 

emerge in his story-telling. It is estimated that approximately 25% of Gitan-

jali was produced in Shilaidaha, as well as important short stories, such as 

Kabuliwallah, and some important plays and novellas. We also know that 

Tagore recognised greatness in Bose. 

During this same time, Bose started to produce research results of the 

highest distinction. In 1895 he demonstrated the use of microwaves in 

Calcutta Town Hall, passing them through three walls to ring a bell and 

ignite gunpowder, saying, "The invisible light can easily pass through brick 

walls, buildings etc. Therefore, messages can be transmitted by means of it 

without the mediation of wires".14 By using microwaves, in 1895, Bose had 

                                                             
12   Rabindranath Tagore, The Broken Nest, trans. by Mary M. Lago and Supriya 

Bari (Madras: Asia Book Corp of Amer, 1983). 
13  Parul Chakrabarti, Indrani Bose and Kabita Mandal, ‘Convener’s Note’ (pre-

sented at the Tagore, Bose and Mahalanobis: Confluence of Minds, Sir J.C. 

Bose Trust, 2013), pp. 1–3. 
14  Pragnan Chakravorty, ‘History of Wireless’, Scribd <https://www.scribd.com/ 

document/63425706/History-of-Wireless>. 
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demonstrated radio transmission. In 1896, Bose successfully sent signals 

three miles, between two Calcutta colleges. In 1899, Bose presented a pa-

per at the Royal Society in London, on an improved signal reception device 

for radio-wave transmission. This solution incorporated what was in actual 

fact the world’s first semi-conductor diode.  

It was still two years before Marconi demonstrated a successful trans-

atlantic signal transmission, in late 1901.15 Marconi’s success in receiving 

the transmission was only possible because he used the detector that Bose 

had described in London. Of this receptor, Marconi reported that he had 

received word of it from the Italian Navy – this was denied. Although Mar-

coni later recorded a debt of gratitude to Bose for his work in this area,16 it 

is now abundantly clear that J.C. Bose should, at least, have been a co-

recipient of the 1909 Nobel Prize for Physics that went to Marconi for his 

work on radio-wave message transmissions.17 

But, even as these issues were ongoing, Bose had shifted his attention 

from physics to life forms. Bose proceeded to invent the high-magnification 

crescograph in botany:18 a device which could magnify plant activity be-

tween 1000- and 10,000-fold (where the order of the day beforehand was 

10- to 20-fold). Bose then went on to show plants growing, that plants and 

animals share a closely related nervous system, react to pain, show fear, 

and happiness. He discovered the importance of electrical impulses in 

plants and that tree-sap is propagated throughout the tree by a mechanism 

similar in nature to the animal heart. Bose showed that in being in control 

of their responses to the environment, plants have a nervous system, a 

form of intelligence and a capacity for learning.19 This work is now consid-

ered the foundational work of neurobiology: the study of the brain and its 

nervous systems. In his experiments with chloroform, Bose even noticed 

aspects of living behaviour in metals. All of his work in this area explored 

the close similarities in life across biological kingdoms. 
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Their deep and lifelong friendship saw Tagore request Bose’s help to 

build a “mechanical laboratory” at Visva-Bharati University,20 which was 

only unsuccessful because a suitably qualified teacher could not be found. 

 

 

Patrick Geddes 

Patrick Geddes lectured on zoology at Edinburgh University, was Professor 

of Botany in Dundee, Professor of Sociology and Civics in Bombay, Director 

of Scots and Indian Colleges at Montpellier University, and president of the 

institutes of sociology in London and Edinburgh. He was a social Darwin-

ist, who adopted the teaching of Herbert Spencer that parallels could be 

drawn between a society and an animal formed of living cells.21 Geddes, in 

contradistinction with Darwin and Spencer, also believed that natural 

selection by survival of the fittest, or competition, is not a complete picture 

because it overlooks the place of co-operation in evolution.  

In 1900, Patrick Geddes met Swami Vivekananda in Chicago, and 

then, later the same year, in Paris. Geddes, as he developed his own no-

tions of civic sympathy and urban planning, had an immediate fascination 

with the Swami. And again, Sister Nivedita made a very close connection 

with Geddes and his wife, drawing from Geddes’s work on Indian cities for 

her own writings. 

Geddes, as a pioneer in urban planning, proposed that a sense of civic 

sympathy could be developed by use of the ‘outlook tower’ (fig. 2), which 

allowed people to watch the workings of a city as the workings of an ex-

tended social being. His tower operated across five floors: the top floor, 

which housed a camera obscura, made it possible to focus on the local 

vicinity. When the visitor was finished here, she would descend one floor to 

the next, where she would see an exhibition that focused on the city; then, 

descending to the next one down, the country, and so on. As one descend-

ed through the floors, each exhibition space expanded one’s reality. By the 

time one reached the bottom floor of the tower, one was thinking about the 

interconnectedness that makes the world what it is. 
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Figure 2: Outlook Tower - Observing Societal Life; 

image adapted from Geddes’ "Outlook Tower"22 

 

 

Geddes sought to enable connected societies, and therefore to encourage 

the development of healthy, connected individuals.  

It was noted earlier that Sir Patrick Geddes met Swami Vivekananda in 

Chicago in 1900 and became friendly with Sister Nivedita.23 It is interesting 

to speculate that what he called his “three doves”: sympathy, synthesis and 

synergy, may have been a response to the Swami’s message. 

Geddes eventually moved to India in 1914, and lived there between his 

several journeys over a period of nine years performing surveys for tens of 

Indian cities24. While he was in India, he became friendly with Bose, being 

so taken with Bose that he wrote his biography.25 In 1917, he met Tagore, 

and a long correspondence arose between the two on suitable plans for 
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Tagore’s institutions.26 Although Geddes was not able to work directly with 

Tagore, his son Arthur provided on-site assistance at Santiniketan. 

 

 

Emergence of Tagore’s Educational Methodology  

The Bose-Tagore-Geddes inter-relationships can be considered as one con-

stellation of the working associations in Tagore’s life: with Bose, a man who 

was determined to discover the details of life in the small scale; Tagore 

himself, the poet of humanity in a spiritual world; and Geddes, a man who 

worked on issues of the individual in organised society, focusing upon 

aspects of life in the large scale. The three together and individually, nur-

tured sympathy for life and for its need to grow and flourish that was prac-

tical and at the same time spiritual in nature. Just as each of these scien-

tists was appreciated by Tagore, both of them held Tagore’s poetic 

methodology in high esteem. 

Alongside these inter-relationships ran extraordinary times. Briefly 

listed here are those that led up to and connected with the establishment of 

Visva-Bharati University:27 

 

 The first British partition of Bengal, 1905, and Tagore’s establish-

ment, along with Aurobindo Ghosh, and others of the Bengal Na-

tional College. 

 The Swadeshi movement (1905-1911) ran throughout Bengal and 

then India where new businesses in cotton, steel, silk, iron, pharma-

ceutical, chemical industries were established, and boycotts of Brit-

ish goods began. 

 Tagore’s contribution to the National Council for Education in 1906 

as part of resistance to partition of Bengal. The council sought for 

literary, scientific and technical education to be brought under Indi-

an national control. 

 Aurobindo Ghosh became the first principal of the Bengal National 

College. Also emergent at the time were the Bengal National School, 

and Bengal Technical Institute. 

 First British partition was overturned in 1911. 

 Tagore Receives Nobel Prize in Literature in 1913. 
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 Outbreak of World War 1 in 1914. 

 Mohandas Gandhi comes to India in 1915. 

 The "Institute for Rural Reconstruction” is begun along with agricul-

tural economist Leonard Elmhirst in 1921. This institution eventual-

ly becomes Sriniketan.  

 Visva Bharati University is established at Santiniketan in 1923. Ta-

gore introduces his University, as a meeting-place of the East and 

West.  

Tagore’s educational work was in response to his historical times. The 

educational achievements are with us as the result of his successful, poetic 

and scientific educational methodology. It is worth reconsidering some of 

the key points of his methodology. On beginning pedagogical experiments: 

I merely started with this one simple idea, that education should never be 

dissociated from life. I had no experience of teaching, no special gift for or-

ganisation; and therefore I had no plan which I could put before the public 

in order to win their confidence. I had not their power to anticipate what 

line my work was going to take. I began anyhow. All that I could do was to 

offer to the five little boys who were my students my company. I talked and 

sang to them, played with them, recited to them our epics, improvised sto-

ries specially given to them by evening, took them on excursions into 

neighbouring villages. It was an incessant lesson to me, and the institution 

grew with the growth of my own mind and life…28 

On trying to avoid stultifying methods:  

My first idea was to emancipate children’s minds from the dead grip of a 

mechanical method and a narrow purpose. This idea has gone on develop-

ing itself, comprehending all different branches of life’s activities from Arts 

to Agriculture. Now it has come to a period, when we are fully aware of the 

absolute necessity of widening, across all barriers, the human sympathies 

of our students, - thus leading them to the fulfilment of their Education. 

This stage we have reached, as I have said, not through planning out my 

system, but by an inner life growth in which the subconscious has ever 

been bursting up with the conscious plans.29 

On a spiritual basis for a world-accepting University: 

Now the problem before us is of one single country, which is the earth, 

where the races as individuals must find both their freedom of self-

expression and their bond of federation. Mankind must realise a unity, wid-

er in range, deeper in sentiment, stronger in power than ever before.  Now 

that the problem is large, we have to solve it on a bigger scale, to realise the 

                                                             
28  Fraser, p. 63. 
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God in man by a larger faith and to build the temple of our faith on a sure 

and world-wide basis.30 

On his assessment of Visva-Bharati as one of the pre-eminent universities 

of the world: 

What is it that we can expect from this ashram when we have come – the 

mantra ‘yatra visvam bhavati ekanidam’: ‘Where the whole world meets in 

one nest.’ Wherever we go, we see man within his racial limits and not as 

part of humanity. Let our ashram be the one place in the world where we 

can mingle without the differences in religion, language and race. Surely 

that must be the way forward to the new age.31 

And, in his final fervent appeal to Ghandi, that he should take Visva-

Bharati under his protection, saying: 

Visva-Bharati is like a vessel which is carrying the cargo of my life's best 

treasure, and I hope it may claim special care from my countrymen for its 

preservation.32 

 

 

Modern Possibilities for Pursuing Classrooms without Walls 

It seems important to mention that a great deal of the theory of ‘vitalism’ 

(that there is a life force separate from biochemical and physical compo-

nents), that was so persuasive to Tagore, Bose and Geddes, has been heavi-

ly critiqued over the decades of the late 19th and 20th centuries.33,34,35 And 

yet, in the twenty-first century we start to see interest in Bose’s work 

again.36 And there have been further scientific and philosophical specula-

tions in the 21st century suggesting that we need to take an experimental 

attitude to gaps in Darwin’s theories and to enframe new theories of 

mind,37 life, consciousness38 and our relationship with the cosmos.39  
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A great deal of this new work is preliminary, and as such provides an 

excellent basis for testing hypotheses against phenomenological reality. 

This paper will not attempt to explore the whole current state of philosoph-

ical and neuro-scientific literature on these matters but will consider pro-

vocative speculations of the philosopher, Thomas Nagel,40 which range 

across neuroscience, cognitive science and philosophy of mind, and cover 

such questions as pansychism—the possibility that everything in the uni-

verse has mental properties, whether or not they have living properties. 

Interestingly and controversially, recent work of Nagel suggests the possi-

bility that life evolves simultaneously with mind in the cosmos, and that as 

life evolves, phenomenological values are constructed and pursued in the 

evolutionary process by an as-yet unknown means. There is some synergy 

here with Geddes’s idea of the importance of co-operation in the evolution-

ary process. 

Such work (speculations that universal objects, life and mind are evolv-

ing together) is highlighted to show that the Upanishadic ideas of Tagore’s 

University are not wholly foreign to modern, scientific thought. Putting 

aside the settlement of such issues, if we adopt an open-mind to the ques-

tions that arise from such issues, and just aim to remain true to Tagore’s 

practical, educational aims for his classrooms without walls, then there are 

ways in which it will be possible to pursue both the practical and the spir-

itual path of development at the University of Visva-Bharati, particularly if 

the University continues its focus on the highest ideals of practicality, 

sympathy, oneness and knowledge-sharing.  

Telepresence can be used to bring places that are far apart together, 

but it can also instil a sense of being connected.41 Such technology could 

be used throughout the faculties and institutes of Visva-Bharati University 

(such as Sanghit Bhavan, Kala Bhavan, Patha Bhavan and Sriniketan) to 

allow direct access and communication with their inner workings.  

A first thought would be to adapt Geddes’s ideas of Outlook Towers, 

one for each aspect of the University, to connect all faculties of Visva-

Bharati: with all others, with their nearby environment, and with compan-

ion faculties that are further afield. For example, we might imagine setting 

up such Outlook Towers at Santiniketan and Sriniketan (fig.3 and fig.4). 

And yet, if we take heed of a realisation that seems to have occurred to 

Geddes over the course of his correspondence with Tagore, we see Geddes 

move beyond his outlook tower lookouts on the world towards a more spir-

itual understanding. This change in Geddes is clearly documented in many 

of the letters of their correspondence,42 and is most markedly noted in the 
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letter from Geddes of October 1928, in the passage: “We have thus to get 

beyond our Outlook Tower, telescope, botanic gardens and geologic, histor-

ic chateaus and towards fuller utilisation of vital and spiritual outlook, and 

constructive and creative expression, such as yours.”43 

And, therefore, this leads us to consider what Tagore was truly working 

towards in establishing a world-nest (fig. 5): a place where people can min-

gle without the constrictions of religion, language and race. For successful 

educational mingling in a world-nest institution, there has to be a sufficient 

space for all members; camaraderie between all participants; a secure 

foundation (provided, firstly by the tree and then by its physical nest); a 

nurturing space within the nest; opportunities for internal relationships to 

blossom, opportunities for receiving guests, for flying out to meet the world, 

and for returning home with gifts. All of these activities being supported so 

that the best of what India has to offer can be offered, and the best of what 

the world has to offer can be received. 

 

 
Figure 3: Tower 1 at Visva-Bharati; 

 

Figure 4: Tower 2 at Sriniketan 

 

Images adapted from Geddes, "Outlook Tower", p. 324. 

 

  

                                                             
43  Fraser. (To appear, 4th Edition). 
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Telepresence creates an intimate communication between contributing 

spaces. And, if the spaces are activity-rich (such as with musical perfor-

mance, or drama; fig.5), then a real sense of bringing places and people 

together can be achieved. This kind of work, of bridging the distance (cogni-

tive, spatial and temporal) between places, aligns with Tagore’s educational 

methodology rather more so than the Outlook Tower approach of observing 

people and their activities at a distance. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5: Musical Masterclass and 5 Groups Enjoined 

Photos by Thomas Kane 

 

 

 

Telepresence, opening doors to dialogues across safe spaces could be of 

tremendous value to Visva-Bharati University as it further pursues its own 

place as the world-nest university, with the important proviso that 

telepresence is employed only as an enabling technology in service to the 

values and goals of Rabindranath’s cherished nest. 

 

 

Conclusion 

Rabindranath lived in, involved himself in, and contributed greatly to, ex-

traordinary times. His personal experiences of education, his poetic sensi-

bility and his ability to apply novelty within strict educational forms al-

lowed him to pioneer in his educational work at Santiniketan. This paper 

has explored some of the spiritual influences upon Rabindranath’s educa-
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tional work, as well as the particular relationships with J.C. Bose and 

Patrick Geddes, all of which contributed to Tagore’s educational endeav-

ours.  

One of his greatest achievements is undoubtedly Visva-Bharati, the 

‘World-Nest’, University. This paper has suggested that a form of 

telepresence, a bridging form, in service to the world-nest aspects of the 

University, would be an excellent way of pushing Tagore’s methodology 

anew in the twenty-first century. 
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  abindranath’s creative writing and his spiritual experience are so 

closely related that one can hardly discover the heart of one without the 

other; and while this is supremely true of an important part of his poetry, 

there are also what could be called accounts of revelation in his fiction. 

That is what this paper is about, and if I am going also to compare him 

with a writer from another background, it is to point to parallel discoveries 

they made. 

My own first encounter with Indian literature was when I discovered of 

Rabindranath’s own translations of his poetry as a Scottish mid-teenager, 

which impressed me so much that I transcribed some of them, from the 

English Gitanjali, in a notebook of my own long before going to live in Kol-

kata, studying the Bengali language and reading Tagore short stories and 

poems for myself in 1958-9. George Herbert, whose poems I taught at 

Jadavpur University, has had a recent splendid biography by John Drury 

of All Souls College, Oxford, with the title Music at Midnight1, and on read-

ing it I was struck by the extent to which this late Renaissance figure and 

Rabindranath shared insights in common, though arising from largely 

different life-situations and religious traditions, so that setting them side-

by side might yield some value, especially in a post-colonial world where 

faiths are in transit to what we hope is further mutual understanding. 

Let us remind ourselves that the branch of the Tagore family to which 

Rabindranath belonged were descendants of Dwarkanath Tagore, the im-

portant early nineteenth-century merchant-prince, industrialist, landown-

er, philanthropist, and beneficiary of India’s imperial rulers. He had been 

involved in formation, with Raja Rammohan Ray, of the reforming Hindu 

group, the Brahmo Samaj, with its reverence for the ancient scriptures, the 

Upanisads, and its shedding of image-worship. As is well-known in India, 

his son Devendranath, father of Rabindranath, withdrew from involvement 

with the business-world, concerned rather with the development of his 

country estates in eastern and western Bengal and with the provision of a 

rural ashram-retreat for Brahmo Samaj devotees in the Birbhum country-

side well beyond Kolkata with the name Santiniketan, meaning ‘abode of 

peace’. Though Rabindranath did not settle into regular city schooling, he 

was well versed through his father in the Upanisads and the Sanskrit and 

Bengali classics. George Herbert, more obviously than Rabindranath, fol-

lowed expectations in his education at Westminster School and Cambridge 

University as a classicist and junior member of the elevated Herbert family 

headed by the Earl of Pembroke. Both young men entered early manhood 

without much sense of purpose, were inclined to melancholy and self-

questioning, and gravitated towards care for their families’ country estates, 

yet with interim political concerns, Rabindranath through his connection 

                                                             
1  John Drury, Music at Midnight: The Life and Poetry of George Herbert (London: 

Penguin Books, 2014). 
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with non-violent moderates in the movement for independence from British 

rule. He articulated himself as a poetic voice of the new age, while founding 

his rural school at Santiniketan as a less formal Brahmo alternative to the 

western-style city schools he had disliked in Calcutta, and as one of many 

expressions of his care for country people, their welfare and their future. In 

his own way, Herbert’s withdrawal from city-life and his repair of family 

churches in the countryside expressed his distrust of Stuart pomp and 

power (he was an MP for only a year) and displayed his poetic talent in his 

sole book of English poems, published after his early death as The Temple.2 

His profoundest family influence was his widowed mother Magdalen Her-

bert, friend of John Donne, who preached her commemorative sermon. 

Though Herbert was ordained as a deacon of the Church of England in 

1624, without a fixed church, he became a country priest in 1630, after his 

marriage. His most striking expression of his journey through university 

and court towards country priesthood is ‘The Pearl. Matth. 13’, from ‘I 

know the ways of learning; both the heade| And pipes that feede the 

presse, and make it runne’, and ‘I know the ways of honour, What main-

tains| The quick returns of courtesie and wit’, to ‘I know the ways of pleas-

ure, the sweet strains,| The lulling and the relishes of it’. Each stanza ends 

‘Yet I love thee’, addressed to God; and the poem as a whole ends with  

I know all these, and have them in my hand: 

Therefore not sealed, but with open eyes 

I flie to thee... 

Yet through the labyrinths, not my grovelling wit, 

But thy silk twist sent down from heav’n to me, 

Did both conduct and teach me, how by it 

To climb to thee.3 

What connects these two men among their very different circumstances 

is a personal discovery of a spiritual life for their own times, while sharing a 

sense of the divine. It is well known that Rabindranath’s English Gitanjali 

translations4—selected mainly from the Bengali Gitanjali5, Gitimalya6 and 

Naivedya7 collections—, after an immediate admiring reception by British 

literati in 1913-14 and his award of the Nobel Prize for Literature, were 

down-played by Indian critics for the narrow impression they give. Instead 

of being only a modern-day Indian sage, Rabindranath was multifaceted 

and also a lyricist-musician, dramatist, novelist, short-story-writer, essay-

ist and painter. Yet Rabindranath consciously chose to appear this way to 

both western and far eastern audiences, as he lectured around the world to 

                                                             
2  George Herbert, The Temple: Sacred Poems and Private Ejaculations (1633).  
3  Herbert, The Temple, lxiv. 
4  Rabindranath Tagore, Gitanjali: Song Offerings (London : Macmillan, 1913). 

5  Rabindranath Tagore, Gitanjali (গীতাঞ্জলি) (Kolkata: Visva-Bharati, 1913). 
6  Rabindranath Tagore, Gitimalya (Kolkata: Visva-Bharati, 1915 ). 
7  Rabindranath Tagore, Naivedya/ Naibedya (Kolkata: Visva-Bharati, 1922). 
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collect funds for his newly-founded ‘world university’, Visvabharati. Her-

bert, on the other hand, has remained a favourite Anglican poet, for his 

expression of the ‘middle way’ in post-Reformation England between Ro-

man ritualism and Puritan economy, emphasising ‘inner and spiritual 

grace’ symbolised in sacramental celebration and beyond. So it may seem 

eccentric to link Herbert, to whom Rabindranath did not refer, with some-

one whose links are rather with the Wordsworth of The Prelude he quoted 

in The Religion of Man (from the Hibbert Lectures he delivered in Oxford in 

1930): 

Wisdom and Spirit of the universe, 

Thou soul that art the eternity of thought, 

And giv’st to forms and images a breath  

And everlasting motion...8 

Indeed, as Amit Chaudhuri has argued in the London Review of Books 

(20 April, 2006), Rabindranath suggested in his essay ‘The Religion of the 

Forest’ the influence of ‘the philosophy of India’ mediated through German 

writers on English Romantic poets such as Wordsworth and Shelley in their 

sense of nature’s harmonies.9 

Yet in Herbert’s poem ‘The Flower’, the perception of natural change is 

already thoroughly intertwined with his inner transitions:  

How Fresh, O Lord, how sweet and clean 

Are thy returns! … 

                                      Grief melts away 

                                      Like snow in May, 

             As if there were no such cold thing. 

             Who would have thought my shrivel’d heart 

Could have recover’d greennesse? It was gone 

             Quite under ground; as flowers depart 

To see their mother-root, when they have blown; 

                                      Where they together 

                                      All the hard weather, 

             Dead to the world, keep house unknown. 

             These are thy wonders, Lord of power,...  

             And now in age I bud again, 

After so many deaths I live and write; 

             I once more smell the dew and rain, 

And relish versing: O my onely light, 

                                      It cannot be 

                                                             
8  Rabindranath Tagore, The Religion of Man: Being the Hibbert Lectures for 1930 

(London: George Allen and Unwin, 1931), pp. 401-4.  
9  Amit Chaudhuri, ‘Two Giant Brothers: Tagore’s Modernism. Selected Poems by 

Rabindranath Tagore, edited by Sukanta Chaudhuri’, London Review of Books 

28.8 (20 April 2006), pp. 27-30. 

http://www.lrb.co.uk/v28/n08/amit-chaudhuri/two-giant-brothers
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                                      That I am he 

             On whom thy tempests fell all night. 

             These are thy wonders, Lord of love…10 

It is fascinating to set beside this Rabindranath’s first notable celebra-

tion of such an awakening in his poem composed in 1882 and translated in 

a later version in Sukanta Chaudhuri’s Poems11 as ‘The Spring Wakes from 

its Dream’. It begins ‘How have the sun’s rays in my heart| Entered this 

morning!| How have the songs| Of morning birds into the dark cave bro-

ken’, and later continues ‘When the soul is roused in gladness,| What are 

rocks and what is darkness?| What need I fear when longing surges so?| 

I’ll pour out my compassion: I’ll burst this rocky dungeon, I’ll break in 

flood, I’ll comb the world with my distracted song’.12 A later poem in this 

mode in Gitanjali is, in Tagore’s own English translation, ‘The same stream 

of life that runs through my veins night and day runs through the world 

and dances in rhythmic measures.’13 These experiences are related to what 

Tagore described in the prose of Jibansmriti in the following terms, relating 

to the awakening of 1882: ‘The months of depression that had overcast my 

heart, layer on layer, were pierced in an instant; the light of the universe 

spread through my inner being’14; and to such moments he returned in The 

Religion of Man:  

The invisible screen of the commonplace was removed from all things and 

all men, and their ultimate significance was intensified in my mind; and 

this is the definition of beauty. That which was memorable was its human 

message, the sudden expansion of my consciousness in the super-personal 

world of man. The poem that I wrote on the first day of my surprise was 

‘The Awakening of the Waterfall’. The waterfall, whose spirit lay dormant in 

its ice-bound isolation, was touched by the sun and, bursting in a cataract 

of freedom, it found its finality in an unending sacrifice, in a continual un-

ion with the sea. After four days the vision passed away, and the lid hung 

down on my inner sight. In the dark the world once again put on its dis-

guise of the obscurity of an ordinary fact.15 

His interpretation of such significance took some time to articulate it-

self clearly in the sense that  

some Being that comprehended me and my world was seeking his best ex-

pression in all my experiences, uniting them into an ever-widening individ-

uality which is a spiritual work of art. To this Being I was responsible, for 

                                                             
10  Herbert, The Temple, cxxxiv. 
11  Sukanta Chaudhuri, (ed.), Rabindranath Tagore: Selected Poems (New Delhi: 

Oxford University Press, 2004). 
12  Ibid., p.45-6. 
13  Gitanjali, lxix, from Naivedya, xxvi. 
14  Uma Das Gupta (ed.), Rabindranath Tagore, My Life In My Words (New Delhi, 

Penguin Viking, 2006) p.30. 
15  Tagore, The Religion of Man, p.92. 
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the creation in me is his as well as mine. It may be that it was the same 

creative Mind that is shaping the universe to its eternal idea; but in me as a 

person it had one of its special centres of a special relationship growing into 

a deepening consciousness... I felt that I had found my religion at last , the 

Religion of Man, in which the infinite became defined in humanity and 

came close to me so as to need my love and cooperation.16  

What follows is Rabindranath’s own translation of his Bengali poem, 

Jivan devata, ‘Lord of my Life’:  

Thou who art the inmost Spirit of my being, 

Art thou pleased, 

Lord of my Life? For I gave to thee my cup 

filled with all the pain and delight 

that the crushed grapes of my heart had surrendered. 

