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Foreword

I congratulate the Centre for Contemporary Indian Studies (CCIS) of the University of Colombo
for bringing out this volume entitled: One Hundred Years of Gitanjali.

The reverence accorded to Gurudev Rabindranath Tagore in Sri Lanka is a reflection of his abiding
legacy in the region as a whole. It is also a manifestation of the symbiotic cultural links that bind our
two countries together. A Sri Lankan student of Gurudev Tagore, Ananda Samarakoon, composed
the Sti Lankan national anthem, "Sti Lanka Mata”.

Gitanjali elucidates on the unifying role of culture, which epitomizes Tagore's philosophy of oneness

of mankind and universal brotherhood. This philosophy has great resonance, more so since Tagore won the Nobel Prize for
Literature in 1913, just a year before World War I began. As the storm clouds of an impending war were gathering, Tagore’s
poems encapsulated a simple faith in man and divinity, a refuge from the crass materialism that was engulfing the world.

Tagore’s literary works transcend race, gender, religion, politics and territory. He affirmed that freedom of mind, regardless
of nature, culture and race, was an essential human requirement. W.B. Yeats desctibed him succinctly: ""Tagore was the product of
a whole people, a whole civilization, immeasurably strange to us, and seems to have been taken up into this imagination; and yet we are not moved
because of its strangeness, but because we have met our own tmage, as though we had walked in or heard perbaps for the first time in literature, our
voice as in a dream.”

I believe that Tagore's relevance can never be overemphasized since he will always be venerated, in Mahatma Gandhi’s words,
as a Great Sentinel, whose writings offer solace, faith and hope by rediscovering truth and beauty in the world.

It is with great pleasure and humility that I write the foreword to One Hundred Years of Gitanjali. Indeed, this volume will be of
immense relevance to those who admire Tagore and will perpetuate the memory of a great humanist, thinker, poet, writer and
nationalist of a brave era in the history of the region and the world.

His Excellency Y.K. Sinha

High Commissioner of India to Sri Lanka



(1861-1941)

1 slept and dreamt that life was joy. 1 awoke and saw that life was
service. I acted and behold, service was joy.

These are the words of Gurudev Rabindranath Tagore,
the great Bengali poet who was the first Asian to win

the Nobel Prize in Literature hundred years ago in 1913,
for his collection of poems, Gitanjali (Song Offerings).
These simple words capture the very essence of Tagore’s
message to the world and of his life-long mission in the
service of our common humanity. In the citation, the
Nobel Committee wrote, the Nobel Prize in Literature
1913 was awarded to Rabindranath Tagore “because of
his profoundly sensitive, fresh and beautiful verse, by
which, with consummate skill, he has made his poetic
thought, expressed in his own English words, a part of
the literature of the West”. The award of the Nobel Prize
to Tagore enhanced the prestige of the Asian people
who were under British colonial rule, and also created an
interest about his works and life in other countties.

Gurudev Tagore had a fairly strong association with

Sti Lanka. His main three visits to the island in 1922,
1928 and 1934 cleatly left an abiding imprint. Tagore’s
visits and his extensive interactions with artistes and
intellectuals of Sri Lanka significantly contributed to the
country’s cultural resurgence inspiring young artistes,



dancers, and singers to develop their genres to attain
classical forms. An important cultural landmark was thus
established in the socio-cultural relations between India
and Sri Lanka.

In 2011, the 150™ Birth Anniversary of Tagore provided
an opportunity to celebrate the poet and also to revisit
Tagore’s contribution to the country. The University

of Colombo took a leading role in organizing various
events associated with this birth anniversary. On this
occasion, a special commemorative volume Remembering
Rabindranath Tagore was published by the University

of Colombo with the support of the India-Sri Lanka
Foundation. In June 2012, a one day seminar on “Tagore
and Sri Lanka’ was held in Colombo under the auspices
of the Indian Cultural Centre and in association with

the newly established Centre for Contemporary Indian
Studies (CCIS). On 26th June 2012, a bronze bust of
Rabindranath Tagore was unveiled by Professor G.L.
Pieris, the former Minister of External Affairs, Sri L.anka
in the presence of Mr. Ashok K. Kantha, the former
High Commissioner of India, at the main library of the
University of Colombo. The unveiling of the bust marked
the end of the year-and-half long celebrations in Sri
Lanka of that event.

It needs to be mentioned here that in Sri Lanka the
reputation of Tagore in the fields of music and arts was
high from the 1930s and 40s, but his fame as a literary
figure came only after the publication of Tagore’s works
in Sinhala translation. As more and more of his works
began to appear in local languages, Tagore became
popular. Tagore is perhaps the foreign figure most
translated into Sinhala. Among these translations Gitanjali
gained much popularity that more than one translation

of the work appeared. Now there are seven Sinhala
translations of Guanjali, the latest from 2010.

The year 2013 marked the centenary of winning the
Nobel Prize (1913-2013) for Rabindranath Tagore’s poem
Gitanjali (Song Offerings). A century after Tagore received
the Nobel Prize for literature, his writings still provide
ample scope for critical analysis and appreciation. As a
tribute to this genius, in the centenary year, the Centre

for Contemporary Indian Studies (CCIS), University of
Colombo decided to bring out a collection of essays titled
One Hundred Years of Gitanjali as a step to explore the
relevance and poetic value of Gitanjali. This collection
of essays written by Indian and Sri Lankan writers,
provides new insights to understand and rediscover the
poetic imagination of Tagore’s Gitanjali from different
perspectives. The focus of this volume is mainly on the
impact of Gitanjali on Sinhala literary scene but it also
contains articles related to Tagore’ literary achievements
in the Gitanjals.

As the editor of this volume, I wish to convey my
thanks to all the eminent scholars for their timely
contributions. I am also grateful to the following who
helped in diverse ways: Lakshman Nugapitiya,Upul
Ranjith Hewavithangamage, Priyantha Direx, Somasiri
Kasturiarachchi, and Lakmali Manamperi. In particular,
I would like to thank the authorities of the High
Commission of India, Colombo and the University of
Colombo for their support towards the activities of the
CCIS. Finally, I would also like to record my thanks to the
Printec for printing the volume.

Sandagomi Coperabewa
University of Colonbo
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Tagore,
Gitanjali and the Nobel
Prize

Nilanjan Banerjee
Tagore felt ""homesick for the wide world." Further,

he was constantly struggling to overcome the barriers
of langnage. He thought that the Nobel Prize
awarded by the Swedish Academy "brought the

distant near, and has made the stranger a brother."

Rabindranath Tagore, in a letter to E.J. Thompson (1886
-1946), wrote in 1916, " I feel homesick for the wide
world." A few years before his death, he criticized his
own poetry for not being universal in expression, arguing
that his paintings had rather overcome the barriers of
language. It was likely that Tagore, a seeker of universal
concord, would not have been satisfied in restricting
himself to an audience in the colonial, undivided Bengal
where he was born and raised in the second half of

the nineteenth century. Rabindranath, who translated
Shakespeare's Macheth at the age of thirteen, turned out
to be prolific bilingual writer of his time often taking
pleasure in translating his own works into English.