I wove with the rhythm of colours and songs the cover 

for thy bed, 

And within the molten gold of my desires 

I fashioned playthings for thy passing hours.17 

He imagines his Lord gazing at the dark of his heart, and forgiving his 

failures and wrongs, his sloth and forgetfulness, and asks that his tired-

ness be transformed into fresh energy, in a wedding of delight. 

Many poems placed at the beginning of the English Gitanjali are con-

cerned with this sense that the supreme divine Poet has called him to cele-

brate the universe in all its variety of change, weather and locale. This is 

not far from Herbert’s sense, in the seventeenth-century poem ‘Provi-

dence’,18 that the One ‘who from end to end strongly and sweetly moves’ 

places in the hand of humankind the ‘penne’ which appoints the writer as 

‘Secretarie of thy praise’. ‘Man is the great high Priest: he doth present| 

The sacrifice for all’, while springs and winds only managed to ‘mutter an 

assent’, and depend on the human voice. The regularities of the cosmos are 

expressed through the lives of the creatures:  

If we could heare 

thy skill and art, what musick would it be! 

Thou art in small things great, not small in any: 

Thy even praise can neither rise, nor fall. 

Thou art in all things one, in each thing many: 

For thou art infinite in one and all.19 

This is worth setting beside the Isopanisad as Rabindranath para-

phrased it: ‘He who knows that the knowledge of the finite and the infinite 

is combined in one, crosses death by the help of the knowledge of the finite 

                                                             
16  Ibid., pp.58-60. 
17  Ibid., p.62. 
18  Herbert, The Temple, xcii. 
19  Ibid. 
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and achieves immortality by the help of the infinite’.20 Tagore’s commentary 

on this and other verses of the Isopanisad takes us to the heart of his the-

ology and the foundation of his humanism. His arguments here and else-

where carry him beyond the abstractions and instrumentality of the sci-

ences to a defence of the personal in terms of relationship, reverence, and 

ultimately of moral values. Again a reflective poem by Herbert, ‘Man’s Med-

ley’21, crosses the same territory, though maybe with less complexity, in 

considering the relationship of soul and body: ‘Man ties them both alone,| 

And makes them one.| With th’ one hand touching heaven, with th’ other 

earth... Happie is he, whose heart| Hath found the art| To turn his double 

pains to double praise’. In a less optimistic mood in ‘The Search’, Herbert 

felt this division as an inexplicable absence, considering his belief that God 

was a Being of love: 

Thy will such a strange distance is 

As that to it 

East and West touch, the poles do kisse, 

And parallels meet.  

Since then my grief must be as large 

As is thy space, 

Thy distance from me; see my charge, 

Lord, see my case.22       

The contradictory mixture of sentiments, of absence and indwelling, 

has a parallel in English Gitanjali lxxxiv (Bengali, xxvi): ‘It is the pang of 

separation that spreads throughout the world and gives birth to shapes 

innumerable in the infinite sky. It is the sorrow of separation that gazes in 

silence all night from star to star and becomes lyric among rustling leaves 

in the rainy darkness of July.’ Compare Herbert’s poem: 

Now I am here what thou wilt do with me 

None of my books will show: 

I read and sigh, and wish I were a tree, 

For sure then I would grow 

To fruit or shade; At least some bird would trust  

Her household to me, And I would be just. 

Though this sounds like an ending, it is not, for he further contem-

plates giving up: ‘Well, I will change the service, and go seek| Some other 

master out’, but then turns back: ‘Ah, my dear God! Though I am clean 

forgot,| Let me not love thee, if I love thee not’. Set beside this 

Rabindranath’s ‘It is this overspreading pain that deepens into loves and 

desires, into sufferings and joys in human homes; and this it is that ever 

flows in songs through my poet’s heart’.  

                                                             
20  Rabindranath Tagore, ‘The World of Personality’, in Personality. Lectures Deliv-

ered in America, 1917. 
21  Herbert, The Temple, cxxxiv. 
22  Herbert, The Temple, cxxxi. 
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Still another feature of the two poets’ writing has a kinship. Before 

John Drury, other commentators on Herbert have noticed his love of the 

words ‘sweet’, ‘sweeten’ and ‘sweetness’ to express spiritual joy, especially 

in ‘The Odour, 2 Cor. 2’: 

How sweetly doth my Master sound! My Master! 

As Amber-greese leaves a rich scent 

    Unto the taster: 

 So do these words a sweet content, 

An oriental fragrancie, my Master. 

With these all day I do perfume my minde...23 

He imagines the Master calling him ‘my Servant’, itself ‘a breathing of 

the sweet’, a ‘commerce’, which would employ all his life.24 For Tagore, too, 

the blossoming of a flower gives ‘a sweet trace of a strange fragrance in the 

south wind’.25 ‘That vague sweetness made my heart ache with longing and 

it seemed to me that it was the eager breath of summer seeking for its 

completion. I knew not that it was so near, that it was mine, and that this 

perfect sweetness had blossomed in the depth of my own heart.’26 This is 

one of those lyrics in which Rabindranath naturally wades into the sensu-

ous language of Vaisnava devotion, but without the complexity which Her-

bert finds in St. Paul’s euodia, found in II Corinthians 2.14, as a sweet 

fragrance given by Christ to his followers to spread abroad among others, 

like the fragrant incense from the Hebrew burnt offering. Yet sometimes 

Rabindranath could transfer ritual celebration towards spiritual awareness 

of other people’s lives:  

Leave this chanting and singing and telling of beads! Whom dost thou wor-

ship in this lonely dark corner of a temple with all doors shut? Open thine 

eyes and see thy God is not before thee! He is there where the tiller is tilling 

the hard ground and where the pathmaker is breaking stones. He is with 

them in sun and shower, and his garment is covered with dust. Put off thy 

holy mantle and even like him come down on the dusty soil…What harm is 

there if thy clothes become tattered and stained? Meet him and stand by 

him in toil and the sweat of thy brow’.27  

This is not the only Gitanjali poem which invites us to identify our-

selves and give companionship to ‘the poorest, the lowliest and the lost’.28 

This was exactly the line quoted by Rabindranath’s Christian friend C. F. 

Andrews in a letter from South Africa in 1914, expressing his sense that 

‘Christianity in its alliance with the white race is utterly unable to cope 

                                                             
23  Ibid., cxlvii.  
24  Ibid. 
25   Tagore, Gitimalya, xvii; Tagore, Gitanjali (English), xx. 
26  Ibid. 
27  Tagore, Gitanjali (English), xi; Gitanjali (Bengali), cxix. 
28  Tagore, Gitanjali (English), x; Gitanjali (Bengali), cvii.  
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with the evil of racism’.29 In 1909, in the first letter, Rabindranath is said to 

have written in English, to an American sympathizer with Indian causes, 

Myron Phelps, he had spelled out clearly his opposition to social discrimi-

nation by either race or caste in any country, and suggested that India had 

yet to overcome such differences in order to fulfil her own destiny of recon-

ciliation. He mentioned the Muslim poet Kabir, a weaver, and other earlier 

writers representing such opposition, and translated A Hundred Poems of 

Kabir,30 with the assistance of the writer on mysticism Evelyn Underhill, 

who called him ‘my beloved Indian prophet… it was a real joy and educa-

tion to be with’.31 Its second poem reflected: ‘It is needless to ask of a saint 

the caste to which he belongs; For the priest, the warrior, the tradesman, 

and all other castes are seeking for God’.32  

With all his commitment to his rural flock, Herbert’s thinking about 

social relations in the prose of The Priest to the Temple and about the mo-

rality of overcoming differences, whether religious (between Roman Catho-

lics, Nonconformists, Anglicans and atheists) or class-bound (landowning 

aristocracy, urban professional gentry, servants, farmers, craftsmen, lit-

erate or illiterate) took account of the conditions of his own times and a 

good priest’s attitudes:  

He holds the Rule, that Nothing is little in God’s service; if it once have the 

honour of that Name, it grows great instantly. Therefore neither disdaineth 

he to enter the poorest Cottage, though he even creep into it, and though it 

smell ever so loathsomely. For God is there also.’33  

This reflection is close to Herbert’s hymnic poem ‘The Elixir’, ‘Teach 

me, my God and King| In all things Thee to see’, with its lines ‘A servant, 

with this clause,| Makes drudgery divine,| Who sweeps a room as for thy 

laws,| Makes that and th’action fine’.34 Herbert’s prose is as often down-to-

earth and blunt: ‘Country people are full of these petty injustices, being 

cunning to make use of another and spare themselves. And Scholars ought 

to be delighted driving of their general School-rules ever to the smallest 

actions of life’.35 The priest should avoid over-solemnity in his ordinary 

dealings, but ‘sometimes refresheth himself, as knowing that Nature will 

not bear everlasting droopings, and that pleasantness of disposition is a 

                                                             
29  Tinker, Hugh, The Ordeal of Love: C.f. Andrews and India (Delhi: Oxford Uni-

versity Press, 1979), p. 88. 
30  Rabindranath Tagore and Evelyn Underhill (trans. and ed.), One Hundred 

Poems of Kabir (London: Pub. by the India Society, 1914). 
31  Evelyn Underhill and Charles Williams. The Letters of Evelyn Underhill (Lon-

don: Longmans, Green, 1943), p. 144. 
32  Tagore and Underhill, ii. 
33  Herbert, The Priest to the Temple, chapter xiv. 
34  Herbert, The Temple, clvi. 
35  Herbert, The Priest to the Temple, chapter xxvi. 
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great key to do good.’36 This is also the language Herbert used in his con-

sideration of how as a priest to counter doubts and depression among his 

flock: ‘But if he sees them nearer desperation than Atheism, not so much 

doubting a God as that he is theirs; then he dives into the boundless Ocean 

of God’s Love, and the unspeakable riches of his loving-kindness’.37 One of 

Rabindranath’s most confessional lyrics uses similar language, as it recog-

nizes an inability to become as devoted as God himself in his brotherly 

oneness with humanity: ‘I know thee as my God and stand apart – I do not 

know thee as my own and come closer. I know thee as my father and bow 

before thy feet – I do not grasp thy hand as my friend. Thou art the Brother 

amongst my brothers, but I heed them not, I divide not my earnings with 

them, thus sharing my all with thee. In pleasure and in pain, I stand not by 

the side of men, and thus stand by thee. I shrink to give up my life, and 

thus do not plunge in the great waters of life’.38 Both poets understood 

profoundly the proximity of loving God and one’s neighbour. 

Something of the same conclusion about dedication to ‘the poorest, the 

lowliest and the lost’ is reached through some of Rabindranath’s important 

fictional writing. His novel Gora, published in parts from 1907, and com-

plete in 1910, had explored the same territory of withdrawal and identifica-

tion, with an intimate concentration on changing human relations between 

young adults and parents, between the sexes, and disagreement between 

different religious groups.39 Gora, the young hero, is dedicated to the wel-

fare of poor villagers oppressed by their local and imperial employers, to the 

nationalist idea of Bharatvarsha as a cultural ideal, and to Hindu ortho-

doxy as a way of upholding it. The irony is that he is not Indian himself by 

birth, but the child of an Irish soldier killed in the Indian uprising of 1857, 

whose wife died in childbirth, a fact concealed by the Bengali couple who 

adopted him as their son. Attracted to a Brahmo girl, his orthodoxy forbids 

him from thinking of marrying her, but throws him into confusion. So that 

on discovery of his true identity he feels a great sense of release, and turns 

to the one senior figure, Paresh Babu, whom he recognizes as himself a 

liberated spirit, a Brahmo not tied to his own organization, saying:  

Only you have the clue to such freedom. That is why you find no place in 

any community. Please make me your disciple. Teach me the mantra of 

that deity who belongs to all – Hindu, Musulman, Christian, Brahmo – the 

doors of whose temple are never closed to any person of any caste or any 

race.40  

Another example of such a progression is found in Chaturanga (1916), 

a novella translated by Kaiser Haq in 1993 as Quartet, the story of disputes 

                                                             
36  Ibid., chapter xxvii. 
37  Ibid, chapter xxxvi. 
38  Tagore, Gitanjali (English), lxxvii; Gitanjali (Bengali), lxxxxii. 
39  Rabindranath Tagore, Gora (London: Macmillan and Co, 1924). 
40  Ibid., p. 476. 
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in an urban middle-class goldsmith’s family, whose elder brother declares 

himself a religious unbeliever through positivist influence, while his young-

er brother remains an orthodox ritual-practising Hindu.41 When his son 

Sachish follows his uncle, and works for political independence of India 

with a group of college students, he is expelled from the family house, 

which is divided. Yet when the uncle dies, Sachish’s need of following a 

senior guide prevails and he joins a Vaisnava sect under the leadership of 

Swami Lilananda, along with his friend Sribilash, the narrator of the story. 

They spend their days in religious ecstasy stoked through a programme of 

singing, dancing, sermons and self-discipline, until at length disturbed by 

the arrival of a young widow, Damini, whose dead husband has bequeathed 

her to the care of Lilananda. Yet though she cooks for the community, she 

is a complete dissenter, a disturbing force who explains to Sribilash, a less 

wholehearted disciple, the extent to which she objects to the group’s way of 

life. This is after the suicide of another young wife abandoned by her hus-

band: ‘You have seen what ecstasy is, haven’t you? It has no mercy, no 

shame, no sense of propriety.’42 Both young men decide to leave the group 

but choose distinct ways; Sachish retaining his philosophy of devotion and 

separation, Sribilash choosing service to the community and marriage to 

Damini, at a time when widow-remarriage was forbidden by the orthodox. 

Rabindranath’s portrait of Sachish includes half-ironic comments on some 

of the stances taken from Gitanjali poems, such as ‘I plunge into your form-

lessness’,43 while Sribilash is closer to other poems of dedication and con-

cern for community welfare.  

Rabindranath’s thinking about women through his use of Hindu my-

thology contrasts with Herbert’s approach to his classical heritage, de-

scribed in his poem ‘Dotage’ as ‘guilded emptinesse’, ’embroid’red lyes’.44 

Though Herbert was a Cambridge classicist, he reserved a touch of the 

mythic past to his sixteen devoted poems to his dead mother, written in 

Latin and Greek, and published with John Donne’s memorial sermon for 

her in 1627.45 In contrast, one of Sukanta Chaudhuri’s most accomplished 

translations is of Rabindranath’s ‘Ahalyar prati’, from his collection Ma-

nashi, composed at Santiniketan in the 1890s, based on a tale in the Krit-

tibas Ramayana.46 As Rabindranath himself summarized it, Ahalya, ‘sin-

ning against the purity of marital law, incurred a curse of her husband, 

and turned into stone, to be restored to humanity by the touch of Rama-

                                                             
41  Rabindranath Tagore, Quartet, trans. by Kaiser Haq (Oxford: Heinemann, 

1993). 
42  Ibid., p.57. 
43  Ibid.  
44  Herbert, The Temple, cxxxv. 
45  George Herbert, ‘Memoriae Matris Sacrum = To the Memory of My Mother: a 

Consecrated Gift’, in The Works of George Herbert, ed. by F E. 

Hutchinson. Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1941. 
46  Chaudhuri, pp 64-6.  
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chandra’.47 What is remarkable about his own poem is how he imagines the 

earth-mother’s ‘enormous pangs, dumb wordless joy or plight’, her ‘eternal 

sleepless pain’ as life rises and falls, and the surprise of the universe at 

Ahalya’s recovery, concluding (in Chaudhuri’s translation) ‘You look upon 

the world amazedly;| The world looks upon you, and says no word.| You 

face each other, here upon the shore| Of an unbounded mystery, here to 

meet| Anew what you had always known before.’48 This is of course only 

one of Tagore’s countless explorations of the feminine. 

His fascination with nature’s turbulence of wind and water also devel-

oped, moving from Hindu mythology’s manifestations of natural disturb-

ance in terms of Indra and Rudra, to his discovery of how such scenes 

convey his sense of human wars and injustices. This is particularly true of 

his Balaka poems of 1916,49 reflecting his perception of what came to be 

called the Great War. If the poem called ‘A Flight of Cranes’ sees the birds’ 

movement into a mysterious distance as symbolizing human agnosticism 

over personal and natural futures, another poem, translated by Sukanta 

Chaudhuri as The ‘Storm Crossing’,50 carries us beyond the wrath of de-

structive storm, and Balaka xi concludes in a startling divine address: 

‘Thereupon I cried to thee and said ‘Forgive them, 0 Terrible!’ Thy for-

giveness burst in storms, scattering their thefts in the dust. Thy forgiveness 

was in the thunderstone, in the shower of blood, in the angry red of the 

sunset.’51 This is Tagore’s own simplification of his Bengali lines, ending 

with conflict’s ‘sudden scourings’ or cleansing acts. As Rabindranath him-

self commented in prose on that war:  

A little of the roar of the First World War was reaching this country through 

the newspapers. We were discussing it casually to lend excitement to the 

tea-table. O you impoverished mean-spirited rout, look at the bloodshed 

and tears where this war is true and real. Waves of liquid fire are flowing, 

poison gas is spreading all around, bombs are raining down from the sky, 

anti-aircraft guns are firing their shells from below, land and sky are wres-

tling in death’s embrace. We have to find a path through this to steer the 

ship of history to the shore of a new age.52 

Tagore had already objected to the violence of the Boer War in his po-

em ‘Sunset of the Century’ of 1899:  

The last sun of the century sets amid the blood-red clouds of the West and 

the clouds of hatred. The naked passion of self-love of Nations, in its 

                                                             
47  Ibid., p. 381. 
48  Ibid., p. 66.  
49  Rabindranath Tagore, Balaka (Kolkata: Indian Publishing House, 1916). 
50  Ibid., xxxvii; Sukanta Chaudhuri, pp. 232-6. 
51  Rabindranath Tagore, Fruit-gathering (New York: The Macmillan Co, 1916), 

xxxvi. 
52  Rabindranath Tagore in Sukanta Chaudhuri’s notes to his translation of 

‘Jharer kheya’ as ‘The Storm-Crossing’, p. 414. 



Humanist Spirituality and Poetry: Tagore and Herbert  | 115 

 

GITANJALI & BEYOND 1: 103-117 | 2016 

drunken delirium of greed, is dancing to the clash of steel and the howling 

verses of vengeance…53 

As Rabindranath’s thought in this area intensified, it was crucial to his 

disagreement with Mahatma Gandhi, in spite of their deep friendship. This 

and other issues were involved in the debate between the two men over the 

use of force to gain political freedom, discussed with trenchant economy by 

Uma Das Gupta in Rabindranath Tagore. A Biography, 2004, and illustrat-

ed in her volume Selected Writings on Education and Nationalism for the 

Oxford India Tagore (2009).Yet Rabindranath continued to wrestle with this 

problem in his fiction in the following decades, including his novella Char 

Adhyay (Four Chapters), about a Kolkata revolutionary group, and its tragic 

ending through treachery. 

One of Rabindranath’s best-known Naivedya translations (English 

Gitanjali xxxv) in a toned-down version of his dedication to both moral and 

political freedom, begins  

Where the mind is without fear and the head is held high; 

Where knowledge is free;  

Where the world has not been broken up into fragments by narrow 

domestic walls;  

Where words come out from the depth of truth; 

Where tireless striving stretches its arms towards perfection; 

Where the clear stream of reason has not lost its way into the dreary desert 

sand of dead habit; 

Where the mind is led forward by thee into ever-widening thought and ac-

tion –  

into that heaven of freedom, my Father, let my country awake.  

Sukanta Chaudhuri’s more precisely accurate ending is ‘With ruthless 

blows from your own hand, awaken India, o Father, into that heaven’.54 By 

1917 Rabindranath had articulated his own political reflections in a series 

of lectures, delivered when invited to Japan and the United States, entitled 

Nationalism,55 which is a powerful critique of Western political influence 

throughout the world, in particular the Western view that nations define 

themselves through conflict, warfare and the modern use of arms, the belief 

that, as he put it, ‘the best guarantee of peace is preparedness for war’. 

E.P. Thompson, who edited the lectures for its 1991 edition, declared them 

to be ‘a prescient, even prophetic, work, whose foresight has been con-

firmed by sufficient evidence—two world wars, the nuclear arms race, envi-

ronmental disasters, technologies too clever to be controlled’.56 Like his 

father Edward Thompson, Tagore’s long-standing friend, he admired him 

                                                             
53  In Bengali: Rabindranath Tagore, ‘Satabdir surja’, in Naivedya, lxiv. 
54  Chaudhuri, p. 1. 
55  Tagore, Rabindranath, Nationalism (New York: The Macmillan Co, 1917). 
56  E.P. Thompson, Preface. In Rabindranath Tagore, Nationalism (London: Pa-

permac, 1991), p.8. 
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for his universalism and commended him to the postcolonial world for his 

‘far-sighted intuitions’. This carries us far from the limited English conflicts 

of the seventeenth century amidst which George Herbert was exploring an 

early modern spiritual stance, to the considerably more complex world 

situation amidst which Rabindranath Tagore committed himself to a hu-

man-focused spirituality, to the divine Spirit at work in the heart and in the 

world, articulating striking hopes for South Asia and for life on earth in the 

future which expand upon Herbert’s hope for humankind. 
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  abindranath Tagore’s work, especially his poetry, has attracted Czech 

readers since more than a century ago. Translating and interpreting Tagore 

became a specific discipline within Indian Studies at Charles University in 

Prague.1 The founder of this branch was Tagore’s friend Professor Vincenc 

Lesný (1882–1953). He was the first European Indologist who translated 

Tagore’s poetry directly from Bengali instead of from English translations 

by Tagore himself or others. In 1937, Lesný published a literary critical 

monograph on Tagore in Czech, called Rabindranath Thakur: Personality 

and Work.2  

Lesný’s disciple, Dušan Zbavitel (1925–2012), continued and further 

developed Tagore Studies not only within Czechoslovakia (since 1993 Czech 

Republic) but on an international level. Both scholars-translators inter-

preted Tagore’s poetry on the basis of the literary history and the biography 

of the poet.3 Zbavitel was awarded several prices – Rabindra Tattvacharya 

Puroshkar (1987), Padma Bhushan (2006) and in the same year, the State 

prize of the Czech Republic for his life work.  

Regarding the translations of Tagore’s poetry (which I am going to focus 

on in this article), both Lesný and Zbavitel were choosing texts on various 

topics and poetic discourses. Outside India, Tagore was famous especially 

for his spiritual poetry. Consistent with this, both Lesný and Zbaviel trans-

lated poems from Gitanjali, and Zbavitel also translated poems from Sonar 

Tari, Caitali and The Gardener from English to Czech.4 Zbavitel also trans-

lated various socially critical texts by Tagore, such as the poems ‘Saotali 

meye’ (Bithika), ‘Kala meye’ (Palataka) or ‘Mukti’ (Palataka).5  

Both scholar translators interpreted Tagore’s poetry on the basis of the 

literary history and the biography of the poet. They framed Tagore’s writ-

ings within the historical development of Bengali literature and thematised 

the poet’s biographical context and creative development. Lesný was giving 

specific attention to the spiritual context of Indian thinking and philoso-

phy. This was also important to Zbavitel, yet after 1948 (when the Soviet-

                                                             
1   The first branch of Indian studies which developed at Charles University was 

Sanskrit Studies. In its German part, an outstanding Indologist of Austrian 

origin, Moriz Winternitz (1863-1937), was appointed to the professorship of 

Sanskrit in 1902. 
2   Vincenc Lesný, Rabíndranáth Thákur: Osobnost a dílo [Rabindranath Thakur: 

Personality and Work], (Kladno: J. Šnajdr, 1937).  
3   Dušan Zbavitel, Rabíndranáth Thákur: Vývoj básníka [Rabindranath Thakur: 

The Development of a Poet], (Praha: Orbis, 1961). 
4   Dušan Zbavitel, Básně a veršovaná dramata [Poems and Plays in Verses], 

(Praha: SNKLHU, 1958).  
5    Rabindranath Thakur, Palataka (Kolikata: Bisvabharati granthanbibhag, 1997 

[1918]); Rabindranath Thakur, Bithika (Kolikata: Bisvabharati granthanbibhag, 

1990). 
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modelled totality came to power in Czechoslovakia) it became increasingly 

difficult to write openly about spirituality of any kind, because the regime 

ideologically subscribed to historical materialism.6 The focus on spiritual 

aspects of Tagore’s poetry was therefore discouraged between 1948 and 

1989, which increased the focus on publishing and analysing sociocritical 

texts within the social development of Indian society, e.g. the national or 

the social-reformist movements. The sociocritical texts also form an im-

portant line of Tagore’s work; although this discourse was forced on the 

readers in Czechoslovakia as a country of the state socialism, the attention 

paid to it in Tagore’s poetry may have also brought an (unintended) ad-

vantage for the future: Tagore has never been understood there as an ex-

clusively spiritual poet and later on, in the democratic period, could be 

studied perhaps more comprehensively.  

Another line of Tagore’s writing, that was politically unproblematic for 

the regime of the time, were his love poems, which even allowed for spiritu-

al connotations. For example in the 1980s, one of the Czech theatres 

(called Viola) staged a performance at which Tagore’s love poems from The 

Gardener, translated by Zbavitel, were recited. The performance was very 

popular and was sold out for several months. As the themes of love and 

spirituality often blend together in Tagore’s poetry, it was possible to per-

form a few of his spiritual texts under the cover of love poems. 

Lesný and Zbavitel’s analyses were deeply elaborated both horizontally 

(social, literary and biographical context) and vertically (textual analysis). 

Regarding their use of language and figurations, a certain ‘generation shift’ 

may be observed between the approaches of the two translators, as their 

modes of translation reflect their respective times. Lesný put a greater 

emphasis on the rhyme schemes – his rhymes were more precise, and he 

used a ‘highly’ poetic language, which sometimes required a less literal and 

more interpretative translation. Zbavitel’s translations often reflect Tagore’s 

later verse models, such as free verses or poems in prose, which tend to be 

more colloquial. Zbavitel was semantically very precise and only shortened 

the poems in some cases (e.g. Kalo meye). 

Zbavitel and Lesný dedicated a remarkable part of their academic work 

to Tagore Studies and thematised most aspects and approaches. One of the 

few areas of research they have not contributed to is gender analysis. In the 

next part of this article, I will focus on this perspective, through which new 

aspects can be elaborated. 

 

  

                                                             
6   Later after the Velvet Revolution in 1989, Zbavitel published a book on Hindu-

ism (Hinduismus a jeho cesty k dokonalosti (Hinduism and Its Ways to Perfec-

tion), (Prague: DharmaGaia, 1993) 
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Translating Tagore from the perspective of gender analysis 

I will focus on three selected concepts that have strong gender connotations 

not only in the Bengali original but also in the Czech translations. The 

concepts will be: pratima, meye/mahila and debata, as used in the poems 

‘Bairagya’, ‘Nari’ and ‘Saotal meye’, respectively.7 8  

Meye and mahila are secular concepts denoting a mundane woman. 

Pratima is semantically broader; it can be interpreted as deity or as a fig-

uration, statue or image of a deity, but also as an image of one’s mind. 

Debata means deity or God/Goddess; it is a spiritual concept denoting a 

divine being or divine principle. 

The theoretical perspective of gender analysis will be applied through 

the method of close reading and resistant reading.9 At the end of this essay, 

I will consider the linguistic tradition of the ‘generic masculine’ and rele-

vant alternatives which would provide other possibilities to the androcen-

tric conception of language, according to which the masculine is a priori 

understood and universalized as ‘generally human’, while the feminine is 

understood as the objectified ‘other’, whose signifier is always more specif-

ic.10 Another theoretical framework I will be referring to is the archetypal 

analysis as outlined by the feminists critics of literary discourses, namely 

Luce Irigaray, Pam Morris and Pratt;11 noting that Pratt critisized C. G. 

Jung’s concept of gender archetypes.12  

                                                             
7   In this text, I am using the transcription of Bengali names and words in Eng-

lish, not the international transliteration – as would be, pratimā (Narī), 

meye/mahilā (Kāla meye, Sãtāl meye), debatā (Bairāgya). 
8   ‘Nari’  in Caitali (Late Harvest), (Kalikata: Kantik pres, 1896), pp. 39-40;  ‘Kala 

meye’ in Palataka (Kolikata: Bisvabharati granthanbibhag, 1997), pp. 73-74; 

‘Saotal meye’ in Bithika (Kolikata: Bisvabharati granthanbibhag, 1990), pp. 

115-117. 
9   Here I refer to the concept of the ‘resistent reader’, as elaborated by Judith 

Fetterley in her famous essay of literature as basically political discourse (The 

Resisting Reader: A Feminist Approach to American Fiction (Bloomington: Indi-

ana University Press, 1978).  
10   Here I refer to Simone de Beauvoir´s concept of woman as ‘the Other’ within an 

androcentricly drawn social and symbolical order. This interpretation has been 

later elaborated by many other feminist theorists – let us especially bring here 

the French authors Cixous and Irigaray who analyse the position of the femi-

nine within the ‘falogocentric order’ – the term they both use to signify a com-

bination of falocentrism and logocentrism, in which the feminine always plays 

a subordinate role (Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, transl. by H. M. 

Parshley (New York: The Penguin Books, 1972 [1949]); Luce Irigaray, This Sex 

Which Is Not One (Ithaca, N.Y: Cornell University Press, 1985); Hélene Cixous, 

‘The Laugh of the Medusa’, transl. by Keith Cohen and Paula Cohen, Signs 1-4 

(1976), 875-893. 
11   Irigaray; Pam Morris, Literature and Feminism: An Introduction (Oxford (UK), 

Cambridge (USA): Blackwell, 1993); Pratt, Annis, Barbara White, Andrea Loe-
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Through these methods, I will try to answer the following research 

questions: What are the semantic connotations (and/or reductions) of the 

various possible expressions, which were chosen for translations? Which of 

the chosen expressions can connote gender stereotypes (and/or arche-

types)? Do the chosen translations somehow reflect gendered power dis-

courses?  

 

 

The translation of meye in the poem ‘Saotal meye’ 

The epico-lyrical poem ‘Saotal meye’ draws a picture of a young Santali 

woman who has been employed by the narrator of the story to work on the 

construction of his house. The story has a sociocritical aspect, or rather, an 

intersectional13 aspect: the main character is a poor tribal woman who may 

be described as marginalized from the perspective of class, race and gen-

der. In the poem, she does not speak at all – she is just observed by the 

narrator. The textual setting could be interpreted as representing a typical 

‘male gaze’, as analysed by feminist theorists like Elaine Showalter, Pam 

Morris, Hélène Cixous and others.14 Their criticism mostly blames the ‘male 

gaze’ for an unreflected positionality and location of the observer and for 

objectifying the observed person, looking at her as an object. But this is not 

quite the case regarding the poem ‘Saotal meye’. The narrator (in the first 

person narrative) does reflect on his position of a well-off male of the main-

                                                                                                                                                                            
wenstein, and Mary Wyer, Archetypal Patterns of Women's Fiction (Bloomington: 

Indiana).  
12   Carl Gustav Jung, Collected Works of C.G. Jung. Volume 9 (Part 1): Archetypes 

and the Collective Unconscious, ed. and transl. by Gerhard Adler and R.F.C. 

Hull (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981).  
13  I am using here the term ‘intersectional’ as introduced by the Afro American 

postcolonial feminist theorists Crenshaw or hooks, who emphasized the meth-

odological approach to study discriminations not only from one of the possible 

perspectives (e.g. gender, age, class, race) but as an intersection of all/several 

of them. Both Crenshaw and hooks pointed to the intersecions of gender and 

race discrimination on the example of African American women; hooks also in-

cluded the aspect of class/social discrimination. The result of blending various 

discriminatory practices usually leads to double/triple/multiple discrimina-

tions of a person as, e.g., woman of socially weak community and of an ethnic 

minority. From the Indian context, Mahasweta Debi´s short stories can be tak-

en as typical examples of stories of that kind where the protagonists face the 

above described, combined discrimination and marginalization. See Kimberlé 

W. Crenshaw, ‘Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics and Vi-

olence against Women of Color’, in Stanford Law Review, 43-6 (1991), 1241–

1299; bell hooks, Where We Stand: Class Matters (London & New York: 

Routledge, 2000). 
14  Elaine Showalter, A Literature of Their Own: From Charlotte Brontë to Doris 

Lessing (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977); Morris; Cixous. 
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stream community and even self-critically realizes that he, in a way, partic-

ipates in the discrimination of the Santali woman, as he ‘tore her away’ 

from her home and family and stole her strength (shakti in Bengali – which 

may also connote the female cosmic power and Goddess Shakti): 

 

…E kishorii meye 

palliikone ye gharer tare 

kariyaache prasphutita dehe o antare 

naariir sahaj shakti aatmanibedanparaa 

shushrushaar snigdhasudhaabharaa 

aami taare laagiyechi kenaa kaaje karite majuri, -  

muulye yaar asammaan sei shakti kari curi 

payasaar diye siᵑdhakaathi…15 

Thus, the narrator participates in her exploitation but also reflects on it 

and, in a way, regrets it. In this poem, the ‘male gaze’ therefore represents 

the reflection of the narrator who, on the one hand, criticizes the status 

quo and sees himself as part of the exploitative system, but who, on the 

other hand, does not actively change this. 

 

 

Meye or mahila? 

The poem ‘Saotali meye’ was translated into Czech by Zbavitel and pub-

lished in his selection of Tagore’s poetry and drama in verse.16 In the Ben-

gali original, the female is called meye. Zbavitel, however, translates the 

title of the poem as ‘Santálská žena’ which means Saotali mahila (woman). 

How can we interpret this choice of the translator? 

In Bengali, the notion of meye is semantically broader than any of the 

possible Czech translations. Czech here correlates with English: meye 

could be translated as girl (in Czech dívka), or as daughter (in Czech dcera), 

or generally as young woman (in Czech mladá žena). In Czech/English, 

three different expressions could be used for the translation of meye. Zbavi-

tel’s choice to translate it as mahila, not meye, is, in my opinion, very ap-

propriate. Let us go through the possible options. ‘Daughter’ clearly does 

not fit here. But why woman, and not girl?  

By choosing the above given translation, Zbavitel successfully avoids 

simplifying the meaning in Czech as far as gender stereotyping is con-

cerned. If he had used the expression ‘girl’, it would connote a child, i.e. a 

creature that is weak and should be protected, as the age hierarchy is 

associated with weakness, perhaps helplessness – typical gender stereo-

                                                             
15  Rabindranath Thakur, Rabindra Rachanabali, Vol.12 (Kolkata: Visva Bharati 

Publications, 1962), p. 294–5. 
16  Zbavitel, Básně a veršovaná dramata, pp. 165-166. 
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typed qualities traditionally attributed to women. Also, the Santali woman 

is probably a mother (see Footnote 8); she could then hardly be a girl in the 

sense of a child. 

It is true that the protagonist of the poem may be interpreted as a vic-

tim of the social/caste order: she is without voice. This reminds us of the 

concept of subalterneity as used by Gaytri Chakravorty Spivak in her fa-

mous essay, Can the Subaltern Speak.17 Although the young Santali woman 

is silenced, she is not weak. Physically, she has strong (nitol) hands – as a 

worker, carrying a basket full of clay on her head; as far as her inner char-

acteristics are concerned, she is metaphorically associated with nature 

symbolism which, however, does not represent just gentleness or power-

lessness: the metaphors used in the poem associate her with birds with 

hidden wings, stormy clouds or lightning. These symbols could imply the 

potential for freedom (birds with hidden wings) and demonstrations of her 

unrestrained, unchained nature. The figuration in the original Bengali 

poem thus very successfully avoids the trap of picturing the exploited 

woman within the discourse of victimization that has been criticized espe-

cially by postcolonial feminist theorists.18 This Santali woman is not only a 

passive victim. She is without voice, but she has a hidden strength which 

can, in the Indian cultural context, associate her with the archetype of 

shakti. The argument for such an interpretation can also be supported by 

the homology between the feminine and nature, which we find in many 

other poems by Tagore, e.g. ‘Kalo meye’, ‘Krisnakali’, and ‘Hariye jaoya’.19 

However, associating Woman to Nature (as well as Man to Culture) also 

represents typical gender stereotypes, as Sherry Ortner points out in her 

famous essay, Is Female to Male as Nature is To Culture?20 

 

 

The Translation of pratima in the poem ‘Nari’ 

Unlike ‘Saotal meye’, the Poem ‘Nari’ (Caitali, 1896) is purely lyrical. If meye 

was characterized (above) as a kind of a polysemic concept, this is even 

more relevant regarding pratima. In the Czech language, a fully synonymic 

parallel cannot be found for pratima. In English, image could perhaps be 

                                                             
17   Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’, in Marxism and the 

Interpretation of Culture, ed. by Cary Nelson, and Lawrence Grossberg (Urbana 

& Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1988). 
18   Chandra Talpad Mohanty. ‘Under Western Eyes. Feminist Scholarship and 

Colonial Discourses’, in Third World Women and the Politics of Feminism, ed. by 

Mohanty, Chandra Talpade, Ann Russo, and Lourdes Torres (Bloomington and 

Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1991), pp. 51–80. 
19   Tagore, Palataka, Palataka (Kolikata: Bisvabharati granthanbibhag, 1997, 73-

74. 
20   Sherry Ortner, ‘Is Female to Male as Nature is To Culture?’, in Feminist Stud-

ies, 1-2 (1972), 5–31. 
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semantically comparable. In Czech, it can be translated differently in differ-

ent contexts but neither of the options can cover all of the meanings. 

Pratima can mean Goddess, idol, statue of a Goddess, symbolic figure, 

visualization, imaginary being or dream. Each of the translations has 

strong gender-constructing implications if used in connection with the 

feminine. Pratima as goddess may be interpreted as symbolism of the eter-

nal, creative female principle (shakti) but also as adoration of the ‘universal’ 

feminine as Goddess. The translation as idol could also signify these mean-

ings, this concept would also enrich them with the reference to materialized 

symbolization of the feminine as statue (see the next given option). Such an 

interpretation of pratima may, however, also lead to the reverse side of the 

concept of the feminine as divine: the one referring to patriarchal idolatry 

where the feminine is imprisoned as a materialized symbol; the feminine 

has to accept the prescribed model and has to act according to it (e.g., the 

female protagonist in Satyajit Ray’s film Debi). In both of these examples, 

idolization does not give the particular woman more power (not speaking 

about freedom) but makes her a just a passive object of adoration.21 

The translations of pratima as a visualized image, imaginary being or a 

dream draw another line of interpretation, but not less androcentric. In 

such cases, the female is described as a creation of the mind of a (male) 

poet and is constructed through the lens of the typical ‘male gaze’. Unlike 

in ‘Saotali meye’, in ‘Nari’ we cannot trace a self-reflection of the male gaze. 

But perhaps we should remember that ‘Saotali meye’ was written much 

later than ‘Nari’, which may lead us to think of the development and ad-

vance of Tagore’s poetic (and ideological) discourse. 

The poem ‘Nari’ was translated into Czech by Vincenc Lesný (here 

quoted as published in Zbavitel’s selection22). Lesný chose the translation 

of pratima that connotes the meaning of ‘visualized image’ or ‘dream’ (the 

Czech translation vidina means something unreal, imaginary, which one 

sees in his/her mind or dreams about). By choosing this term, Lesný em-

phasizes the gendered meanings of the male gaze, which are not as strong 

in the Bengali original; e.g., one of the stanzas of his translation says, ‘the 

beauty is endowed to you, Woman, by men’, and ‘You are half an image, 

half a woman’. This narrows the interpretation of image to one semantic 

line. Still, there is another possible nuanced interpretation: vidina in Czech 

can also mean illusion, which correlates with maya in Indian terminology. 

The figuring of the female would thus point to an ethereal picture which is 

unreal, elusive and perhaps mysterious — possibly a source of inspiration. 

Such ascribed qualities are, of course, very typical of the archetypal figura-

tions of the feminine, who is characterized by her beauty and attractive-

                                                             
21   For criticism of the idolatrization and mythologization of the feminine within an 

androcentric order, see de Beauvoir. 
22    Zbavitel, Dušan, Básně a veršovaná dramata. 
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ness.23 In Lesný’s translation, he omits the mythological symbolism of 

Woman as Goddess, although the ‘etheral beauty created by the male mind’ 

may also be read as a kind of myth. But as far as the poetic language is 

concerned, Lesný does justice to the richness of Tagore’s verse and brought 

the Czech version to a real mastery of translation. 

 

 

Debata in ‘Bairagya’ and the issue of the generic masculine  

I have elaborated on a more detailed gender analysis of the poem ‘Bairagya’ 

elsewhere24. Here, I will briefly describe the plot and mention not only the 

interpretative lines of translating the word debata but put it in the context 

of discussions about the so-called generic masculine (in languages which 

have the grammatical category of gender). While Tagore uses the gender-

neutral expression debata (i.e. neither Deb nor Debi) in the Bengali origi-

nal, he uses the masculinized form God in his own English translation.25 As 

I suggest in my article, ‘One of the interpretations thus might suggest that 

a genderly neutral notion in Bengali was chosen intentionally to create an 

image of the divine principle which is comprehensive and not gendered. 

However, another could also be offered: the three-sylable word debatā was 

chosen because of the rhythm of the poem’ (p. 220). In the Czech transla-

tion by Zbavitel,26 the English version is fully mirrored, i.e. God (in Czech 

Bůh) is also a grammatical masculine and is generally used as signifier for 

ultimate spiritual entity, which, in the Christian tradition and its discours-

es, has been associated much more strongly with the masculine.27 

                                                             
23   That figuring was also substiantially criticized by feminist theorists, see foot-

note 10. 
24  In the article ‘Studying Rabindranath Thakur within the Czech Bengali Stud-

ies’, I have analysed the spiritual concept of debata from the feminist perspec-

tive and categorized several possible concepts of the ultimate spiritual princi-

ple: as genderly neutral, genderly fluid, genderly dichotomous (male/female 

divinities as binary opposites), dominantly/exclusively male or dominant-

ly/exclusively female. See, Knotkova-Capkova, ‘Studying Rabindranath 

Thakur within the Czech Bengali Studies’, in Tagore – At Home in the World, 

ed.  by Dasgupta, Sanjukta and Chinmoy Guha (New Delhi: SAGE, 2013), pp. 

219–220. 
25  Rabindranath Tagore, Rabindranath Tagore, ‘LXXV’, The Gardener (1st ed. 

1915), in Collected Poems and Plays of Rabindranath Tagore, pp. 87–147, 

(London and Basingstoke: Macmillan London Limited, 1982, pp. 140-141). 

26  Thákur, Rabíndranáth, ‘75’, in Zahradník [The Gardener], translated by Dušan 

Zbavitel (Praha: SNKLU, 1966), pp. 190-19. 
27  Arguments for that claim may be supported by the attributes being tradition-

ally ascribed to God (Father, King), or by the archetypes he personifies – alt-

hough a remarkable shift between the Old and New Testaments can be traced 

in that respect (a shift to the focus on mercy, forgiving, self-sacrifice, uncondi-

tioned love which are typical traditional feminine archetypal qualities). For 
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But why did Tagore use God for debata in English? A simplified, tradi-

tionally philological explanation would probably maintain that there was no 

other option: English, unlike Bengali, virtually does not have a gender-

neutral expression for the divine principle, and the word God may also play 

a role of the generic masculine. In my article, I have focused on a semantic 

and archetypal analysis of debata in the poem. Here, I would like to ap-

proach it from a discursive perspective. 

The Bengali debata signifies a Godly, divine, supra-natural being. It is 

crucial to speak here about ‘being’ and not just a de-personified principle 

like ‘brahma’, because the debata in the poem speaks, addresses the hu-

man male who searches for him (although in the wrong direction, prefer-

ring asceticism to sharing a loving family life) and expresses a strong criti-

cal opinion of what the man plans – to leave his family and search for God. 

And ‘God sighed and complained, ‘Why does my servant wander to seek 

me, forsaking me?’28 

Within the context of Hindu philosophy and religion, debata may signi-

fy any of the figurations of the ultimate spiritual principle. In terms of gen-

der, debata refers neither to exclusively masculine or feminine divine prin-

ciples, nor to a concept of that principle, understood as mascu-

line/feminine binary opposites (Deb/Debi – God/Goddess). 

The signifier of the Spiritual Being in English and Czech (both are lan-

guages of the Christian cultural context), however, semantically reduces 

the meaning of the signified as grammatical masculine. It may be a matter 

of discussion if Tagore, in his English translation (or poetic reformulation) 

of his own poem, was influenced by the Christian discourse or by the tradi-

tional linguistic usage of the generic masculine, or maybe by an 

(un)conscious combination of both. Zbavitel’s Czech translation might have 

been supported by similar arguments, or it might have simply followed the 

English version of the poet. 

 

  

                                                                                                                                                                            
criticism of the masculinization of the ultimate spiritual principle, see feminist 

theologists and philosophers (especially Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father. 

Toward a philosophy of women's liberation (Boston: Beacon Press, 1985 [1973] 

and Simone de Beauvoir), for the emphasis of the ‘feminine’ characteristics in 

the New Testament, see especially Carter Heyward, Saving Jesus From Those 

Who Are Right (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999). 
28   Tagore, ‘LXXV’, The Gardener (1st ed. 1915), in Collected Poems and Plays of 

Rabindranath Tagore (pp. 87–147), (London and Basingstoke: Macmillan Lon-

don Limited, 1982, pp. 140-141). 
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The generic masculine and its alternatives in Czech as the tar-

get language of translation 

The usage of the generic masculine in various languages has been criticized 

by feminist theorists because it leads to the false universalization of the 

masculine as generally human, and signifying the feminine as ‘The Other’ – 

i. e. secondary, derived, specific29 and because it makes women in the text 

invisible.30 31 The counter-argument often relies on the so-called ‘natural 

development of language’, which, however, in praxis often empowers the 

status quo, as codified by the institutions which hold the position and have 

the power to do so (in the Czech republic it is the Institute of Czech Lan-

guage, affiliated to the Czech Academy of Sciences).32 From the constructiv-

ist point of view, the argument of ‘nature’ and ‘natural’ always seems to be 

doubtful; constructivist interpretations, on the other hand, point to the 

political dimension of language and the text, which always reflects the 

power discourses of the socio-cultural contexts.33 The generic masculine 

can thus be characterized as a constructed norm, not as a ‘natural’ phe-

nomenon. 

To sum up, the alternatives in Czech for the usage of substantives may 

be drawn as follows:  

1) Using a slash to use both masculine and feminine endings of the 

words; this is not typical in English where the substantives signify 

both genders (e.g. ‘student’) but it is present in other languages – not 

only Slavic, also e.g. in German (Student/Studentin, or Student/in), 

Italian (student/studentessa, or student/essa) or Spanish (estu-

                                                             
29   See, de Beauvoir, Simone, The Second Sex, transl. by H. M. Parshley (New York: 

The Penguin Books, 1972 [1949]). 
30   See, for example, Dale Spender, Men Made Language (London, Boston: 

Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1980). 
31   The parallels of the usage of generic masculine in various languages are not, of 

course, linear. As a comparative example with Bengali, words like chatra or 

bandhu can be brought – they may signify both male and female students and 

friends, while chatri and bandhobi signify only females. 
32   In 2011, there was a big discussion on that issue in the Czech media, provoked 

by a study material which was written per order of the Ministry of Education, 

‘The Culture of Genderly Ballanced Communication’. Many of the polemical ar-

ticles and comments, critical to the idea of genderly correct communication, 

used very aggressive language, full of personal invectives, offences, bagateliza-

tions of the problem and strongly antifeminist discourse. (See, Valdrová, Jana, 

Blanka Knotková-Čapková and Pavla Paclíková, Kultura genderově vyváženého 

vyjadřování. Praha: MŠMT, 2010 <http://data.idnes.cz/soubory/studium/ 

A100125_BAR_GENDER_PRIRUCKA.PDF> [accessed 20 September 2016] 
33   See Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse on 

Language, trans. by A. M. Sheridan Smith (New York: Pantheon, 1972), pp. 

215–37; see also, Fetterley, Judith, The Resisting Reader: a Feminist Approach 

to American Fiction. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1978. 

http://data.idnes.cz/soubory/studium/%20A100125_BAR_GENDER_PRIRUCKA.PDF
http://data.idnes.cz/soubory/studium/%20A100125_BAR_GENDER_PRIRUCKA.PDF
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diante/estudianta, or estudiante/a). In Czech, we would thus use 

the form of student/studentka, or student/ka. The difficulty of such 

a solution lies in its practical application – so far, the Czech publish-

ers have mostly been reluctant to accept it, arguing that it compli-

cates and corrupts the graphic layout of the text. 

2) Using both masculine and feminine signifiers, like ‘student a stu-

dentka’, meaning both male and female students. That is stylistically 

correct – except in long enumerations (e.g. sentences like, ‘that view 

is shared by sociologists, anthropologists, psychologists, etc.’); in the 

case of long lists, using both male and female signifiers can make 

the text confusing and extend the text distinctly. 

3) Using verbal adjectives, which, in Czech, signify both male and fe-

male genders, e.g. ‘studující’, meaning ‘studying’. It is applicable to 

quite a broad range of cases but not to all (e.g., the non-verbal sub-

stantives). 

4) Using collective, aggregate substantives: this option is not always 

possible (in English, there is usually no direct parallel to this; excep-

tions are humankind, instead of humans). 

5) Using a combination of all the above mentioned means; using it not 

dogmatically but symptomatically to draw attention to the problem. 

What is the aim of deconstructing the generic masculine? It is not the for-

malization or even the ‘totalization’ or violent infringing of the language, but 

erosion of the power discourse and pointing to the problem of normative 

gender hierarchy inscribed into it.  

 

Conclusion 

In the translation of the poem ‘Saotali’ meye (Zbavitel), the chosen option of 

mahila (woman), instead of meye (girl or daughter), has successfully helped 

avoiding gender stereotypes of the female associated with infantility and 

qualities like weakness or helplesness, traditionally attributed a priori to 

the feminine. However, the translation of pratima in ‘Nari’ (Lesný), on the 

other hand, reinforces the gender stereotyping of the ‘male gaze’ as the 

dominant perspective of observation, as it draws the concept of pratima 

upon male visualization of the feminine. The concept of pratima denotes 

here an imaginary woman, perhaps also real, perhaps just an idea corre-

sponding to the traditional picturing of womanhood, perhaps an image of a 

spiritual muse. In the third of the analysed cases (Zbavitel), the concept of 

debata (in Bengali genderly neutral – both from the linguistic/grammatical 

and philosophical points of view) has been masculinized as God (in Czech 

also a masculine substantive); here, the translation reflects the poet’s own 

English version and also follows the traditional usage of the generic mascu-

line in Czech. As far as the generic masculine (per se) is concerned, I am 

inclined to the last of the suggested alternatives (5) – the combination of the 
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above given options with respect to a specific context. In the case of debata 

in the poem Bairagya, I would perhaps choose a linguistically looser but 

semantically more appropriate translation, namely to translating debata as 

divine voice. This would also correspond with the abstraction of the concept 

of divinity in the poem. The spiritual being, in this poem, is represented as 

commenting on human actions, rather than commanding what to do; ob-

serving rather than interfering; sad and inactive rather than authoritative. 

It is identified with the voice, yet while the spoken word in many sacred 

texts has creative power, it is here a mere ‘whispering’. 
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Abstract: 

The subject of this paper is the relevance of Rabindranath Tagore’s spiritu-

ality to the challenges we face in the world today. Tagore’s mission was ‘to 

work towards the true union of East and West’. The spiritual worldview 

Tagore brought to the West from 1912 onwards has been defined by Bengali 

scholars as ‘the integration of man and nature and God’. This can be ex-

pressed in more modern terms as ‘deep ecology, deep anthropology and 

political theology’, themes that run through the texts of the lectures Tagore 

gave on his foreign tours. He warned that the machine age would be disas-

trous for planet and people and urged a return to traditional village based 

society. He predicted that the dehumanising and destructive modern sys-

tems would come to an end, making way for a ‘new chapter in history’. The 

present crisis of democratic capitalism could lead to disruption or disaster, 

or else be an opportunity for relocalisation such as Tagore advocated. 

Movements for world change today focussed on taking responsibility for 

looking after ourselves and the environment directly through community 

involvement and decision making could be encouraged and affirmed by 

association with one of the greatest thinkers of the modern age. 

 

Keywords:  Rabindranath Tagore, spirituality, deep ecology, philosophical 

anthropology, political theology.  
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      he aim of this paper is to show how Rabindranath Tagore’s spirituality 

is relevant to the challenges we face in the world today. A century ago, 

Tagore brought his highly personal interpretation of Indian religion to the 

West, through his own translations into English of a selection of his devo-

tional poetry, and in lectures to audiences in Europe and America. Bengali 

scholars have used the expression ‘the integration of man and nature and 

God’,1 to describe the theme of Tagore’s first two books of lecture texts from 

his foreign tours: Sadhana and Personality.2 In these essays Tagore makes 

many references to the Upanisads, ancient teachings dating from the sixth 

century B.C.,3 which he insisted have ongoing relevance to modern life, for 

individuals and in society. 

There are two sections to the present paper: in the first I examine Ta-

gore’s thought-provoking ideas about truth and reality; in the second I 

explore the idea that we can bring his ideas from a century ago into the 

present day by considering Tagore’s ‘deep ecology, deep anthropology and 

political theology’. These themes run through the texts of the lectures Ta-

gore delivered on his foreign tours, and lead to an understanding of his 

ideals on social change which he put into practice with his experiments in 

education and rural reconstruction. 

The word ‘genius’ has often been used of Tagore, and since his death 

this has usually been seen as referring to the enormous written oeuvre he 

left behind.4 He predicted that his songs would prove to be an enduring 

legacy for his own people, even if all the rest was forgotten. Tagore’s reputa-

tion with non-Bengalis has a similar shape, since he is best known for the 

devotional song lyrics published as the English Gitanjali.5 Tagore’s literary 

biographer Edward Thompson wrote that after Gitanjali ‘the word had gone 

round that [Tagore] was “a mystic”’ and his fate was sealed. Thompson 

asserted that the poet himself was to blame. Instead of challenging this 

narrow perception of his work, when Tagore selected from his Bengali poet-

                                                             
1  Sujit Mukherjee, Passage to America: The Reception of Rabindranath Tagore in 

the United States, 1912-1941 (Bookland, 1994), p. 198. 
2  Sadhana: The Realisation of Life (London: Macmillan, 1913); Personality: Lec-

tures Delivered in America (London: Macmillan, 1917). Personality was pub-

lished in May 1917, ahead of Nationalism in September 1917 (Imagining Ta-

gore: Rabindranath and the British Press (1912-1941), ed. by Kalyan Kundu, 

Sakti Bhattacharya and Kalyan Sircar (Calcutta: Shishu Sahitya Samsad, 

2000), pp. 620-3). 
3  Robert Ernest Hume, ‘An Outline of the Philosophy of the Upanisads’, in The 

Thirteen Principal Upanishads: Translated from the Sanskrit, ed. by Robert 

Ernest Hume (London: Oxford University Press, 1934), pp. 1-72 (p. 1). 
4  ‘47520 scanned pages of Tagore manuscripts in Bengali and English with 

transcription’ (Bichitra Tagore Online Variorum, 

<bichitra.jdvu.ac.in/index.php> [accessed 3 October 2014]) 
5  Tagore, Gitanjali: Song Offerings (London: Macmillan, 1913) 
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ry for translation into English, he ‘more and more felt along one stratum 

only of his work, the wistful-mystical one’.6 The result, according to 

Thompson, was that Tagore ruined his literary reputation in the West, a 

fault that Tagore was later to acknowledge.7 But perhaps the fault did not 

lie in the poetry but in the West’s appetite for South Asian religiosity,8 

which Tagore criticised: 

For western scholars the great religious scriptures of India seem to possess 

merely a retrospective and archaeological interest; but to us they are of liv-

ing importance, and we cannot help thinking that they lose their signifi-

cance when exhibited in labelled cases—mummied specimens of human 

thought and aspiration, preserved for all time in the wrappings of erudi-

tion.9 

The way to address Tagore’s limited reputation in the West, and open 

minds to his genius, is not to deny that he was a mystic. The dictionary 

defines a mystic as ‘a person who seeks by contemplation and self-

surrender to obtain unity of identity with or absorption into the Deity or 

ultimate reality, or who believes in the spiritual apprehension of truths that 

are beyond the understanding’. Tagore was a seeker after truth in that way, 

rather than a professional priest or religious teacher, or a theologian ab-

sorbed in the exegesis of sacred writings. But again we have to be careful 

not to be categorical, because Tagore studied the Upanisads, and ancient 

religious poetry—and also the spiritual songs of the Bauls of rural Bengal. 

And Tagore regularly preached to students and staff at his ashram and 

school at Santiniketan.10 

Professor of History and Culture, Amiya P. Sen recently published a 

collection of Tagore’s writings on religion, in English translation.11 There is 

sufficient material here to reveal Tagore as a fascinating and original reli-

gious and philosophical thinker, as long as that is qualified by a remark of 

Tagore’s given a prominent position on the back cover: ‘Once detached from 

everyday life, it is quite impossible for me to understand [what] religion 

[means to me]’. A few years after Tagore’s death, Professor of Philosophy, 

                                                             
6  Edward Thompson, Rabindranath Tagore: His Life and Work (Calcutta: Associ-

ated, 1921), pp. 46-7. 
7  Thompson’s observations about the mistakes Tagore made in his selections 

and renderings annoyed the poet at first, but he came to regret ‘falsifying his 

own coins’. (Letter, Tagore to Thompson, 2 February 1921, in A Difficult 

Friendship: Letters of Edward Thompson and Rabindranath Tagore 1913-1940, 

ed. by Uma Das Gupta (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2003), p. 128. 
8  Srinivas Aravamudan, Guru English: South Asian Religion in a Cosmopolitan 

Language (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006). 
9  Tagore, ‘Author’s Preface’, in Sadhana, pp. vii-ix (p. viii). 
10  W.W. Pearson, Shantiniketan: The Bolpur School of Rabindranath Tagore (Lon-

don: Macmillan, 1917), pp. 48-9. Tagore, ‘Author’s Preface’, in Sadhana, p. ix. 
11  Amiya P. Sen, Religion and Rabindranath Tagore: Select Discourses, Addresses, 

and Letters in Translation (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2014). 
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P.T. Raju attempted a definition of Tagore’s metaphysics as follows: ‘Tagore 

is a monist, though he does not deny the reality of the world […] and does 

not regard it as a product of maya or illusion’. Raju added that Tagore 

considered that ‘[r]eality is best understood as the supreme Person [and] 

Tagore’s absolutism is, therefore, personalistic’.12 

It is doubtful if Tagore would have called himself a ‘monist’.13 He often 

denied being a philosopher or scholar, as if to make way for the alternative 

of describing his inner experiences in the emotive terms of a mystic poet, as 

in this passage: 

I have no special claim to knowledge of philosophy. If there is a debate 

about, say, monism and dualism, I will not respond. I am speaking solely 

from the standpoint of feeling. Within me is the happiness of an expression 

of my inner god—that joy and that love have flooded my limbs and senses, 

my mind and intellect, this universe right in front of me, my past without 

beginning and my future without end.14 

Tagore seems to have rejected tools such as analysis, logic and abstractions 

in the search for truth, in favour of feelings: ‘Through the help of logic we 

never could have arrived at the truth that the soul which is the unifying 

principle in me finds its perfection in its unity in others’.15 In another pas-

sage he questions science: ‘The world of science is not a world of reality, it 

is an abstract world of force. […] But there is another world which is real to 

us. We see it, feel it; we deal with it with all our emotions. Its mystery is 

endless because we cannot analyse it or measure it. We can but say, “Here 

you are.”’16 

Tagore could be penetratingly logical, in his own way, but in the search 

for truth he refused to leave personal experience, judgement and emotional 

responses, out of account. Indeed, he often associated the discovery of 

truth with the experience of joy. An example of Tagore’s challenging style of 

reasoning is to be found in his famous conversation with Albert Einstein.17 

Many scholars have been fascinated by that discourse,18 but it is important 

                                                             
12  P.T. Raju, ‘Contemporary Indian Thought’, History of Philosophy Eastern and 

Western, Volume One, ed. by Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan (London: George Allen 

& Unwin, 1952), p. 532. 
13  The equivalent term to ‘monist’ in Bengali is ‘advaita’ meaning ‘without duality’ 

(Sanskrit Index, in The Thirteen Principal Upanishads, pp. 563-6 (p. 563).). 
14  Tagore, Of Myself (Atmaparichay), trans. by Devadatta Joardar and Joe Winter 

(London: Anvuil, 2006), pp. 22-3. 
15  ‘The World of Personality’, p. 67. 
16  Tagore, ‘What is Art?’, in Personality, pp. 3-38 (p. 4). 
17  Tagore, ‘Appendix II: Note on the Meaning of Reality’, in The Religion of Man: 

Being the Hibbert Lectures for 1930 (London: Beacon Press, 1961), pp. 222-5. 
18  Amartya Sen cites part of that conversation in his essay ‘Tagore and His India’, 

and observes that Tagore’s heterodox line of reasoning about ‘real truth’ has 

been developed by scholars in recent years. (‘Tagore and His India’, in The Ar-

gumentative Indian: Writings on Indian History, Culture and Identity (London: 
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to recognise that Tagore made arguments about all truth inevitably being 

collective human truth more interestingly in the first essay of The Religion 

of Man, ‘Man’s Universe’.19 He tackled the same theme very thoroughly and 

convincingly in earlier books of his lectures, particularly in the first three 

essays of the Personality collection.20 But the Tagore-Einstein discussion is 

useful for its brevity. 

Einstein began by asking Tagore: ‘Do you believe in the Divine as iso-

lated from the world?’ Tagore’s very definite reply was: ‘Not isolated’, which 

implies that he saw the deity as within and part of the universe, or even the 

whole of it. Tagore’s next words seemed to imply that mankind as a whole 

is the deity, suggesting that he was a personalistic monist, as Raju sur-

mised: ‘The infinite personality of Man comprehends the Universe. There 

cannot be anything that cannot be subsumed by the human personality, 

and this proves that the truth of the Universe is human truth’.21 Einstein 

found that idea deeply troubling, and so he quizzed Tagore on the ‘two 

different conceptions about the nature of the universe’. He attributed to 

Tagore the conception of the world as ‘a unity dependent on humanity’, his 

own view being that the world is ‘a reality independent of the human fac-

tor’. There followed an exchange about the impossibility of reality being all 

in someone’s mind, with Tagore explaining that reality is in the universal 

human mind, and can be nowhere else. And he acknowledged the concep-

tual difficulties, when he told Einstein that: 

[i]n the apprehension of truth there is an eternal conflict between the uni-

versal human mind and the same mind confined in the individual. The per-

petual process of reconciliation is being carried on in our science and phi-

losophy, and in our ethics. In any case, if there be any truth absolutely 

unrelated to humanity then for us it is absolutely non-existing.22 

In a sense, of course, we know that there is a universe ‘out there’ beyond 

human experience. This conception is made particularly clear in The Mean-

ing of Human Existence by biologist E. O. Wilson. The author points out 

how limited are human senses. We depend mainly on vision in a very lim-

ited range of the vast spectrum of electromagnetic radiation, and also a 

                                                                                                                                                                            
Allen Lane, 2005), pp. 89-120 (p. 104).) It forms the subtitle of David Gosling’s 

Science and the Indian Tradition: When Einstein met Tagore (London: 

Routledge, 2007). Two other examples are Rajat Chanda’s ‘A Synthesis of the 

Arts and the Sciences’, in Rabindranath Tagore: A Timeless Mind, pp. 37-47, 

and Monish R. Chatterjee’s ‘Poetic Intuition and Cosmic Reality: Tagore as 

Preceptor of Scientific Rationalism’, in Rabindranath Tagore: Universality and 

Tradition, pp. 83-94. 
19  ‘Man’s Universe’, in The Religion of Man, pp. pp. 13-24. 
20  ‘What is Art?’, pp. 3-38. ‘The World of Personality’, pp. 39-74. ‘The Second 

Birth’, pp. 77-107. 
21  ‘Meaning of Reality’, p. 222. 
22  Ibid., p. 225. 
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narrow range of sound vibrations. We can also use scent and taste, but by 

comparison with us, ‘most other organisms are geniuses’ with their sensi-

tive detection of chemicals, and their wider sensitivity to sight and sound.23 

Wilson also points to the aeons of time and vastness of space before and 

beyond human existence on this planet.24 Do these facts not disprove Ta-

gore’s contention that truth unrelated to humanity is nonexisting? Not 

altogether, because our knowledge of what is ‘out there’ has to be brought 

within human capacity to observe and study, using instruments we have 

invented and built. One factor in support of Tagore’s idea of truth belonging 

to the universal mind is that, in the sciences and in other academic disci-

plines, knowledge is shared amongst a very large number of specialists. 

Research biologists typically study particular species, even particular as-

pects of particular species, one of Wilson’s specialist fields being the social 

behaviour of ants.25 

In his discussions with Einstein about the nature of reality, and in his 

essays on the subject, Tagore was not referring only to shared human 

knowledge but also to shared being: 

We have to realize [the one eternal entity] through our emotions and activi-

ties. We realize the Supreme Man who has no individual limitations 

through our limitations. Science is concerned with that which is not con-

fined to individuals; it is the impersonal human world of truths. Religion 

realizes these truths and links them up with our deeper needs; our individ-

ual consciousness of truth gains universal significance. Religion applies 

values to truth, and we know truth as good through our own harmony with 

it.26 

Tagore’s association of religion with the human need for truth, goodness 

and harmony is at variance with Wilson’s view of religion as divisive and 

tribal.27 Religious sectarianism greatly distressed Tagore. At a symposium 

in 1981 the novelist Mulk Raj Anand spoke of a visit to Santiniketan in 

1938, and finding the poet ‘in a sombre mood’ due to ‘Hindu-Moslem quar-

rels’ that were threatening to disrupt a united India. 28 As a parting gift, 

Tagore gave Anand a copy of The Religion of Man, which Anand treasured 

and studied closely, as shown by his lecture on that book in relation to 

                                                             
23  E.O. Wilson, The Meaning of Human Existence (New York: Liveright, 2014), pp. 

80-2. 
24  Wilson, p. 51. 
25  Ibid., p. 83. (also pp. 65, 86-8, 95-7, 166.) 
26  ‘Meaning of Reality’, pp. 222-3. 
27  Wilson, ‘Religion’, pp. 147-58 (p. 151). 
28  Mulk Raj Anand, ‘Inaugural Address: Rabindranath Tagore in Retrospect’, in 

Rabindranath Tagore and the Challenges of Today (Shimla: Indian Institute of 

Advanced Study, 1988), pp. 4-11 (pp. 4-5). 
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Tagore’s humanism.29 Anand began by tackling the legend of Tagore’s ‘oth-

er-worldliness’ by quoting from the concluding chapter of the book: 

[O]ur religion can only have its significance in this phenomenal world com-

prehended by our human self […] [W]hatever name may have been given to 

the divine Reality it has found its highest place in the history of our religion 

owing to its human character, giving meaning to the idea of sin and sancti-

ty, and offering an eternal background to all the ideals of perfection which 

have their harmony with man’s own nature.30  

Anand brings out the implications of Tagore’s insistence on religion’s ‘sig-

nificance in this phenomenal world’ by describing the experimental outlook 

of the school he set up, where ‘learning by doing was emphasized’, drawing 

on the poet’s ‘instinctive realization about the growth of children, through 

play, knowledge and passion, and free expression of the creative urges in 

them’.31 Anand goes on to write about the disapproval from his listeners 

when Tagore ‘lectured on problems of the nation state, politics of power, 

militarism, war and decay of civilization through the search of man for 

comfort and a consumer culture’.32 

Tagore’s insights on the nature of reality are highly relevant to the 

worldly concerns that Anand refers to: Tagore’s ‘sombre mood’ due to ‘Hin-

du-Moslem quarrels’, and his criticisms of conflict and greed in the West. 

Tagore wrote in his preface to The Religion of Man that all that he had done 

and written over his lifetime ‘have a unity of inspiration whose proper defi-

nition has often remained unrevealed to me’.33 We can define that ‘unity of 

inspiration’ as the counter-intuitive idea that the individual and the uni-

versal are the same. Tagore did not deny the reality of the world or see it as 

maya or illusion, but envisaged a ‘supreme Person’.34 The early Upanisads 

refer to the reconciliation between the individual and the universal.35 In 

practical terms, this presumes that each of us has a direct responsibility 

for humanity, and for the world we know by perception. It also means that 

if we hurt others in any way, we hurt ourselves—and at some level we feel 

their pain. 

 

 

 

                                                             
29  Mulk Raj Anand, ‘Tagore’s Religion of Man: An Essay on Rabindranath Ta-

gore’s Humanism’, in Rabindranath Tagore and the Challenges of Today, pp. 

83-92. 
30  Tagore, Conclusion, in Religion of Man, pp. 204-6 (p. 205), quoted by Anand, 

‘Tagore’s Religion of Man’, p.84. 
31  Anand, ‘Tagore’s Religion of Man’, pp. 84-5.  
32  Ibid., pp. 85-6. 
33  Tagore, Preface, in Religion of Man, pp. 7-8 (p. 7). 
34  Raju, p. 532. 
35  The phrase ‘tat tvam asi’ is translated into English as ‘That art thou’. (Hume, 

‘Sanskrit Index’ in Upanisads, p. 564.) 
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Tagore’s Relevance Today 

Bengali sociologist and economist Sasadhar Sinha, writing in 1961 on the 

Social Thinking of Rabindranath Tagore, made the remarkably prescient 

comment that Tagore’s ideal of human unity ‘could only come when the 

present possibilities of compromise and reform had been completely ex-

hausted’, and that this would involve ‘the disappearance of one’s own fa-

miliar world’.36 The book was intended as a contribution to the Tagore 

centenary celebrations, a target he missed by a year due to illness. The 

centenary attracted worldwide attention, raising hopes that India was fol-

lowing what Isaiah Berlin saw as a Tagorean ‘middle path’ for building a 

strong country between western modernism and traditionalism.37 Berlin 

was a member of the international panel of scholars who chose from a long-

list of ‘Tagore’s writings on contemporary social problems, a field in which 

this celebrated patriot-poet played a pioneering part and contributed to 

India and the world new lines of social thought’.38 Tagore’s reputation was 

expected to broaden out from that of the poet, song writer and mystic. The 

wider world would hear about his ideas on cooperation and self-help, which 

formed the basis of his practical experiments in education and rural recon-

struction. 

The year 1961 was the height of the post-war golden age, with its ex-

pansion of welfare and improving standards of living, where the economy 

was regulated by reforming nation-states. Sinha expressed concern that 

social change in independent India would be taken on by the central gov-

ernment, and Tagore’s ideals would be ‘trampled underfoot by administra-

tive exigencies’ and ‘swallowed up in the all-devouring hunger of the mod-

ern Moloch, the Welfare State’.39 In his 1922 essay ‘The Nation’, Tagore 

warned that ‘all systems produce evil sooner or later, when the psychology 

which is at the root of them is wrong’.40 Tagore regarded the ‘modern age’ 

as a phase during which humanity took a wrong turning, led by the West 

but dragging Asia after it. In his last public address ‘Crisis in Civilization’, 

Tagore indicated that he foresaw a ‘new chapter in history after the cata-

clysm is over’,41 the ‘cataclysm’ being the system we live under, which puts 

profit before planet and people.  

                                                             
36  Sasadhar Sinha, Social Thinking of Rabindranath Tagore (London: Asia Pub-

lishing House, 1962), p. 53. 
37  Isaiah Berlin, ‘Rabindranath Tagore and the Consciousness of Nationality’, in 

The Sense of Reality: Studies in Ideas and their History, ed. by Henry Hardy 

(London: Pimlico, 2000), pp. 249-66 (p. 260). 
38  Douglas Ensmenger, Foreword, in Towards Universal Man, pp. v-vi (p. v). 
39  Sinha, pp. 107-8. 
40  Tagore, ‘The Nation’, in Creative Unity (London: Macmillan, 1922), pp. 141-153 

(pp. 152-3). 
41  Tagore, ‘Crisis in Civilization’, in Towards Universal Man (London: Asia Pub-

lishing House, 1961), pp. 353-9 (p. 359). 



Rabindranath Tagore’s Spirituality as Deep Ecology | 143 

 

GITANJALI AND BEYOND 1: 135-154 | 2016 

Recent studies by economists show that the ‘post-war golden age’ 

started to unravel in the 1970s, leading eventually to the recession in 2008. 

Now we have neoliberal market-fundamentalism, an enormously expanded 

financial sector, the shrinking state, personal debt and austerity. The ne-

oliberal turn and the long crisis of democratic capitalism from the 1970s 

could make the globalised political-economic system unviable.42 Since 

economic liberalisation in 1991, India has had strong economic growth and 

a privileged urban elite, but its problems of rural poverty and deprivation 

were never solved.43 We could be seeing the crisis Sinha anticipated, when 

‘possibilities of compromise and reform had been completely exhausted’. 

Now may be the time for Tagore’s ideal of human unity. 

We know that Tagore urged a return to traditional village based society, 

and that he described his practical experiments in rural reconstruction as 

‘what has been my life’s work’.44 As Sinha surmised, Tagore did not want 

efforts towards village uplift to be directed from central government down-

wards, but for rural people to be given local support to encourage coopera-

tion and self-help. Tagore wanted cooperation at all levels of society, but he 

insisted that the main focus should be working for ‘life in its completeness’ 

at a local level. This makes Tagore an anarchist in the sense of opposing 

top-down systems of control, but he deplored any recourse to violence.45  

We live in uncertain times, but whatever happens, Tagore’s cooperative 

approach is surely appropriate. Several grassroots movements have 

emerged in recent years which share Tagore’s belief in constructive en-

gagement, the Permaculture and Transition movements being prime exam-

ples.46 Permaculture has an ethical basis expressed as ‘care of the earth’, 

‘care of people’ and ‘setting limits to population and consumption’ (or ‘fair 

                                                             
42  e.g. Wolfgang Streek, Buying Time: The Delayed Crisis of Democratic Capitalism 

(London: Verso, 2014); Richard Wolff, , Capitalism Hits The Fan: The Global 

Economic Meltdown and What to Do About It (Northampton, MA, 2013). 
43  Bimalendu Bhattacharya, Geography of Deprivation: An Unfair World (New 

Delhi: Concept Publishing, 2014). 

Jean Drèze and Amartya Sen, An Uncertain Glory: India and its Contradictions 

(London: Penguin, 2014). 
44  ‘I hope I shall have the opportunity on my return for another talk with Your 

Excellency in regard to what has been my life’s work and in which I feel you 

take genuine personal interest’ (Tagore, Letter to H.E., The Viceroy, 28 Febru-

ary 1930, The Dartington Hall Trust Archive, Papers of Leonard Knight 

Elmhirst, LKE India, LKE/IN/25 Folder A, ‘Visva-Bharati correspondence’, my 

emphasis). 
45  Sumit Sarkar, ‘The Shift to Terrorism’, in The Swadeshi Movement in Bengal 

1903-1908 (New Delhi: People’s Publishing House, 1973), pp. 75-91 (pp. 82-7). 
46  The Permaculture Movement was founded in Australia in the 1970s and has 

since spread around the world. The Transition Movement was founded in 2006 

by Rob Hopkins, permaculture teacher, initially in Totnes, Devon, and has 

spread rapidly to thousands of Transition Initiatives in over 40 countries. 

(<www.permaculture.org.uk>; <www.transitionnetwork.org>) 
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shares’),47 which shares a certain pattern and resonance with the expres-

sion ‘the integration of man and nature and God’.48 But if Tagore’s ideas 

are to be more than appropriate and resonant, and actually help us with 

current challenges, we need to address the problem that it is not easy to 

interest people concerned about the present crisis in a spiritual guru who 

has been dead for more than seventy years. 

We can modernise and broaden ‘the integration of man and nature and 

God’ by replacing ‘man’ by ‘humanity’ for feminist sensibilities, and chang-

ing ‘nature’ to ‘ecology’ or ‘environment’ to give a less romantic, more scien-

tific and practical impression. In ‘the integration of humanity, ecology and 

God (or spirituality)’, ‘integration’ is the most crucial word, implying that 

the three components are merged; they are essentially the same, in the 

sense Tagore conveyed in so many of his essays and addresses. But does 

the inclusion of God or spirituality still seal Tagore’s fate such that mysti-

cism is seen in all he wrote? To avoid this we can emphasise how Tagore 

was an intellectual and polymath, with a particular interest in the sciences, 

especially the biological and social sciences, with a strong emphasis on 

values. Hence we can make a further rearrangement of our formula for 

Tagore’s worldview to arrive at ‘deep ecology, deep anthropology and politi-

cal theology’, a version which is intellectually interesting and practically 

useful.  

‘Deep ecology’ is a term coined by Arne Naess to add values and princi-

ples to the study of the interactions of species and their environment.49 

‘Deep ecology’ is also the term I associate with Tagore’s essay ‘City and 

Village’, 50 especially his fable about the moon people: 

I often like to imagine that the moon, being smaller in size than the earth, 

produced life on her soil earlier than the earth. Once, the moon too had her 

festivals of colour, music, movement; her storehouse was perpetually filled 

with food. Then, on the moon, a race was born that began greedily to de-

vour its surroundings. […] Their plunder soon outstripped nature’s power 

of recuperation. Their profit-makers created wants that were unnatural. 

They dug deep into the stored capital of nature and ruthlessly exploited her 

resources.51 

Tagore concluded the fable by saying: ‘My imaginary selenites behave ex-

actly in the way that human beings are today behaving on this earth’. The 

                                                             
47  Bill Mollison, Permaculture: A Practical Guide for a Sustainable Future (Wash-

ington, D.C.: Island Press, 1990), pp. 1-9. 
48  Sujit Mukherjee, Passage to America, p. 198. 
49  Warwick Fox, ‘Arne Naess and the Meanings of Deep Ecology’, in Toward a 

Transpersonal Ecology: Developing New Foundations for Environmentalism 

(Boston, MA: Shambhala, 1990), pp. 81-118 (p. 102). 
50  Tagore, ‘City and Village’, in Towards Universal Man (London: Asia Publishing 

House, 1961), pp. 302-22.  
51  ‘City and Village’, pp. 313-4. 
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extent and pace at which human beings are destroying life on earth this 

century is so grave that it is scarcely credible. Human activities have radi-

cally altered the composition of the atmosphere, disrupting the climate, 

and there is mounting evidence that we are bringing about the sixth mass 

extinction, where diversity of life is dramatically contracted.52 The collective 

impact of our species is so severe that the term ‘Anthropocene’ has been 

coined for the current epoch, dating either from the rise of agriculture or 

from the start of the industrial revolution.53 

The term ‘deep anthropology’ reflects Tagore’s commitment to social 

change, with ‘deep’ qualifying anthropology to add values and principles to 

the study of human evolution and society. ‘Deep anthropology’ then is the 

study of what mankind ought to be, as well as what we are. Tagore’s ‘deep 

anthropology’ is present in his books of lecture texts from the start. In the 

first essay in Sadhana, ‘The Relation of the Individual to the Universe’, 

Tagore wrote: 

[City] walls leave their mark deep in the minds of men. They set up a prin-

ciple of “divide and rule” in our mental outlook, which begets in us a habit 

of securing all our conquests by fortifying them and separating them from 

one another. We divide nation and nation, knowledge and knowledge, man 

and nature.54 

One can also see here Tagore’s ‘political theology’: his understanding that 

systems and bodies of belief—and how those change over centuries and 

millennia—make a difference to our values, our conduct, and to power 

relations nationally and internationally. The term ‘political theology’ has 

been in use since the nineteenth century, but professor of ethics Michael 

Northcott applies it in a highly relevant and topical context in his recent 

book The Political Theology of Climate Change.55 There is a connection with 

‘deep ecology’ in the sense of taking responsibility for our effects on natural 

systems. Northcott’s focus is directed particularly at people’s refusal to face 

up to Climate Change, to which he gives the term ‘denialism’.56 He de-

scribes how before the Modern Age people believed in a God who was in-

volved in the living world: the success of crops depended on God’s will and 

he had to be appeased. But a shift in attitudes took place in the seven-

teenth century to a perception of the Natural World as the ‘stable backdrop’ 

                                                             
52  Elizabeth Kolbert, The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History (London: Blooms-

bury, 2014). 
53  Kolbert, ‘Welcome to the Anthropocene’, in The Sixth Extinction, pp. 92-110 

(pp. 107-10). 
54  Tagore, ‘The Relation of the Individual to the Universe’, in Sadhana, pp. 1-22 
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55  Michael S. Northcott, A Political Theology of Climate Change (William B. Eerd-
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56  Ibid., p. 14. 
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of human activities.57 Denialism, according to Northcott, is an inability to 

accept that human activities could be having a serious impact on planetary 

systems. This is in accord with one of Tagore’s observations about western 

beliefs: 

The West may believe in the soul of Man, but she does not really be-

lieve that the universe has a soul. Yet this is the belief of the East, 

and the whole mental contribution of the East to mankind is filled 

with this idea. So, we, in the East, need not go into details and em-

phasize them; for the most important thing is this universal soul for 

which the Eastern sages have sat in meditation, and Eastern artists 

have joined them in artistic realization.58 

There is a difficulty associated with presenting Tagore’s ideas and practice 

as relevant to the challenges we face in today’s world, in that the terms 

Tagore used seem to belong to his time and not to our own. In particular, 

we find talk of East and West problematic, and nations are taken for grant-

ed. Tagore’s reference to India as a people of ‘no nations’,59 in particular, 

seems to make no sense since Independence. To refer to economic and 

political inequality between nations, we used to refer to First World and 

Third World, then global North and South, finally Developed and Develop-

ing countries. But Tagore would certainly have taken issue with the most 

recent pairing, given that he warned India and the East against following 

the West into the Modern Age, with its ugliness, commercialism, greed, 

nation-worship and barbarism.60 Tagore’s political rhetoric and his projects 

directed at rural reform were radical, and he would not have given credence 

to the bland notion of ‘sustainable development’. In effect Tagore shared 

the scepticism of James Lovelock, originator of Gaia Theory, who advocates 

a ‘sustainable retreat’ both from business as usual and from sustainable 

development.61 

We can avoid some of the difficulties connected with Tagore’s own ter-

minology by adopting ‘deep ecology, deep anthropology and political theolo-

gy’ to refer to his spiritual worldview, and the ‘sustainable retreat’ which he 

taught about and practised. Deep anthropology is the most important of 

the three components. In his lectures and essays, Tagore explained repeat-

edly, in various ways, that it is by understanding ourselves that we shall be 

able to address our destructive alienation from the natural world, and this 

is crucial to the ‘deep ecology’ and ‘political theology’ parts of his message. 
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Tagore’s Deep Anthropology 

One of Tagore’s major insights about what it means to be human, and what 

makes us different from other animals, is the subject of ‘The Surplus in 

Man’ in The Religion of Man,62 which is expressed in Tagore’s typically lively 

writing style. He began by dipping into the Vedas, ancient Indian scripture, 

to pull out the observation that when man’s ‘body was raised upwards he 

found also the oblique sides and all other directions in him—he who is the 

Person, the citadel of the infinite being’.63 Tagore linked the ancient to the 

modern version of that notion by tracing the evolution of human freedoms, 

from our upright gait that freed the hands for creative activities, to having 

all-round vision ‘which is not merely information about the location of 

things but their inter-relation and their unity’.64 

Tagore observed that our evolutionary advantages were accompanied 

by losses. To have a ‘body raised upwards’ on two limbs meant losing the 

stability four-footed animals enjoy, and we have to ‘pass [our] infancy tot-

tering through perilous experiments in making progress upon insufficient 

support, by liability to sudden downfalls resulting in tragic or ludicrous 

consequences from which law-abiding quadrupeds are free’.65 The elaborate 

way Tagore described a toddler unsteady on its feet shows that this was a 

metaphor of gains coupled with penalties, which applies to other evolution-

ary stages as ‘one freedom leads to another’.66  

Tagore explored the theme of deep anthropology most thoroughly in 

‘Second Birth’ in Personality, an essay on the biological evolution of the 

human animal, which Tagore saw as having a surplus capacity or ‘abun-

dance’ whereby we can be moral, cooperative and creative, and yet are 

liable to relapse into savagery.67 Tagore set out the implications of the al-

ternative human paths in Creative Unity, in which he related the three-part 

‘story’ of humanity. In the first four essays (‘The Poet’s Religion’, ‘The Crea-

tive Ideal’, ‘The Religion of the Forest’, ‘An Indian Folk Religion’) Tagore 

described various aspects of human potential. In the next four (‘East and 

West’, ‘The Modern Age’, ‘The Spirit of Freedom’, ‘The Nation’) he set out 

aspects of the problems he saw in the modern world. In the last essay, ‘An 

Eastern University’, Tagore set out his constructive way forward. Tagore did 

not make his work on rural reconstruction the subject of his lectures 

abroad, perhaps because he did not consider it would be interesting or 

appropriate material for his urban audiences. We know that Tagore spoke 

on the subject at social functions, and had one-to-one conversations with 
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potential funders whom he met at events such as formal dinners.68 In ‘An 

Eastern University’ Tagore described how he planned to combine an Indian 

and Asian intellectual centre with a technically proficient, not-for-profit, 

peasant life: 

Our centre of culture should not only be the centre of the intellectual 

life of India, but the centre of her economic life also. It must co-

operate with the villages round it, cultivate land, breed cattle, spin 

cloths, press oil from oil-seeds; it must produce all the necessaries, 

devising the best means, using the best materials, and calling sci-

ence to its aid. Its very existence should depend upon the success of 

its industrial activities carried out on the co-operative principle, 

which will unite the teachers and students and villagers of the 

neighbourhood in a living and active bond of necessity. This will give 

us also a practical industrial training, whose motive force is not the 

greed of profit.69 

I suggested earlier that the nearest equivalents today to Tagore’s ideas on 

world change are Permaculture and Transition, with their ethics of ‘caring 

for the earth, caring for people and fair shares’, which corresponds with his 

‘deep ecology, deep anthropology and political theology’. The aims of Transi-

tion are to address Climate Change and Peak Oil,70 and relocalise the 

economy as a response to Austerity measures brought in after the 2008 

economic crisis.71 There are now thousands of Transition Initiatives in over 

40 countries. Whether focused on threats to the planet or on rebuilding 

local economies, they are all about ‘intensive relocalisation’: local food, local 

crafts, local energy, local transport. The aim is to be self-supporting, resili-

ent and diverse. 

Interestingly, although Transition is about tackling grave and urgent 

environmental and social problems, people find the experience of getting 

together really enjoyable. A study at Reading University of the failures and 

successes of Transition Initiatives internationally has shown that partici-

pants value conviviality and enjoyment equally with making progress to-

wards the goals.72 For all its success, the movement is embryonic. People 

may be put off by the negative sounding aims. Studies show that only a 
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minority (about 15%) accept the threat of Climate Change and are willing to 

make changes in their lives.73 Apathy and denial may prevent Transition 

interesting more than a concerned minority of environmentalists and so-

cialists. 

 

 

 

Tagore’s Political Theology 

‘Political theology’ is another thread running through Tagore’s five books of 

lecture texts, and applies to his understanding of how systems and bodies 

of belief influence our values and conduct, and give rise to power relations 

nationally and internationally. Power and politics feature most obviously in 

Nationalism, which is often taken as Tagore’s protest at the First World 

War, which he attributed to competition between nation states. But Ta-

gore’s protest was much wider. To take one very telling passage: 

In the West the national machinery of commerce and politics turns out 

neatly compressed bales of humanity which have their use and high market 

value; but they are bound in iron hoops, labelled and separated off with 

scientific care and precision. Obviously God made man to be human; but 

this modern product has such marvellous square-cut finish, savouring of 

gigantic manufacture, that the Creator will find it difficult to recognize it as 

a thing of spirit and a creature made in his own divine image.74 

Tagore asserted that western systems of industry and commerce, govern-

ment bureaucracy, and law and order, are dehumanising; they take moral 

responsibility, and all the joy and meaning, out of human life. Tagore antic-

ipated the demise of the Nation in the final paragraph of ‘Nationalism in the 

West’, declaring that: 

we can still cherish the hope, that, when power becomes ashamed to occu-

py its throne and is ready to make way for love, when the morning comes 

for cleansing the bloodstained steps of the Nation along the highroad of 

humanity, we shall […] make the trampled dust of the centuries blessed 

with fruitfulness.75  

It is not shame that is bringing the Nation to an end but the anti-statism of 

neoliberal capitalism and consequent weakening of state bureaucracy.76 

According to economist Wolfgang Streek, in his recent book Buying Time: 

The Delayed Crisis of Democratic Capitalism, we can no longer rely on ‘law 

and public opinion’ to impose ethical standards on the economy because 
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governments have switched constituencies, away from voters towards 

creditors: ‘from tax state to debt state’.77 

It is currently UK government policy to tackle state indebtedness by 

cutting spending on social welfare, coupled with a Localism Agenda where-

by care for those in need is devolved to a local level.78 Tagore would proba-

bly have approved of such a shift of responsibilities. In 1904, in one of his 

most admired addresses, ‘Swadeshi Samaj’ or ‘Society and State’, Tagore 

explained that the tradition in India was for rulers to wage wars and defend 

their territory, but everything else ‘from the supply of water to the supply of 

knowledge’ was provided by society operating at local community level.79 

Another aspect of the same Tagorean notion is mentioned by Moriz Winter-

nitz in an account of Tagore playing the Poet on stage in Calcutta in 1923. 

The framework for the play is a dialogue between King and Poet, and Win-

ternitz illustrates the serious point of the play as follows: 

At the very beginning, the King relates that he had fled the Council and the 

country because the treasury was empty and the ministers of various port-

folios continued to pester him. The Poet said: “That is quite all right.” The 

King (astonished): “Why?” The Poet: “If the King disappears from time to 

time, the people will get used to governing themselves.” The King: “What do 

you mean by that?” The Poet: “When the King’s treasury is empty, the peo-

ple will find their own means, and that is the deliverance of the people.”80 

Thus from a Tagorean perspective, the weakening of national and interna-

tional power and control is an opportunity for relocalisation, for taking 

responsibility for looking after ourselves and the environment directly 

through community involvement and decision making, even when the devo-

lution of responsibilities means loss of the funds we used to rely on to meet 

local needs.81 

I mentioned earlier Tagore’s warning that ‘all systems produce evil 

sooner or later, when the psychology which is at the root of them is 

wrong’.82 Another way to understand this principle is to see it in reverse. If 

the psychology is right, the systems hardly matter. In Tagore’s ‘Eastern 

University’ he hoped to integrate culture and science, intellectual life with 
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economic life, urban life with village life, all based on the co-operative prin-

ciple and without ‘the greed of profit’. The Permaculture and Transition 

movements are also based on cooperation at all levels, to support a shift 

towards local resilience and sustainability. The systems in operation in 

Tagore’s situation and now are very different. Developed nations lost their 

systems of communal landownership and subsistence farming centuries 

ago.83 It was the introduction of private ownership of land which had ru-

ined India’s rural economy,84 and yet Tagore saw no need for a change of 

property rights in land or for tenancy legislation.85  

For those following the principles adopted by Permaculture and Transi-

tion, the psychology being right means caring for the earth and for people, 

and striving for fairness and justice. For Tagore it means gladness and love: 

When we look at the world through the veil of our desires we make it small 

and narrow, and fail to perceive its full truth. Of course it is obvious that 

the world serves us and fulfils our needs, but our relation to it does not end 

there. […] We are glad that we are in it; we are attached to it with number-

less threads, which extend from this earth to the stars.86 

Civilisation must be judged and prized, not by the amount of power it has 

developed, but by how much it has evolved and given expression to […] the 

love of humanity. The first question and the last which it has to answer is, 

Whether and how far it recognises man more as a spirit than a machine?87  

For Tagore the spiritual and the practical were expressions of a Creative 

Unity: ‘To give perfect expression to the One, the Infinite, through the har-

mony of the many; to the One, the Love, through the sacrifice of self, is the 

object alike of our individual life and our society’.88 
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Maya1 
 

Lady, your tresses fly in the sun: 

strong spider webs sporting honey-dew. 

Free and boundless are your raven locks, 

but their roots are grounded in your head. 

 

Lady, your sari floats in the sun: 

gossamer fishnets you cast adrift. 

Light and shade, bright dawn and secret night,  

play seek and hide in your timeless bliss. 

 

Lady, your figure swirls in the sun: 

dervish dancing to a divine drum. 

You are also She who is implored; 

you are the world’s rhythm and heartbeat. 

 

Lady, your arms stretch to hold the sun: 

a posture of maternal embrace. 

Your every move is celebration. 

You are Maya, my playful Mother. 

 

 

 

  

                                                             
Maya: ‘illusion’ or ‘magic’, also an epithet for ‘goddess’ and the name of the 

Buddha’s mother. 
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Untitled (Figures in Sepia), Ink on paper, 25.4 x 49.5 cm.  

Accessed from: <http://indiaopines.com/wp-

content/uploads/2014/12/rabindranath-tagore-paintings-bengal.jpg> 

Disclaimer - Efforts to trace the owner of the painting were unsuccessful, 

but if they contact the editors of Gitanjali and Beyond, we would be happy 
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Ancestors 
 

Gathering like ghosts 

submerged in gloomy darkness, 

you are the ancestors 

who are the jagged bedrock 

on which I build or crumble. 

 

My world of light is shallow, 

ephemeral above 

the depths of eternity 

whose caverns you haunt. 

You are our impenetrable thread. 

 

Some names I know; 

Once some were flesh 

that I embraced,   

some were minds that connect me. 

Countless more are strangers. 

 

Younger or older, 

you are all gurujon,2  

my honoured elders, 

for you are torchbearers 

who journeyed to the jaws of fire. 

 

I bow to you all, 

singly and in ghostly gathering; 

I touch your holy feet. 

Bless this descendent 

who pines and pauses at a crossroad. 

 

 

 

  

                                                             
Gurujon:  honoured elders 
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The painting that inspired the next poem is in Rabindra Bhavana Archives 

at Visva-Bharati. You can access it here: 

<http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/r/rabindranath-tagore-poet-

and-painter/> 

Untitled (Six Seated Women), Coloured ink on paper, 25.3 x 35.7 cm, c. 

1929-30, signed Rabindra, Coll. Rabindra Bhavana.  
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Waiting 

 
We sit, 

we wait 

like shimmering birds  

on a telephone wire. 

 

Anonymous 

in our sitting 

and our waiting; 

 

sari-wrapped: 

purple, blue,  

vermilion, pink, 

billowing rows 

of eternity. 

 

Anonymous 

in our fluidity, 

in our patience, 

in our sisterhood; 

 

we sit, 

we wait 

in the evening 

like jewels in the dust. 

 

Pensive, 

we are what we know, 

universal. 

We are women. 
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A Note on  

Rabindranath Tagore the Painter 

Although Rabindranath Tagore excelled in many arts: writing, acting and 

music; and several relatives were accomplished artists; painting did not 

come easily to him and yet he felt the need to grapple with it. In 1900 he 

wrote to his friend, the scientist Jagadishchandra Bose: ‘just as a mother 

lavishes most affection on her ugliest son, so I feel secretly drawn to the 

very skill that comes to me least easily.’ 

Tagore would often doodle in his manuscripts. Often he would turn the 

words he was striking out into decorative features on the page. He de-

scribed doodling as his ‘unconscious training in drawing’. Eventually his 

playful doodles in the Purabi manuscript became more and more pro-

nounced, and attracted the attention of Victoria Ocampo. From 1928, 

when he was sixty-seven, he suddenly began to paint prolifically, and 

produced well over two thousand paintings in the final thirteen years of his 

life. With the addition of his drawings, the total oeuvre of his visual art 

numbers about three thousand. Tagore’s nephew and founder of the Ben-

gal School of Art, Abanindranath Tagore, called this outpouring a ‘volcanic 

eruption’. 

Impressed by his doodles and his paintings, Ocampo helped to organise 

Rabindranath Tagore’s first exhibition in 1930 in Paris. A number of exhi-

bitions followed in Russia, America and European countries, including 

Britain; thus making him the first Indian artist whose work was widely 

exhibited in the West. Although Western critics in the last century were 

appreciative of his art, they generally did not relate it to Tagore’s work in 

other areas such as writing and music. Indian critics like Raman Siva 

Kumar have been able to understand its place within Tagore’s oeuvre and 

within Indian art.  

In an article entitled ‘My Pictures’ (1930), Tagore said that the ‘ultimate 

purpose’ of his art was ‘to evolve a harmonious wholeness which finds its 

passage through our eyesight into imagination’. 
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1.  
 

Manipur’s king wished for heirs 

For continuity to his power 

He dreamt, he prayed, he meditated 

Until god it is said relented 

And in the middle of the celebrations was born… a girl 

  

Undaunted the king began the task 

Of bringing up a prince 

A warrior girl armed with strength and skill 

Instead of seductive grace 

She rode among the horseman and discoursed with politicians 

A boy in everything she did 

Unregretting, unaware 

  

Till a hero came to the forest kingdom 

A brief chance encounter 

Moved by his glance she wished for change 

With her father’s strength of purpose 

Till love said, “It is granted” 

And armed her in grace and seduction 

The drift of silk instead of an arrow’s power 

  

The hero was hers and her wish 

But her true nature? 

What of that? 

 

My Chitrangada is a tale 

Of life’s paradox  

Between how we live and how we wish to live 

Subject to our wishes 

Or in affirmation of our true identity? 
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2. 
The year is turning 

Evening growls at the edge of day 

Casting a long shadow over the forest 

In the glade the deer couple cower 

While the leopard slides silent through the leaves 

Another dappled shade in search of prey 

In another world the hours grow long 

And the sunlight reaches almost out to dawn 

Sun meeting sun 

While tired birds blink for night 

Young and old mingling their rays 

Till set or rise is almost forgotten 

In that coupled gold 
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3. 
A long striding form in the forest 

Panther slim, hunter hero 

Reveals his name 

And the world changes 

A seeming boy 

Shaken to the core 

By a thunderstroke called love 

Utters a wish to be boy no more 

But girl, all woman 

Would you call it weakness 

 or a new beginning 

In the light of day 

When one by one illusion’s veils fall away 

And the truth shines clear 
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4. 
Manipur’s ruler was holding court 

 Rows of nobles surrounded his golden throne 

The kingdom’s honour and pride gathered in full majesty 

When the lion doors opened and through them 

Came the drift of silk and the lilt of anklets 

A woman who glided trailing perfume 

Who are you? Demanded the ruler 

While the courtiers stirred in awe 

Chitrangada came the answer 

In a murmur held low 

You? My prince-princess? 

What game is this? 

No said the ruler you must be 

Some court dancer new come to town 

Practicing your tricks 

There was no recognition in his eyes 

Though somewhere in mind a dim dawning 

Those eyes perhaps…but not that shape 

Am I a fool? He asked aloud 

Whoever you are leave this court 

And be thankful 

That pretty head stays on its shoulders 

Father, she said, just once, in a plea 

That he did not hear 

For your audacity you are banished 

From my presence 

A twelve month sentence till you learn your place 

Chitrangada is out hunting 

Otherwise death would have been yours 

Be thankful for that grace 
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5. 
Manipur’s queen was unprepared 

For the revelation 

A woman gliding through her doors 

A beauty amongst many, 

Diamond amongst pearls 

Emerald among jade 

Beautiful she said and your name 

Chitrangada 

The same as the heir’s 

But you are all woman 

And the heir – there her voice broke 

“Mother look at me,” said the woman 

The queen met her eyes, recognised, and looked away 

Beautiful said the queen again 

And a trace of sadness brushed her voice 

For what could have been 

A child taken from her by a god’s careless gift 

Too late for that girl and for this 

She shook her head and said, “I do not know you.” 
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6. 
Love wraps her round with its veils 

The bow cast aside and the sword 

Herself forgotten, unrecognised 

All to enslave a man who left her in his dreams 

For horse and spear 

And his band of brothers 

Pale riders in the earth’s dawn 

Irony that she could once have ridden too 

 But no, that thought  

Might break the spell 
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Iona Holiday House  
 

Through a borrowed window, I look out at the sleepy harbour, 

the still summer sea, the wild-flower field,  

the ferry returning with yet more pilgrims,  

watch their slow progress up from jetty  

to abbey, to hotel, to B&B, to hostel, 

to house like this and imagine myself  

permanent here, dreaming  

of walking on empty beaches, stopping by the bar,  

pausing at Celtic Cross, at still abbey,    

at the gate to the North Shore,  

in the off season, in the quiet time before  

the rosy cheeks, the walking booted,  

the bible savvy coming in with the Cal Mac, 

followed by all the holiday folk  

laden with those Tesco jute bags,  

bucket and spade, fancy bread,  

 

I am dreaming of patterned calico in deep blue  

and a climbing red rose to frame the view.  
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An Iona Beach Walk  
 

He is tired now, I am just beginning to breathe. 

White sand turns to pebble before the break  

and I send him off collecting, put out a blanket of our coats,  

 

his pockets are soon full and he returns. 

Sitting close (sweetfeathersoftbubblegumbreathhearfullsuddenlybursts) 

he shows me with ceremony 

each pebble, shell, Iona marble. 

 

And I pull him in, look back at the sea, 

in his small hands he turns a crab claw over and over, 

leaving the pebbles, shells and green stone in perfect circle. 

 

I am like a wave coming in, 

broken, 

and he gives me back  

like sea air.  
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Rosa and the Corncrakes  
 

A wild field of elderflower 

and nesting corncrakes 

leads my eye down to the sea 

moving on the horizontal. 

Rosa’s voice finding middle place 

between the rasping crack, crack  

and the high song of the finches 

and we could spend a life here 

pressing flowers for cordial, jelly, wine, 

and watching for those migrating birds, 

for Rosa to fly high  

over all the rushing tides.   
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Sràid nan Marbh (The Street of 

the Dead) 
 

I am always,  

have always been, 

that girl who threw it down  

to be a challenge to the world.  

Now I pick it up  

whilst walking along this street of the dead 

to lay it down at the feet of the saints, 

at the base of the stone cross of Oran, of Columba  

and listening for that angels’ chorus,  

I hear instead the ewes in the neighbouring field 

and the calls of my own 

running with whoops and shrieks, a squall of my own making,   

running from me, away to the white sand  

and to the pebble-strewn shore.   
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Iona Boy  
 

You met Iona in utero,  

a slip from boat to jetty  

meant you were baptised before birth 

in Iona sea,  

blessed from the beginning, 

swimming in your mother’s waters  

before break of membrane, 

thin veil pierced,   

forever tied.    
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Hannah Lavery 
 

Hannah Lavery lives in Dunbar with her husband and their three children, 

a former Secondary English Teacher, she has been a freelance writer since 

2013 with residences with The Scottish Book Trust, The Whole Works in 

Edinburgh and Bleachingfield Centre in Dunbar. 

 

 

She has had recent commissions from Edinburgh University and Greater 

Glasgow NHS and is currently working on new play and has been awarded 

a Tom McGrath playwriting grant. 

She is Creative Director of CoastWord festival and founding member of 

Appletree Writers. 

Her play Close Speaking to the Girl Stopping was first performed at  

Spoken Word Sundays at the Edinburgh Fringe 2014 and again at The 

Waiting Room in February 2015.   

Her debut pamphlet of poetry, The Drift, has been recently published by 

Appletree Writers Press. She has had stories. poems and blogs published 

by The Scottish Book Trust, The Fat Damsel and other publications and 

has had two short plays read at the Traverse Theatre as part of Words, 

Words, Words. 
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Home 
 

Under camera-stars and gossip-trees, 

enclosed in love and love of things, 

I can rest informed and protected. 

 

The fussy bee with his golden knees 

leaves its sedum patch to dance on my hand  

telling me where the first buds are appearing. 

The dragons of the air hover emerald 

iridescence from six feet away, 

happy that the clay pool has refilled. 

The pearl fritillary tells me her family  

have moved here for the scabious and loosestrife 

now their old home is empty warehousing. 

 

Away from home the galleries are harboring art. 

Away from home the museums are embalming literature. 

Away from home a soldier walks towards us 

through a field of dead or dying flowers, 

half-buries his rifle, barrel open to the sky, 

plants it with papaver rhoeas, before  

continuing his search for the perfect rose. 

 

The blue tits inspect a bird box, 

nailed to the side of the potting shed, 

flight-path clear, a possible residence. 

We consider leaving some ground 

next to the trees for a wildflower meadow, 

maybe Hawkbit and Cuckoo Flower, 

maybe Ragged Robin and Bugle. 

Perhaps your shoes will be covered 

in yellow dust, your clothes and hair too. 

Perhaps you’ll follow the blue passionflower  

petals that trail through my door for you… 
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Coming To Dartmoor 
 

Maybe you’ll come when the hazel catkins  

wave the promise of autumn fruit, 

or  heavy frost is melted by sun   

turning meadow-grass to bright chandeliers. 

 

Maybe you’ll come when the bluebells and purple orchids 

lead to new primroses by the wood 

and hawthorn-scented air rises above the pink 

of bell-heather and western gorse. 

 

Maybe you’ll come when the pearl fritillary 

blows to the wild violets, 

or larval clover gives birth to common blue, 

opening its page-wings to green alkanet. 

 

Maybe you’ll avoid the boggy ground 

where forget-me-nots thrive beside moorland streams, 

yellow asphodel and St John’s Wort form bright towers 

and cotton-grass heads wait to fly. 

 

Maybe you’ll resist running wild with ponies, 

shouting loud from granite tors, 

circling with windless, weightless buzzards 

and be happily unknown in the wilderness. 

 

Maybe you’ll leave in a foxglove-summer, 

carrying its memory in the heart and stars, 

or when heathers’ perfume lies on the warm days drift 

and the unicorns gather to graze… 
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The End of Summer 
 

The End of Summer is seated in the subtle lounge 

of Mole’s Cottage in the Manor courtyard. 

Mole is vividly painted, hung with wind-chimes, 

which play melody to Vettriano’s Singing Butler. 

 

It is resting awhile on the blind seals at Gweek, 

freeing the bones of the elderly adventurers, 

drying the sand of the younger moat-builders 

casting long shadows in minds and hearts. 

 

The End of Summer is wandering by the slipway, 

passing the leisure boats and sky-bright sails, 

lighting the wooded slopes of  Frenchman’s Creek, 

the mud and creeping saltwater of Helford Passage. 

 

It is saying goodbye to ancient Lowland Point, 

having a last hurrah with Coverack’s child-leaping harbour, 

waiting to close the cash-cottage doors and tuck  

the village into a winter-long blanket of emptiness. 

 

The End of Summer is winding Rosenithon lanes  

to the sea, where hidden Godrevy Cove lures the season 

to crash on the water-buried Manacle Rocks, 

paving the way for Autumn’s safe arrival. 

 

It is joining us in the sea, wrapping bladderwrack   

around paddling ankles, creating juvenile waves  

and gentle songs to orchestrate the memory of days,  

the stirring of nights, the end of the summer. 
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Communing 
 

This open door leads to the moor 

where I watch the lichen colonize the earth. 

I walk my winter skin in frost, 

treading gloved mosaics of bramble grasses 

and talk to the Anglo-Saxons through mist. 

 

I scrape my fingers on midwinter air, 

peel back the centuries layers, hold close  

the rowan tree that leads me to summer. 

The snowed Galloway shows me brown on white, 

the Scotch Blackface shows me white on white. 

 

My play is the drama of the High Moor 

the scenery is the western flank, 

the applause is the Dart’s thunder. 

Flat on the kistvaen’s granite capstone 

I speak to my ancestors. They are content. 

 

There is snow dusting, there is sunlight. 

There is peat forming beneath my feet. 

The soft rush is telling me to pick my tread, 

the ley line guiding me to cob and thatch. 

The way is blue, over the gold is Cornwall. 

 

I leave my skin on the back of the door. 

In the orange light I make a magazine. 

And with your two thumbs on this page, 

your index fingers straddling the cover, 

I speak to you. I am speaking to you right now. 
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Ronnie Goodyer   
 

Ronnie Goodyer’s poetry has been widely published in magazines and 

anthologies and his solo collections include Within The Silence, Indigo 

Dreams, Lizard Reality, New Words From An Old Hat, The Way of the Dance 

and Indigo Dreams Revisited. Ronnie was invited to be on the BBC Judging 

Panel for their Off By Heart poetry competition screened on BBC2 and was 

chosen by Cornwall County Council as poetry representative for the 

‘Writing Doctor’s Surgery’ at the Cornwall Book Festival. He has won ten 

awards spanning 15 years.  

   

Ronnie runs the successful Indigo Dreams Publishing with partner Dawn. 

IDP publishes 3 magazines and around 40 collections each year, and run 

two annual competitions. The company was runner-up in the Most 

Innovative Publisher category in 2016’s Saboteur Publishing Awards. 

Ronnie and Dawn were also the first joint winners of The Ted Slade Award 

for Services to Poetry. He lives with Dawn and rescue collie Mist, in an ex-

forester’s house in rural Devon. 
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1. 

‘Trees are the earth’s endless effort to speak  

to the listening heaven.’  

 

A flight of painted storks soars over the Adyar river, 

a purple heron is poised on the bank. 

 

In the forest a Golden Oriole repeats his three note song, 

snakes slither below and golden jackals howl. 

 

In the garden, scented by basil and jasmine, 

a Hindu Shrine is surrounded by hibiscus and bougainvillea,  

We listen to bells and chanting of mantras. 

 

The ancient banyan tree symbolises this garden. 

Its vast canopy gives shade, a gathering place 

for many ideas, religions, and philosophies  

held together by powerful pillar roots. 

 

Tones from a gong draw us to a Buddhist Temple,  

near a coconut grove, overlooking a lake with water lilies. 

We follow grass paths lined by tropical trees,  

hear Tamil songs in a Church.  

 

Dazzled by white buildings with verandahs, 

we peer through latticed screens to see the shadows, 

lotus patterns cast onto the floor of a prayer hall. 

The poet composes songs in the silence. 
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2. 

‘Let my thoughts unuttered flower in thy silence’ 

 

Scots and Indian Colleges  

survey the Mediterranean 

from high above the city.                        

 

White storks fly overhead 

as we walk in this symbolic garden  

in the garrigue. Scents of lavender, 

 

thyme and rosemary. Summer songs  

of woodlarks, cicada tymbals. Conversations  

at a round stone table, under a holm oak. 

 

Ideas blossom under cypresses  

along the Philosophers' Avenue.  

Near olives we plant a Gingko tree.  

 

Tagore's words flew to find the sun, 

like migrating doves. We create 

a space for them to flourish here again.  
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3. 

 ‘As the tree its leaves, I shed  

my words on the earth' 

 

Over the gate 

a sentinel beckons into a spread of green,  

a mass of magenta roses and a beech hedge,   

words hang on clay leaves, a poem by Tagore.  

 

White-barked birch trees draw us into their shade.  

A wood-pecker swoops by and a blackbird sings  

in the yellow berried rowan. Hawthorn protects   

a willow boat sailing on a sea of juniper. 

 

Words underfoot guide you to a stone spiral,   

goldfinches feed on lavender.         

White clematis covers an open room,  

chairs are placed on mosaic carpets. 

 

Stones from France, Italy, Scotland are laid beside the pond. 

Below a stand of bamboo and a tall plume-poppy  

croaking frogs enjoy the shelter of loose-strife.  

A motionless wrapped image reflects on the water.  

 

At the kitchen door a pathway leads to a herb garden. 

Deep niches in a dense hedge hold idea-maps.  

Wild flowers surround apple trees, poetry on their leaves. 

Glow of meadowsweet on a summer night fills my eyes.1 

 

  

                                                             
1  Rabindranath Tagore visited the Theosophical Society garden in Madras 

(now Chennai) in November 1934. I was there in 1987. He worked with 
Patrick Geddes and they communicated by letter about the Scots and 

Indian Colleges in Montpellier. I placed his words in the Scots College 

and in my own garden in the Scottish Borders. 
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LesleyMay Miller 
 

LesleyMay Miller is an artist and poet. She is a member of ‘Words on 

Canvas’, a group of writers attached to the National Gallery of 

Scotland. She combines her words and visual art in ArtistBooks, 

sculpture and in soundscapes. Her poetry is published in 

anthologies and magazines. She created a sculpture garden in the 

Scottish Borders. She now draws inspiration from living by the coast 

in East Lothian.  

 

 



 



2016 | GITANJALI & BEYOND 1: 197-202 

 

 
This work is licensed under the Creative Commons | © Jaydeep Sarangi. 

http://gitanjaliandbeyond.napier.ac.uk 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Poetry by Subodh Sarkar  

TRANSLATED FROM BENGALI  

BY JAYDEEP SARANGI 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



198 | JAYDEEP SARANGI 

 

2016 | GITANJALI & BEYOND 1: 197-202 

 

 Mothers of Manipur1
 

 

Stood up my naked mother of Manipur 

We got eyes from the eyes of this mother 

Got her tongue, got the tunes – sa re ga ma 

Stood up my naked mother of Manipur. 

 

Army and Police can do whatever they wish 

Curfew on streets, Charminar burns 

No one has any word to say, they are not supposed to 

Stood up my naked mother of Manipur. 

 

Army jeep moves below the sky 

The girl tosses in the army jeep 

Crying “sare jaha se” 

She is unbuttoned in the army jeep. 

 

Even if the girl returns home 

Even if she dies under the sky 

The police erased her name 

Where does she live? In a village outside Imphal! 

 

It happens, day in and day out 

Somewhere a girl is lying abused 

Somewhere her sister is not found 

Only their scarves hang from the trees. 

 

But this July has crossed all limits. 

 

  

                                                             
Source: Subodh Sarkar, ‘Manipurer Ma’, in Shrestha Kabita (Kolkata: Dey’s 

Publishing, 2003). 
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Mothers of Manipur stood up 

Stood up the naked breast-milk- givers 

Can’t you how many veins are there in your mother’s breast 

How do you feel when you see your mother being naked? 

 

The moment Assam Rifles shut the gate 

Where I was in that mother’s womb 

From there gushed out hot Ganga  

Mothers of Manipur redefined my mother with a new name. 

Where mothers walk naked in a procession 

Commanders, what you were doing then? 

 

Do you still think your mother as sacred? 

She is burning, she is burning... 

My strongest mother is burning 

Within all mothers of Manipur. 
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 Gandhi2 

 

 

Sitting or standing? 

Will Gandhi be sitting or standing? 

 

He was made to sit, seeing seated Gandhi in night-light 

One expert said, 

‘No, this will not do, it is looking like Gandhi is sitting to defecate, 

Make him stand, give him a staff in his hand’ 

But only making him stand won’t solve the problem,  

where is he standing? 

In which place is he standing? For what is he standing? 

It is by seeing the standing posture one can understand 

Weather one is begging alms or giving alms. 

Pupul Jaykar said, 

During the Noakhali riots, Gandhi is crossing 

The bamboo bridge – capture that moment. 

 

That was captured. In Kolkata we say, ‘No faith  

until the mouth has been rinsed’ 

In Delhi they say, ‘Arreyaar, it is not enough to catch,  

one must burry after catching’ 

Rope-tied Gandhi was unloaded from the truck. 

At first near the India Gate ten people revolted threateningly,  

not here, Gandhi proceeded 

To Ranaghat 

Not even there, there was fierce debate 

From Ranaghat, from Teenmurti the truck proceeded 

Towards Yamuna. 

 

                                                             
Source: Subodh Sarkar, ‘Gandhi’, in Shrestha Kabita (Kolkata: Dey’s 

Publishing, 2003). 
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Gandhiji was standing in the mild dusk light  

on the banks of the Yamuna 

He has grown thinner 

He was muttering, ‘You’re not being able to give me  

a patch of land to stand?’ 

For once he proceeded two steps towards the left 

Three steps to the right, then knocked his staff on the ground 

Then he started walking straight along dark India,  

away from the Yamuna… 
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About the poet 

Subodh Sarkar is a Bengali poet, writer and editor, and a teacher of 

English literature at City College, Kolkata. He is a recipient of the 

prestigious Sahitya Akademi Award. Sarkar is the editor of Bhashana-

gar, a Bengali culture magazine with occasional English issues. Now he 

edits Indian Literature, New Delhi. His first book of poem was published 

in the late 1970s, and now he has 26 books to his credit – 20 of poems, 

two of translations and one travelogue on America. 
 

 

 

About the translator 

Widely anthologised and reviewed as a poet, 

critic and translator, Jaydeep Sarangi has 

worked on postcolonial literature, dalit 

studies and translation studies.  
Jaydeep Sarangi is a bilingual writer, 

academic, editor, translator, and the author 

of a number of significant publications on 

postcolonial issues, Indian writing in 

English and Australian Literature in re-

puted journals and magazines in India and abroad. He has translated 

Bengali poems/stories into English as well as edited a number of an-

thologies of translations of Bengali writings. 

His important books of English poems include From Dulung to Beas 

(2012), Silent Days (2013), A Door Somewhere? (2014) and The Wall and 

Other Poems (2015).  

 

 

   

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bengal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/City_College,_Kolkata
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sahitya_Akademi_Award


2016 | GITANJALI & BEYOND 1: 203-213 

 

 
This work is licensed under the Creative Commons | © Shawkat Hussain. 

http://gitanjaliandbeyond.napier.ac.uk 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Punishment 

by Rabindranath Tagore 

Translated by Shawkat HUSSAIN 

 

 

 

 

  



204 | SHAWKAT HUSSAIN 

 

2016 | GITANJALI & BEYOND 1: 203-213 

     hen the two brothers, Dukhiram Rui and Chidam Rui set out in the 

morning with axes in their hands to work as day labourers, their two wives 

were hurling insults and abuses at each other. But like other natural nois-

es, the neighbours had become used to this shouting. As soon as they 

heard them, they would say to one another, “There they go again”. There 

was nothing unexpected about their quarrelling every day; this was just 

their normal, undeviating behaviour. Just as nobody questions the rising of 

the sun in the east, nobody in the neighbourhood was curious about why 

the two sisters-in-law started quarrelling in the morning each day. 
There is no doubt that the discord between the two wives affected the 

two husbands much more than it did their neighbours, but even the two 

brothers did not consider it to be a serious problem. The two brothers con-

sidered domestic life as a long journey on a bullock cart, and the ceaseless 

creaking noises and jerking movements of springless wheels, only a natu-

ral, necessary part of this journey. 

In fact, on days when their home was quiet and a heavy silence hung 

over it, they were afraid that some unnatural, unforeseen danger was about 

to happen – they did not know what to expect. 

On the day when our story begins, the two brothers returned home just 

before evening, tired from their labours. The house was utterly still. 

The heat outside was stifling. In the evening there was a slight shower 

and heavy clouds still hung overhead; there was not a breath of wind in the 

air. The jungle around the house and the weeds had grown luxuriantly 

during the monsoon, and the thick, heavy smell of rotting vegetation from 

the water-logged jute fields stood like motionless walls around the house. A 

frog was croaking from the swamp behind the cowshed and the still even-

ing sky was full with the sounds of crickets. 

In the distance, the Padma, swollen with monsoon rains and overhung 

with new clouds, looked ominous. Nearby, the paddy fields were already 

flooded and the water lapped close to human habitations. The force of the 

sweeping waters had uprooted a few mango and jackfruit trees whose roots 

clawed the empty air like fingers desperately outspread to clutch something 

firm.  

On that day, Dukhiram and Chidam had gone to work on a landlord’s 

main building. The paddy on the sandbank on the other side had ripened. 

All the poor peasants were busy harvesting the rice from their own fields or 

were working in the rice-fields of other farmers before the monsoon rain 

completely inundated the sandbanks. Only the two brothers were forced by 

the landlord’s thugs to work on his house. All day they worked, trying to 

patch up the leaking roof of the drawing-room, and weaving thin shafts of 

bamboo to cover up the leaking areas. They could not come home for lunch 
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but had a few mouthfuls of rice in the landlord’s house. Several times dur-

ing the day, they got soaked in the rain; they were probably not paid for 

their labours and the abuses that were hurled at them throughout the day 

were more than what they deserved. 

When the two brothers returned home in the evening, walking through 

mud and water, they saw Chandara, the wife of the younger brother, quiet-

ly lying down on the floor on the aanchal of her own sari. She had cried all 

afternoon, and towards evening had stopped and become still. 

Radha, the wife of the older brother, was sitting on the threshold with a 

scowl on her face. Her one-and-a-half-year-old son was crying nearby. 

When the two entered, they saw a naked baby sleeping on its back in the 

courtyard. 

Dukhiram was famished; as soon as he entered the courtyard he said, 

“Give me rice.” 

The elder wife exploded like a keg of gunpowder lit by a flame. In a 

voice that reached the heavens, she shouted, “There is no rice! Where is the 

rice that I will cook for you? Did you bring any rice? Do I have to go out 

and earn money myself?” 

Entering the dark, pleasureless room, with hunger gnawing inside his 

stomach, and after a day of hard labour and humiliation, the harsh words 

of his wife, particularly the ugly insinuation of her last remark, seemed 

unbearable to Dukhiram. Like an angry tiger, he roared, “What did you 

say?” And unthinkingly he picked up his axe and brought it down upon his 

wife’s head. Radha fell down near Chandara’s lap and died almost instan-

taneously. 

Chandara, her sari spattered with blood, screamed, “My God, what 

have you done?” Chidam held his hand over her mouth. Dumbfounded, 

Dukhiram dropped the axe and sat down on the floor holding his face in 

his hands. The sleeping child woke up and began to cry hysterically. 

Outside, it was very peaceful. The shepherds were returning home with 

their herds. The peasants who had gone to the sandbank on the other side 

to harvest the newly-ripened paddy, were returning home in groups of 

seven or eight, sitting in small boats with sheaves of paddy on their heads 

as payment for their labour. 

Ramlochon from the Chatterjee household was calmly smoking a hook-

ah after having mailed a letter at the village post office. He suddenly re-

membered that Dukhi, his tenant, owed him a lot of back rent. He had 

promised to pay a part of it today. Having decided that Dukhi must have 

returned home now, Ramlochon threw his shawl over his shoulder, picked 

up his umbrella, and walked outside. 

As soon as he entered the house of the brothers, a shiver ran down his 

spine. The lamp had not been lit, and in the dark a few shadowy figures 
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could be seen sitting huddled on the threshold. A muffled cry could be 

heard, “Ma, Ma.” And the more the child cried, the harder Chidam pressed 

his hand over his mouth. 

Ramlochon a little frightened by the scene, inquired, “Dukhi, are you 

there?” 

Dukhi, who was sitting motionless like a statue, suddenly burst out 

crying like a child when he heard his name being called. 

Chidam quickly stepped into the courtyard to meet Ramlochon, who 

asked, “I suppose the women are taking a break from their quarrelling. I 

heard them shouting all day today.” 

Chidam had been completely stunned and unable to think anything; 

many improbable explanations had risen up in his mind. For the time 

being he had resolved to get rid of the body when the night deepened, but 

he was not prepared for Ramlochon’s sudden arrival. He had no ready 

answer and he blurted out, “Yes, they had a terrible fight today.” 

Ramlochon started walking towards the door and asked, “But why is 

Dukhi crying?” 

Chidam felt that there was no way out and suddenly said, “The young-

er one has hit the older one on the head with an axe.” 

It is often easy to forget that future danger can be even greater than the 

one at present. Chidam’s immediate thought was to protect himself from 

the terrible truth of the moment; he was hardly conscious that lying about 

the truth could be even more dangerous. When he heard Ramlochon’s 

question, an immediate response came to his mind, and he blurted it out 

without thinking. 

Ramlochon was taken aback: “What! What do you say? Not dead, is 

she?” 

Chidam said, “She is dead,” and fell down at Ramlochon’s feet, his 

arms around the latter’s legs. 

Ramlochon could not escape from this situation. He thought, “God, oh 

God, what a situation I have put myself in. I am finished if I have to be a 

witness in the court.” Chidam just would not let go of his legs, “Tell me, 

please, how can I save my wife now?” 

When it came to giving advice on legal matters, Ramlochon was known 

to be “Prime Minister” of the village. He thought a little and said, “Listen 

there is a way out. Rush to the Police Station now and report to them that 

your brother Dukhi, on returning home from work, had asked for rice and 

when he found that rice was not ready, hit his wife on the head with his 

axe. I am positive that if you say this, your wife will be saved.” 

Chidam’s throat became dry. He said, “If I lose my wife, I can always 

get another one, but if my brother hangs I cannot get another brother.” But 

he had not thought of this when he put the blame on his wife earlier. He 
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had said something in the confusion of the moment and now his mind was 

unconsciously marshalling arguments in its own defense.  

Ramlochon found his words reasonable. He said, “Then just report 

what happened. It is impossible to defend all sides.” 

Ramlochon left immediately afterwards and soon the rumour spread in 

the whole village that Chandara, in a fit of anger, had brought down an axe 

upon her elder sister-in-law’s head and killed her. 

Like a gush of water from a burst dam, a contingent of policemen de-

scended upon the village. Both the innocent as well as the guilty became 

terribly anxious. 

 

 

 Part Two 
Chidam thought that he must proceed along the path he had already cho-

sen for himself. He had himself given Ramlochon an account of what hap-

pened and the entire village now knew about it. He just did not know what 

would happen if he now broadcast a different story. He thought he might 

still be able to save his wife if he held on to his earlier version and gar-

nished it with some additional information. 

Chidam requested his wife Chandara to take the blame for sister-in-

law’s death. Chandara was thunderstruck! Chidam reassured her by say-

ing, “Do as I say – there is no fear. We will save you.” It is true that he 

reassured her, but his own throat became dry and his face pale. 

Chandara was no more than seventeen or eighteen. Her face was soft 

and round, her stature not very tall. There was such a lilt in her petite, 

lithe limbs that every movement seemed fluid and rhythmic. Like a newly-

built boat, small and graceful, she moved with unhampered ease and 

speed. She was curious about everything in the world and had a sense of 

humour. She loved visiting her neighbours for a chat; on her way to the 

bathing ghat, she took in all that was worth noticing with her restless, 

bright, black eyes by parting slightly the aanchal, end of her sari with two 

fingers. 

Her elder sister-in-law was just her opposite: clumsy, lackadaisical and 

disorderly. She could hardly control the aanchal of her sari covering her 

head, or the baby in her lap, or finish her various household chores in 

time. She never seemed to find any leisure even when there was no work to 

be done. Her younger sister-in-law would not say much. She spoke in a 

mild voice but her words stung sharply, and the elder wife would erupt 

immediately in hysterical shouts and screams that would arouse the whole 

neighbourhood. 
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There was an astonishing similarity between the husbands and the 

wives in this household. Dukhiram was a large man with big bones and a 

thick nose. He looked at the world with eyes that did not seem to compre-

hend anything; yet he never questioned what he saw. Harmless yet terrify-

ing, strong yet helpless, Dukhiram was indeed a rare specimen of humani-

ty. 

Chidam, on the other hand, seemed like a person lovingly carved out of 

a shining, black stone, free from the slightest excess and not a dimple 

anywhere. Every limb radiated strength and shone with a rare fullness. 

Whether he jumped from the high bank of a river, or punted a boat with his 

pole, or climbed a bamboo pole to cut a thin shoot, every action expressed 

an economy of movement and a natural grace. His long black hair, oiled 

and carefully combed, rippled onto his shoulders: it was obvious that he 

took good care of his looks and clothes.  

Chidam did not cast indifferent glances at other pretty village belles. He 

wanted to look handsome in their eyes, yet there is no doubt that he had a 

special love for his young wife. They quarrelled and they made up, but they 

completely vanquished one another. But there was another reason why 

their bond was so strong. Chidam thought that a bright, restless woman 

like Chandara could never be fully trusted; and Chandara thought that her 

husband whose gaze fell everywhere must be tied down firmly or he would 

slip through her fingers. 

For some time before the present tragedy occurred, there had been a 

trouble between the two. Chandara noticed that her husband would say 

that he was going away to work and would not come home for a few days; 

and then when he returned, he had no money with him. She became sus-

picious and began to behave a little irresponsibly herself. She frequented 

the ghat, toured the neighbouring houses and came back with elaborate 

stories of Kashi Majumder’s second son. 

Chidam’s days and nights seemed to have become poisoned. There was 

no peace at work. One day, when his sister-in-law walked into his room, he 

rebuked her sharply, and she, gesticulating with her hands, addressed her 

dead and absent father: “This girl outstrips a storm. I must restrain her or 

she will do something disastrous.” 

Chandara slipped in from her own hut and said quietly, “Sister, what 

are you so scared about?” That was it – and the two sisters-in-law immedi-

ately began to fight. 

Chidam’s eyes blazed as he said, “I will break every bone in your body 

if I hear that you have been to the ghat again.” 

Chandara said, “Oh, that would be great!” And she immediately got 

ready to go out again. 
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Chidam jumped at her, grabbed her hair and pulled her into the room. 

Then he shut the door from the outside. 

When he returned from work in the evening, he found the door ajar 

and nobody in. Chandara had walked across five villages and appeared at 

her uncle’s house. 

Chidam brought her back from her uncle’s house after much persua-

sion, but he finally accepted defeat. He realised that it was impossible to 

fully possess this small wife of his, just as it was impossible to hold a drop 

of mercury within his fist. She slipped through all his ten fingers. 

He did not try to use force again, but passed his days in great misery. 

His ever-anxious love for his restless young wife gradually turned into an 

ache. Sometimes he even thought that he could only regain peace of mind if 

she was dead. Men’s envy of other men is greater that their fear of death. 

And then the tragedy struck the family. 

When her husband asked her to accept the responsibility for the mur-

der, Chandara stared at him in dumbfounded shock; her two black eyes 

burned through her husband like black fire. Her entire body and soul be-

gan to shrink as she sought to escape from the clutches of her monster-

husband. Every fibre of her being rose in rebellion against him. 

Chidam reassured her. “You have nothing to fear,” he said. He started 

to coach her, repeatedly telling her what to tell the police and the magis-

trate. Like a wooden statue, Chandara sat still, not listening to his long-

winded words.  

Dukhi depended on Chidam for almost everything. When Chidam told 

him to place the blame on Chandara, Dukhi said, “But what will happen to 

her?” 

Chidam replied, “I will save her.” Dukhiram was reassured. 

 

 

 

 Part Three 
Chidam had taught his wife to say that her sister-in-law was trying to kill 

her with a kitchen-knife, and she was trying to protect herself with an axe 

when it accidentally struck her sister-in-law in the head. The original idea 

was Ramlochon’s. He had taught Chidam to garnish his story and be ready 

to produce necessary evidence. 
Soon the police began its investigation. All the villagers had become 

convinced that it was Chandara who murdered her sister-in-law. The wit-

nesses also provided testimony to prove this. When the police interrogated 

her, Chandara said, “Yes, I have committed the murder.” 
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“Why did you kill her?” 

“I couldn’t stand her.” 

“Was there a quarrel?” 

“No.” 

“Did she try to kill you first?” 

“No.” 

“Did she treat you badly?” 

“No.” 

Everybody was surprised at these answers. Chidam became extremely 

anxious. He cried out, “She is not telling the truth. Her elder sister-in-law 

first …” The police inspector stopped him from speaking further. Repeated 

interrogation yielded the same answer from Chandara. Nothing could force 

Chandara to admit that her sister-in-law had attacked her first. 

Her stubbornness was remarkable; she seemed determined to get her-

self hanged. Nobody could save her from that. What an immense sulk was 

this! In her own mind she was telling her husband: “I am leaving you and 

embracing the scaffold with all my youthful ardour. My final bond in this 

world is with the gallows.” 

Chandara, an innocent, ordinary, lively, curious village wife, now 

bound up as a prisoner, took permanent leave of her own home as she 

walked along the eternally familiar village path, through the village market, 

along the ghat, in front of the house of the Majumdars, beside the post 

office and the school building and in front of the gaze of so many familiar 

people. A group of small boys trailed her and women from the village – 

some of whom were her childhood companions – looked at her through 

their parted veils, from behind doors, and the cover of trees. As Chandara 

walked away, escorted by the police, they looked upon her with hatred and 

shame; they stared at her with something akin to fear. 

Chandara admitted guilt before the Deputy Magistrate as well. And it 

also not stated that her sister-in-law had attacked her at the time of mur-

der. 

But when Chidam took the witness stand that day, he broke into tears 

and with his hands joined together in a gesture of pleading, he cried, “My 

wife has done nothing wrong.” The lawyer admonished him, told him to 

control himself, and began to question him. Gradually, the truth began to 

emerge. 

But the lawyer did not believe him because the principal witness, Ram-

lochon said: “I arrived at the place of occurrence soon after the incident. 

Witness Chidam admitted everything to me. He held on to my legs and 

begged me, ‘Please tell me, how can I save my wife?’ I gave him no advice, 

good or bad. Then the witness asked me, ‘If I say that my brother hit his 

wife in a fit of anger when he found that the rice was not ready, will that 
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save my wife?’ I said, “Be careful, you scoundrel. You cannot utter a single 

lie before the Court – there is no crime greater than that!” And he went on. 

At first, Ramlochon had made up a number of stories in defense of 

Chandara, but when he realized that Chandara herself had become quite 

adamant, he thought, “Oh my God, I don’t want to be held guilty for giving 

false witness. I might as well reveal all that I know.” And he narrated all 

that he thought he knew; in fact, he added in a few decorative touches of 

his own.  

The Deputy Magistrate issued his summons. In the meantime the vari-

ous activities of the world went on as usual: people laughed and cried, 

cultivated their crops and went to the market. And as in previous years, the 

incessant Sraban rain poured down on new shoots of rice.  

The police appeared in the Court with the accused and other witnesses. 

In front of the Munsif Court, groups of people hung around, waiting for 

their own cases to come up. A lawyer from Calcutta had come to argue a 

case involving the division of a piece of swamp land behind somebody’s 

kitchen, and thirty-nine witnesses for the plaintiff were present in the 

Court. Hundreds were awaiting the settlement of hair-splitting divisions of 

paternal property, and nothing seemed more important. Chidam looked at 

this busy, everyday Court scene in a daze – everything seemed to him to be 

happening in a dream. From the huge banyan tree in the compound, a 

cuckoo could be heard; there was no Court of Law for the birds. 

When Chandara stood before the judge, she said, “Your Honour, how 

many times do I have to say the same thing again and again?” 

The Judge explained to her, “Do you know what punishment you will 

receive if you admit to the charge of murder?” 

Chandara said, “No.” 

The judge said, “You will be hanged.” 

Chandara said, “Your Honour, I beg you, please do that. Do anything 

you want. I can’t bear it anymore.” 

When Chidam was brought in the courtroom, Chandara looked away. 

The judge said, “Look at the witness. Tell me, how are you related to him?” 

Chandara hid her face in the palms of her hands and said, “He is my 

husband.” 

Question: Does he love you? 

Answer: Yes, very much. 

Question: Do you love him? 

Answer: I love him very much. 

When Chidam was interrogated, he said, “I have committed the mur-

der.” 

Question: Why? 

Chidam: I had asked for some rice and it wasn’t ready. 
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When Dukhiram was called into the witness stand, he fainted. When 

he recovered, he said, “Your Honour, I have committed the murder.” 

“Why?” 

“She didn’t give me rice when I asked for it.” 

After lengthy interrogation and after listening to the depositions of sev-

eral witnesses, it was clear to the judge that the confession of the two 

brothers was an attempt to protect the woman from the shame of hanging. 

But Chandara stuck to the same story from the beginning to the end. There 

was not the slightest deviation in what she said. Two lawyers, on their own 

initiative, tried very hard to save her from getting capital punishment, but 

in the end they had to admit defeat. 

On her wedding night, when the small, dark girl with a round face left 

her dolls behind in her father’s house to go to the house of her new father-

in-law, could anyone have imagined that a day like this would come to 

pass! When her father died, he at least had the comfort of knowing that his 

daughter was in good hands. 

Just before the hanging, the kind-hearted Civil Surgeon asked Chanda-

ra, “Do you want to see anybody?” 

Chandara said, “I want to see my mother once.” 

The doctor said, “Your husband wants to see you. Shall I call him?” 

“Ah Death!” she said, and said no more. 
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Extracts  

from Plays by Tagore  

Nigel PLANER 
 

In order to capture the scope of the plays and to suggest their 

spiritual, or at least, philosophical implications, I felt it was 

important to employ some kind of heightened language form, one 

that could be both poetic and vernacular at the same time.  For 

these reasons I have chosen to write in iambic pentameters. The 

iambic pentameter is a marvellous device which allows for both lofty 

abstraction and profane directness. It has the extra advantage of 

forcing the writer to be succinct and inventive.   There is much 

pleasure to be had, listening to modern day speech in iambics.  

I feel that what made Tagore great, and worthy of revival now, 

was his understanding of human complexity. His plays, novels and 

stories invariably contain complex, contradictory, three-dimensional 

characters; - a compromised, yet idealistic rebel leader (The Home 

and the World), a ruler who has to put her own spiritual 

enlightenment on hold in order to rule (The King and the Queen), a 

sincere lover who becomes aware of the unworthiness of the object of 

her affections (Red Oleander).  
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Extract in iambic pentameters  

from Natir Puja 
(an improvisation from Marjorie Sykes translation, 1950) 

 

 

An old Buddhist legend is retold by Tagore to investigate the 

personal conflict between individual devotion, enlightenment and 

duty to society.  Lokesvari, the queen to Raja Bimbasana. 

Bimbasana was the Buddha’s patron and convert and has given up 

his kingdom to his son Ajasatra, and now lives as a devotee of the 

Buddha. 

Lokesvari is conflicted because she clings to the old ways and 

duties of her Kshatriya caste. She becomes disenchanted when her 

younger son also renounces his worldly position to become a 

Buddhist monk. 

In this scene she talks with her servant girl Mallika. They have 

just paid a visit to the younger son… 

 

Mallika = MAL; Lokesvari = LOK; 

 

MAL; You got to see your son, Maharani, so why this rage? 

 

LOK; My son? My son? That shell was not my son,  

That carapace with his face stuck on it 

Was hardly him. I’d rather he were dead! 

 

MAL; Oh shush, my queen! What low state are you in  

To say things any mother would regret? 

 

LOK; But did you see how when we talked just now  

He looked at me with the stultified blank gaze 

That only religious zealots and addicts have? 

There was no recognition; as if I’d been erased. 

He looked right through me! I am his mother! 

Is there nothing he remembers from his childhood?  

No glimmer of the dependency we shared, 
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Bound together as one entity, enshrined 

In mutual adoration for each other? 

There was no evidence of my sweet boy there.  

And this is more than a mother can bear. 

He’s gone from me, so might as well be dead. 

 

MAL; But most men do forget about all that  

As soon as some excitement comes along. 

It might be war, young girls or some religion 

That scoops them up into a fierce obsession,  

So they ignore what went before, as if 

It played no part in how they came to be. 

 

LOK; My son is not most men. He is a prince.  

He has responsibility towards a line. 

He has a duty to protect his people.  

Where he comes from is important if  

He is to rule with credibility. 

He can’t just throw that in, and join a sect! 

 

MAL; But if he gains the enlightenment he’s after,  

Won’t that make him somehow better? 

More fit to rule? To make decisions 

With compassion and, dare I say it, wisdom? 

 

LOK; Ha! The only knowledge he’ll be getting  

Is how to kowtow to his spiritual Master!  

Some charlatan, who thinks it’s good to starve 

And spend your days in vain self-contemplation,  

Considering the ways to divert power 

From its rightful place – inside our family –  

To some extremist bunch of holy crooks. 

 

MAL; Well, I thought when I saw him, he looked happy.  

As if he’d had the lights turned on inside. 

And being with him was actually uplifting.  

It was as if…. 

 

LOK;  …. Oh no, not you too!  

This claptrap’s so contagious.  

Can’t you see? It’s bullshit! 
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Listen, if there was any light inside him, 

It was me who put it there! My mother’s love!  

My milk! My life! My flame given all to him. 

A reflection of the energy I gave him.  

Shame on him! To claim he is reborn!  

To deny the pain of bringing him to life 

To dump the struggle we went through together.  

His actual birth was not some airy poem, 

But fleshy, torn and soiled with real blood.  

And now he dares to think this new fixation  

Is anything to do with giving birth? 

You’re right, Mallika, this is a man’s religion; 

This cult where decent women are abandoned 

By sons who are not sons and worthless husbands  

Who abscond from their daily tasks and rituals 

To wander round in falsely tattered robes  

Making out they’re mendicants and hermits, 

Crying “Alms!” and “Bless you!” and even “Peace be with you!”  

As if they knew the meaning of existence, 

As if they’ve somehow cracked that golden egg. 

But at the end of the day, they all come home for supper  

Don’t they? Expecting to be fed! 

And who is it that feeds them? We do, like fools! 

Well, no more Mallika, I tell you! 

It’s a treacherous enemy, this man’s religion,  

It’s taken my son, and I wish them all dead. 
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Extract in iambic pentameters  

from Dak Ghar 
(an improvisation from the translations of Debrata Mukherjee, 

1914, Marjorie Sykes, 1950, and Ananda Lal, 1987) 

 

 

Amal, a young boy, has been adopted by Madhav after his parents 

died. In this scene, Amal is ill, perhaps dying, and Madhav consults 

a Doctor. Later Gaffer appears. 

 

 

Madhav = MAD; Doctor = DOC; Gaffer = GAF; 

 
MAD; D’you know, before I took this refugee boy in,  

The only thing I cared about was work. 

I never questioned why I felt compelled 

To work late every night and most weekends,  

To push for tougher jobs and higher pay, 

To shove all competition out the way. 

And for what? Some superannuated pension?  

My wife and I had plenty in the pot, 

Our property portfolios were full, 

Our homes were decked with furniture we got  

While on some cruise or fancy trip. 

The food we ate, the company we kept  

Were seen by us as things we could control.  

And yet, there was no purpose to our lives.  

My wife was for adoption, I had doubts.  

The idea of investing all ones hopes 

Into some child who’s not even your own, 

Seemed mad to me. But now this refugee boy  

Has blown that selfish theory into air! 

He’s the only goddam thing for which I care!  

And just to think of him in pain, or even  

Dying; it’s almost more than I can bear. 

So Doctor tell me, now you’ve looked him over  

Is he alright? Or is there something sinister? 
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DOC; Well firstly, his resistances are weak.  

His auto-immune system is badly shot. 

 

 

MAD; Yes, yes, auto-immune’s the usual suspect.  

So what would you suggest, a supplement? 

 

DOC; Well, slightly more than that, the boy needs rest  

And proper medication and some quiet. 

He went through quite a lot before he got here… 

 

MAD; I know all that! Presumably you mean 

That he should take some high-grade pharmaceutical,  

No doubt designed to make a healthy profit 

For overpaid execs in Switzerland. 

Do we have to take that route? Why don’t we try  

Some alternatives? I’ve heard that seaweed’s good.  

Or that if you get the perfect combination 

Of vitamins, the body heals itself. 

 

DOC; I can only tell you things the way I see them.  

If you want a Herbalist, then be my guest. 

I’m sure there’re those who’ll happily take your money 

And give you the advice you want to hear.  

But I’m thinking of the boy… 

 

MAD;   ….Yes, he’s what matters 

 

DOC; And he really ought to be confined to bed.  

And given drugs, yes, ones that have been tested  

And found to be effective in his case. 

I’m sorry if my advice disappoints you, 

But that’s my diagnosis, so Good Day. 

 

MAD; No, wait! So; keep him in a darkened room  

Is what you’re saying. Give him powerful drugs.  

Prevent him getting over stimulated. 

Don’t let him go outside to run and play. 

 

DOC; Well, not quite yet. The air’s too damp at night,  

By day the sun’s too hot, the rain’s too cold, 
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The sticky dust would compromise his lungs 

And the last thing that you want’s an asthma attack.  

No. Inactivity, that is the cure. 

And two of these, three times a day. Goodbye. 

 

DOC gives MAD a bottle of pills and leaves. 

 

MAD; Thank you. Goodbye. I’ll call you if I need you.  

Oh God, I don’t know how to cope with feelings. 

I wasn’t built to care for someone else,  

My wife did that…. 

 

GAF enters 

 

GAF;   

          ….Hello son, how’s it going? 

 

MAD; Oh no, it’s you. What is it now, old man? 

 

GAF; That’s not very nice. I’ve come to see my grandson,  

Is he better? Would he like to play? 

 

MAD; Firstly, he’s not actually your grandson,  

He’s just a boy I happen to have saved. 

And secondly, you’ll just get him excited  

With your juvenile and hyper-active games. 

Why can’t you understand how much he’s been through  

And give him space to process what he’s seen? 

 

GAF; Hmm. That doesn’t sound much fun. Have you tried asking 

What he feels like doing now he’s here? 

 

MAD; Look, the Doctor said just now he can’t go outside.  

He has to have complete and utter rest. 

He has to concentrate on getting better, 

 

GAF; By lying in a bedroom doing nothing?  

Just staring at the ceiling getting bored? 

 

MAD; If that’s what it would take to make him normal,  

Then, yes. The sun’s too hot, the rain’s too cold, 
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And God knows what the sticky dust might do!  

Then, when he’s well, perhaps a course of therapy  

Would help to smooth away his troubled past. 

 

GAF; Oh no! Poor kid! I’ll tell you what I’m thinking;  

I’ll come back with some playing cards and crayons,  

Toy soldiers and a sticker book or two. 

He might as well enjoy it if he’s housebound. 

I’m sure I’ll find some happier things to do. 

 

MAD; You don’t get it, do you? The boy is fragile!  

It’s touch and go for him at every step. 

I can’t be doing with your interference. 

Just let me handle this! It’s best you go. 

 

GAF; Yeah, right. I’m leaving now, but I’m returning; 

I think a bit of love is what’s required. 

As a business man, you won’t know how to do that, 

So think of me as an employee you’ve hired. 

 

MAD; Dad! Please! Just leave!.... 

 

GAF;   …. Alright, I’m going.  

But see you when I get back from the shops. 

I think I’ll also get a Woopee cushion, 

And put it on your chair to make him laugh.  

If this is it, he might as well go singing, 

Not frightened by the fast approaching dark.  
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2
0
1
6

 H
a
u
: Jo

u
rn

al o
f T

ag
o
re an

d
 B

ey
o
n
d

 1
 (1

): 1
0

 - 6
9

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Gitanjali & Beyond 
Issue 1, Vol. 1 (2016): Tagore & Spirituality  
http://dx.doi.org/10.14297/gnb.1.1 
http://gitanjaliandbeyond.napier.ac.uk 

 

Section III: 
Art 

http://dx.doi.org/10.14297/gnb.1.1.135-154
http://gitanjaliandbeyond.napier.ac.uk/


 



 
 

   

 

  

 

 

 

 
  

LesleyMay Miller is an artist and poet. She is a member of 
‘Words on Canvas’, a group of writers attached to the National 

Gallery of Scotland. She combines her words and visual art in 
ArtistBooks, sculpture and in soundscapes. Her poetry is 

published in anthologies and magazines. She created a 

sculpture garden in the Scottish Borders. She now draws 
inspiration from living by the coast in East Lothian.  

http://www.lesleymaymiller.co.uk/ 
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Rebeca Gómez Triana is an artist  working with 

different media as a sculpture, painting, photography 

video and installation. 

She was a ICCR Scholar at Visva Bharati University 

(2012-2014) with a First Class in MFA (Painting). 

www.reb77.tumblr.com 
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Artist’s Statement 

Reading Rain, by Rebeca Gómez Triana 

Video Loop / 5:47 minutes 

A way of reflection and observation, 

How long will we hold on to the beauty of the rain forming a painting? 

Two spaces are present here, the interior the exterior. 

Like a universal feeling: 

The rain. 
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Monsoon afternoon, alone with my moods from the 

lateral window of my room, 

Rain again, rain again 

Monsoon afternoon, with you and my moods. 

(15:14 pm - Shyambati, Santiniketan, West Bengal. 20 September 2013) 

Note: The video on top of this page can be played with Adobe Reader or Adobe Acrobat. Alternatively, view the 
HTML version of this article. 
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Samit Das (born 1970 in Jamshedpur)specializes in painting, 
photography, interactive art works and artist’s books, creating 

multi-sensory environments through art and architectural 
installations. He studied Fine Arts at Kala Bhavan, 

Santiniketan, and took part in a post experience program at 
Camberwell College of Arts, London, through a British Council 

Scholarship (CWIT). In 2011 he received a BRIC scholarship to 
visit Italy. 

Samit has held several solo shows in London, Singapore, New 

Delhi, Kolkata and Mumbai. He has documented the Tagore 
House Museum in Kolkata (1999-2001). His show on Tagore’s 

architecture, entitled The Idea of Space and Rabindranath 
Tagore has been shown at various venues, such as Lalit Kala 

Academy (New Delhi), India International Centre (New Delhi), 
Victoria Memorial Hall (Kolkata), Alliance Francaise  (Dhaka) 

and Freies Museum Berlin. He also took part in an installation 

project at Mumbai International Airport Curated by Rajiv Sethi 
(AHF New Delhi). 

His research, which includes archiving and documentation, is 
an integrated part of his art practice. Samit’s research on 

Santiniketan’s architecture began during his MFA Studies. His 
book Architecture of Santiniketan: Tagore’s concepts of space 

has been published with Niogy Books (Delhi). A further book of 

his is Hotel New Bengal, published by Onestar Press (France). 
He is presently working on books projects, entitled Resonance 
of Swami Vivekananda; Art Of Nandalal Bose; and A visual 
Anthology of Rabindranath Tagore.  
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Artist’s Statement 
 

The series of works ‘Samit Das, Journey in Time & Space: Visual Archives of Rabindranath Tagore’ are part of a more recent 
shift in art practice that adopts an indexical inflected mode of communication. My commitment to his-tory is uniquely 

nourished by light and stone, mud and memory, drawn from an ‘archive’ that lies as much in landscape as it emerges from the 

recesses of a cupboard. ‘In Search Of Frozen Music’ is an exploration, a play with the residual remains of Rabindranath 

Tagore’s experiments in art and education that manifested in the constructed form and inhabited space of Santiniketan, 

originally christened the Brahmacharya Ashram and later known as the Visva Bharati. It is, variously, a study of the 

relationship between built space and cultural production, about an aesthetics of ‘doing’ that arose in Jorasanko in the late 

19th Century and gradually unfolded in the early decades of the 20th Century, and a reflection on the state of art and 

education. My art reads the architecture of Santiniketan as a provocative text that forces us to rethink and re-imagine the 

nation and the place of art in it. Architecture, and a lived history shared by a pioneering group of artists, architects, writers 

and critics, becomes the grounds on which to negotiate the politics of identity and our place in a community that debates it 

through art. This aspect of the Bengal School movement stems from an enduring academic interest in the figure of Tagore and 
his philosophy, an artistic engagement with architecture and the anatomy of inhabited spaces, one that is reflected in his 

practice for the last decade and more, and their intimately entangled existence at the site of the Visva Bharati University. 
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David Williams is an Edinburgh-based visual artist whose 
work has been widely exhibited and published. Reader in 
Photography at Edinburgh College of Art, he is the recipient 
of a number of awards including the BBC Television 150 
Years of Photography Prize. In the context of his interest in 
non-duality, over recent years he has undertaken a number 
of projects in Japan. 

www.davidwilliamsphotographer.com 

This work is licensed  under the Creative Commons 
©  David Williams 
 http://gitanjaliandbeyond.napier.ac.uk  
Gitanjali & Beyond, Vol. I, Issue I, pp. 247-274

http://dx.doi.org/10.14297/gnb.1.1.247-274 

http://www.davidwilliamsphotographer.com/




2016 | GITANJALI & BEYOND 1: 247-274 

Artist’s Statement 
‘… the world in its essence is a reconciliation of opposing forces.’ 

Rabindranath Tagore 

Although familiar with a range of texts in the field of Eastern spirituality and philosophy, prior to compiling this submission 
I had not read anything by Rabindranath Tagore. For some years now my visual arts practice has been concerned with that 
most ineffable of notions – non-duality. In this context I have encountered a variety of deeply inspiring writings which had a 
significant impact on the content and form of my output. 

Reading Tagore for the first time amounted to sheer delight on my part. I concentrated mainly on Sadhana – The Re-
alisation of Life and found strong resonances with the ideas underpinning my practice. Informative, intensely lyrical and 
impressively ‘user friendly’ on complex topics, the text persuaded me to revisit a body of work I completed in 2000 - Still-
ness and Occurrence. 

I think the coupling of apposite quotes from Tagore with the photographic images illuminates the context of my origi-
nal project and indeed affords it a new, expanded lease of life. I found the process both exhilarating and humbling in equal 
measure. 

I have also submitted a related, single-piece project completed very recently. Again the work is paired with Tagore’s 
words and takes the form of a ‘concrete poem’. 

Tagore’s writing clearly evidences the workings of a mind capable of combining established religious thinking with 
developments in philosophy, science, the arts and beyond. In this respect, many of his pronouncements have proved re-
markably prescient and highly relevant to modern day culture. 

As a contemporary artist interested in non-duality I owe an enormous debt to the likes of Tagore and feel privileged to 
have been exposed to his work. 

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons | © David Williams 
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All quotes are from Sadhana - The Realisation of Life by Rabindranath Tagore 
Macmillan New York 2015 
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Book Review 
 

The Other Side  

of Tagore 

Review of Rabindranath Tagore: 
Das Gemalte Werk, by Ursula 

Bickelmann (Heidelberg: 

Draupadi, 2016). 

Elizaveta Ilves, Heidelberg  
University 

 

 

  

     t is not an easy to task to write about a personality as well-known and 

complex as Rabindranath Tagore, and it becomes all the more difficult 

nowadays, when tremendous numbers of works about him have been writ-

ten, numerous projects dedicated to Tagore have been accomplished and 

entire research centers that focus on Tagore Studies have been established. 

In her new book, Rabindranath Tagore: Das Gemalte Werk, Ursula Bickel-

mann gives us a wonderful example of how one can master this challenge.  

As can be seen straight away, Rabindranath Tagore: Das Gemalte 

Werk is the result of extensive and thorough research. Although the book is 

not very large in size, it has an impressive bibliography, which can be of 

interest even for an experienced researcher of Tagore’s life and oeuvre.  

Bickelmann’s book is divided into six main chapters: ‘Idee der Frei-

heit’ (Idea of Freedom), ‘Ein Universum fuer sich’ (A Universe for Itself), ‘In 

Paris, Berlin und bei Romain Rolland’ (In Paris, Berlin and by Romain 

Rolland), ‘Die Kunst der Zeichnung’ (The Art of Drawing), ‘Figurenzeich-

nung oder Tagore versus August Rodin’ (Drawing of Figures, or Tagore 

http://dx.doi.org/10.14297/gnb.1.1.277-279
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versus August Rodin) and ‘Das wahre Bild’ (The True Image). Each chapter 

is broken down into several subchapters. The introduction to the book is 

written by the Tagore expert Alokeranjan Dasgupta. 

In the first two chapters, Ursula Bickelmann gives a short biography 

of Tagore and an overview of his artistic style and paintings. She also de-

scribes in detail the process of how Tagore became a painter and how he 

was received in the West. Introductory chapters about Tagore’s life and 

oeuvre, and especially about Tagore’s transformation from a poet to a 

painter, quite often tend to be repetitive, and after reading two or three 

books one seldom discovers anything new. In this case, however, the au-

thor finds a way to make this part interesting even for an experienced read-

er through new citations from well-known works (e.g., My Pictures by 

Rabindranath Tagore), unexpected opinions of well-known authors (e.g., 

Romain Rolland) and a fresh way of looking at Tagore’s oeuvre. 

It is only natural to give a historical background when analyzing a 

work of art; as in many cases, historical conceptualization is a key to un-

derstanding an oeuvre of an author. In the chapter ‘In Paris, Berlin und bei 

Romain Rolland’, Ursula Bickelmann gives a detailed picture of the creative 

crowd who welcomed Tagore in the European capitals, visited his exhibi-

tions, and influenced his work and she describes exhibitions and the re-

ception of his art in France and Germany. Special attention is given to the 

figures of Albert Einstein and Romain Rolland in the two subchapters 

‘Gespraech mit Albert Einstein’ (A dialog with Albert Einstein) and ‘Romain 

Rolland’.  

The forth chapter ‘Die Kunst der Zeichnung’ gives a thorough analy-

sis of Tagore’s style and a detailed description of his creative process (sup-

ported with the quotations from Tagore), framed by the historical context. It 

is important to mention that the author does not look at Tagore, the paint-

er, as a separate figure, but rather presents his works of art in the context 

of his literary oeuvre and philosophy.  

The fifth chapter is of particular interest as it describes artistic links 

between Tagore and Rodin; this topic has been omitted by research as of 

now, yet it offers a new frame for the analysis of Tagore’s figure drawings. 

The final chapter, ‘Das wahre Bild’, is dedicated to the reception of 

Tagore's art in his homeland. Bicklemann elegantly puts the last strokes on 

the canvas of her book by analysing of his self-portrait and his relation to 

one of the most prominent artists of his time, Jamini Roy (letters of Tagore 

to Jamini Roy). 

There is no doubt that Rabindranath Tagore was an extremely tal-

ented person, even a genius in a certain way. However, one should not 

forget that being a ‘myriad-minded man’, Tagore is a very complex, at times 

even contradictory figure. Thus when approaching Tagore’s figure, whether 
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it be out of personal or academic interest, one should be very careful while 

forming any opinion or conclusion. One of the many merits of the book 

Rabindranath Tagore: Das Gemalte Werk is that there is no idealization or 

unnecessary praise of Tagore’s figure which quite often can be found in the 

works dedicated to his life and oeuvre. Bickelmann’s work is a thorough 

and critical analysis. Done by an experienced researcher, it will be equally 

interesting for the academia and general public. There are some irregulari-

ties in spelling and diacritics which however do not influence the merit of 

the book.  

 

Elizaveta Ilves 

PhD candidate 

University of Heidelberg 
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Book Review 
 

The Ontological Wall 

Review of The Wall and Other 
Poems, by Jaydeep Sarangi 
(Allahabad: Cyberwit.net, 

2015). 

Bishnupada RAY 

 

 

  

     n Jaydeep Sarangi’s latest book of poems The Wall and Other Poems, 

one can sense the dilemma the poet faces between two credos: the credo of 

a liberal artist and the credo of a committed artist. The credo of the liberal 

artist is universalism, in the mould of western liberal humanism, which the 

committed artist discards as pseudo humanist, pseudo liberal and pseudo 

universalist aesthetic; a rejection common among third world artists. On 

the contrary, the liberal artist can claim that to be committed is to embrace 

a regional, political, sectarian and parochial aesthetic. In short, the 

dilemma for the artist is to remain apolitical (liberal) or to become political 

(committed). Sarangi’s title for the book, as he himself makes clear in the 

title poem “The Wall”, is borrowed from the famous Frost poem ‘Mending 

Wall’ that at once brings back the age-old debate of putting up a wall and 

thereby limiting oneself within bounds, or to do away with a wall and 

thereby delimiting oneself without bounds. The debate, as we can well see, 

is augmented and given a new dimension by the third world or postcolonial 

artist who is committed to break the wall of normative western aesthetic (of 

the oppressor) in favour of a more ethical humanism (of the oppressed). 

Sarangi aptly places the blame of erecting the wall on the colonial or 

neocolonial oppressor (‘Eagles’) and then goes to the reversal of history in 

defying the wall, through the mixing of cultures or multiculturism. 



382 | BISHNUPADA RAY: The Ontological Wall 

 

2016 | GITANJALI AND BEYOND 1: 381-383 

Years back I got a paper. Eagles had their party 

To build the wall 

Between the minds, rivers and mountains. … 

Time ran a full circle 

Clouds dispersed. It rained. 

Our souls were heavy with memory 

Had one story. 

Life had a new course. Perspectives became global 

Neighbourhood friendly. (‘The Wall’) 

 

The western aesthetic, though liberal in concept, is deeply political, that is 

to say, it creates the western norms of humanism at the cost of the Other. 

On the contrary, ‘committed’ sounds like parochial but in the long run it 

makes the truly revolutionary and liberatory aesthetic. In Sarangi’s poetry 

the wall is a border and also a ‘Lakshmanrekha’, and his poetry becomes a 

border crossing in various senses. He makes a move in the psychoanalytic 

field, from conscious to unconscious, from the knowable to the 

unknowable, from the repressor to the repressed. 

 

Dark night kindles the chamber of thoughts 

I never know where I roam. 

A full day drags me back 

Possibly, a shadow in the back 

The other half of a lighted discouse. (‘Stories Beyond the Wall’) 

 

The dividing line between the master and slave, between the dominator and 

the dominated still persists like patriarchy, as Sarangi takes up a feminist 

tone of border crossing in his poem ‘Lakshmanrekha’. 

 

Her vessel has water from native links 

Red soil and dry leaves of Sal and Mahuya. 

A male shadow follows her 

Like a dominant caste. 

There are limits around her neck 

So many nails to cross 

So many walls to dig holes 

Before borders extended up to child caring and child rearing. 

(‘Lakshmanrekha’) 

 

But the most mysterious wall is the ontological wall that one faces within 

the being. Sarangi’s poetry is about solipsistic dialogues happening in the 

soul, in his search for the true self, elusive and illusory like a “Mysterious 

Mistress” and part of some confused psychological need of the poet. The 

experience of the wall is a vale of soul making, a veil to be lifted and a wail 
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of despair, in his passage from chaos to creation. This creation depends on 

a sense of wholeness and fullness, like the sacred well of life. That may well 

be the ultimate vision that one will gather in this collection of poems. 

 

 

 

Bishnupuda Ray 

Associate professor of English 

North Bengal University 
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Book Review 
 

Commemorating and 

Reviving Tagore 

Review of Rabindranath Tagore 
in the 21st Century: Theoretical 
Renewals, ed. by Debashish 

Banerji (New Delhi: Springer, 
2015). 

Christine MARSH, Independent 
Scholar 

 

 

 

   t least five years of this century have been devoted to commemorat-

ing the 150th birth anniversary of Rabindranath Tagore on 7 May 2011. 

Ahead of 2011, many of Tagore’s admirers were beavering away preparing 

commemorative volumes and arranging conferences and celebrations. After 

2011 there was the work of putting together conference proceedings vol-

umes, and special issues of online journals. The centenary of the Nobel 

Prize award in 2013 further extended the time period. As a result of all the 

hard work and enthusiasm, there has been a widening of the circle of Ta-

gore scholars, researchers and interest groups, and there is reason to hope 

that this will be long-lasting.  

Rabindranath Tagore in the 21st Century: Theoretical Renewals (Tagore 

in the 21st Century), an anthology of essays on the ‘significance of 

Rabindranath Tagore in our times’ by seventeen eminent academics from 

around the world, is a worthy contribution to the concerted effort to renew 

interest in the great Bengali poet and polymath. Many of the familiar 

themes on Tagore’s life, works and concerns feature in this collection, with 

some original and intriguing perspectives and insights. The collection 
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seems to follow a pattern found in Tagore commemorative volumes in Eng-

lish, set by the much re-issued A Centenary Volume of 1961. There are 

always ‘Studies and Appreciations’, with topics chosen from Tagore’s wide 

variety of creative output, including his poetry, novels, stories, plays, music 

and painting. One also finds essays on Tagore’s social and political ideas, 

his stature and international influence, his friendships and correspond-

ence, and his practical projects. 

A Centenary Volume had two other main sections: ‘Personal Memories’ 

of Tagore in life, and ‘Tagore in Other Lands’ to emphasise his ongoing 

global reputation. Fifty years on, there cannot be any tributes from Tagore’s 

friends and relations who knew him, and Tagore’s world trips and his re-

ception in the countries he visited would be history.1 Instead one some-

times finds a strong sense of a still-living Tagore within the ‘Studies and 

Appreciations’. This feature is certainly present in Tagore in the 21st Centu-

ry, with Banerji’s own chapter on ‘Tagore Through Portraits’ bringing the 

famed poet to life again, and Satadru Sen’s ‘Remembering Robi: Freedom 

and Rabindranath Tagore’ showing how ‘Tagore’s imagination of the child’ 

forms a bridge between past and future, ‘imagining while remembering’. 

Many commemorative collections since the centenary have aimed for the 

widest possible international authorship, and in Tagore in the 21st Century 

we find names and affiliations revealing a complicated cosmopolitanism, 

albeit with a South Asian bias. 

Anyone with more than a glancing knowledge of Tagore will be aware of 

his polarised representations. For Bengali speakers in India and Bangla-

desh, and in the worldwide Bengali diaspora, Tagore is a ‘hugely adulated 

divine icon’, to use Banerji’s phrase. For others he is a ‘dimly remembered 

Orientalist sage or prophet’, and a source of comforting and inspiring spir-

itual verses. But publications like Tagore in the 21st Century demonstrate 

that Tagore also has a loyal and appreciative following in academia. This 

may be partly due to a recognition that Tagore’s vast oeuvre is a treasure 

trove for researchers interested in one or another of the disciplines repre-

sented in this anthology: English, Contemporary and Comparative Litera-

ture; India Studies; Cultural Studies; South Asian History; History of Art; 

Critical Dance Studies; and also specialisms such as critical 

(post)modernism, postcolonialism, Bengal renaissance, ontology, poetics, 

feminism, ethics and pedagogy. The richness and variety of critical treat-

ments applied to renewing Tagore’s global reputation will have qualified 

                                                             
1   The history of Tagore’s reception continues to be important and fascinating, as 

shown in the recent anthology compiled by Martin Kämpchen and Imre Bangha 

entitled Rabindranath Tagore: One Hundred Years of Global Reception (Hydera-

bad: Orient BlackSwan, 2014). 
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Tagore in the 21st Century for its inclusion in the prestigious series ‘Sophia 

Studies Cross-cultural Philosophy of Traditions and Cultures’.  

Translation of Tagore’s Bengali writings into English is a major theme 

of Tagore in the 21st Century. Mention is made of ‘shifting paradigms’ in the 

theory and practice of translation such that Tagore’s ‘particular poetic 

voice’ is captured in translations of his poetry, and ‘accurate rendering of 

Tagore’s words’ to ‘retain the aesthetic flavour of the original’ is reflected in 

new translations of his prose into English. I am not a linguist, but the way I 

understand this idea is that an English translation can contain traces of 

Tagore’s original Bengali, for the benefit of readers who knows ‘Bangla or 

any other modern Indian language’.2 I am reminded of Sujit Mukherjee’s 

idea of English serving as a link language to allow writers in different Indi-

an languages to enjoy each other’s literature.3  

Tagore in the 21st Century is an academic volume, and obviously in-

tended for academics from Asian backgrounds, rather than for the general 

reader. But it seems to me not inappropriate to raise in this review the 

concern that these new translations could perpetuate the myth that Ta-

gore’s poetry, in particular, is impossible to translate. 

In his Introduction, Banerji mentions that several of the contributors to 

this anthology were involved as editors or contributors in the 150th anni-

versary collection, The Essential Tagore, which ‘showcases the genius of 

India’s Rabindranath Tagore’.4 Reviews of The Essential Tagore were initial-

ly ‘almost all positive’.5 Where there is criticism, it is of the poetry transla-

tions. In his article ‘Modern Magus: What did the West see in Rabindranath 

Tagore?’ the poet and literary critic, Adam Kirsch, shares the near-

universal appreciation of the collection. But when he comes to the ‘new 

versions of many poems’ offered by The Essential Tagore, he says that ‘none 

of them really come to life as English poems. Often, they read like awkward 

cribs for an absent original’.6 This would be my complaint too, because I 

believe William Radice, who wrote that Tagore’s poems are ‘possible to 

                                                             
2   Tagore in the 21st Century, p. 277, note 1. 
3   Sujit Mukherjee, ‘A Link Literature for India’, in Translation as Discovery 

(Hyderabad: Orient Longman, 2006), pp. 34-45. 
4   Fakrul Alam and Radha Chakravarty, The Essential Tagore (Cambridge, MA: 

Belknap of Harvard University Press, 2011), cover blurb. 
5   Wikipedia entry for The Essential Tagore, 

<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Essential_Tagore> [accessed 14 June 

2016]. 
6   Adam Kirsch, ‘Modern Magus: What did the West see in Rabindranath Ta-

gore?’, <http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2011/05/30/modern-magus>  

[accessed 19 April 2016]. 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_2?ie=UTF8&text=Fakrul+Alam&search-alias=books-uk&field-author=Fakrul+Alam&sort=relevancerank
https://www.amazon.co.uk/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_3?ie=UTF8&text=Radha+Chakravarty&search-alias=books-uk&field-author=Radha+Chakravarty&sort=relevancerank
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Essential_Tagore
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2011/05/30/modern-magus
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translate, not impossible as is so often said’.7 For me Radice’s own transla-

tions do ‘really come to life as English poems’,8 as do those by the bi-

lingual writer Ketaki Kushari Dyson.9 I understand from colleagues that 

Radice is supportive of the new style of translation, but his expertise in 

Bengali will enable him to appreciate ‘the aesthetic flavour of the original’ 

coming through into the English, as much as someone whose first lan-

guage is Bengali. But those of us who have no background in Indian lan-

guages are going to be disappointed, and I worry that this will hinder ap-

preciation of Tagore’s ideas, which I believe are highly relevant to the 

challenges we face in the world today. 

It seems appropriate to illustrate my concern by taking as an example 

the poem ‘The Fountain’s Awakening’ which is the first in the Poems sec-

tion in The Essential Tagore and is also discussed in the first essay of Ta-

gore in the 21st Century. I find both new renderings unsatisfactory: they 

leave me unmoved; they do not come across as poems at all. I found a 

really lovely translation in the centenary collection One Hundred and One.10 

In another essay by Sujit Mukherjee he expresses the view that translation 

should be into one’s own first language, but that ‘Indo-English practice 

reverses this basic condition, and the result is that good translations con-

tinue to be rare, passable translations are our usual fare, while bad trans-

lations proliferate’.11 One Hundred and One is a good example of that pat-

tern, given that ‘The Fountain Awakes’ is the only really good poem in the 

collection; the rest are passable at best. With any poetry that is regarded as 

important enough to be translated, the original has a special place. But it 

is saddening to be told in the introduction to the Poems section in The 

Essential Tagore that ‘the magic [Tagore] wove in his Bangla poems has 

been largely lost in translation’.12 I feel that his translators owe it to Tagore 

to make sure that this is not necessarily so. 

                                                             
7   William Radice, ‘Tagore’s Poetic Power’, in Rabindranath Tagore: A Celebration 

of his Life and Work, ed. by Ray Monk and Andrew Robinson (Oxford: 

Rabindranath Tagore Festival Committee and Museum of Modern Art, 1986), 

pp. 39-41. 
8   William Radice, ed. and trans., Rabindranath Tagore: Selected Poems (London: 

Penguin, 2005 [1985]). 
9   Ketaki Kushari Dyson, ed. and trans., I Won’t Let You Go: Selected Poems 

(Newcastle upon Tyne: Bloodaxe, 1991). 
10   The original is ‘Nirjharer Swapna-bhanga’ from Prabhat Sangeet. ‘The Fountain 

Awakes’, trans. by Hiren Mukherji, in One Hundred and One: Poems by 

Rabindranath Tagore (London: Asia Publishing House, 1966), pp. 2-3. 
11   Mukherjee, ‘The making of Indo-English literature’, in Translation as Discovery, 

pp. 15-33 (pp. 16-7). 
12   The Essential Tagore, p. 222. 
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The Fountain Awakes 

How is it that this morning the sun’s rays enter my very heart! 

How comes it that early bird-song pierces today the cavern’s gloom! 

I do not know why, but after so very long my soul is awake. 

 

My whole being surges and the waters break their bonds.— 

The heart’s pain, and its passion, I can no longer hold in leash! 

 

The mountain shivers in every pore and rock on rock rolls down. 

The water foams and fumes and in pent-up anger roars. 

Like mad, it moves in boisterous endless rings, rushes blindly 

at the dungeon-door it cannot see but wants to break! 

 

Why is God so stony? 

Why these barriers all around? 

Awake today, my heart, and win fulfilment. 

Break, break into bits the boulders in the way! 

Let blow rain on blow as wave rumbles after wave! 

 

When the soul is aglow, who cares for this rampart of gloom or 

the hurdle of stone? 

What in the world is there to fear when the waters of desire 

overflow its shores? 

I’ll break this prison-house of stone and flood the world with the 

waters of compassion! 

I’ll pour myself out in mad fervid songs, flashing the bounty 

of my hair and weaving bouquets of bloom. 

I’ll float in the air my rainbow wings and drain my heart to 

print a smile on the fleeting sunbeam. 

 

I’ll rush from peak to peak, and sweep from hill to hill, and 

laugh and chant and clap to my own measure. 

I have so much to say and to sing,—my heart so crowded 

with desire and bliss. 

I know not what happened today, but my heart is awake and 

from afar I hear the ocean’s roll. 

Why around me this dark prison cell? 

I’ll rain blow on blow and break, break, break its walls: for the 

bird-song is in my ears and the sunshine in my eyes! 

 

 

Chris Marsh 

Independent Scholar 
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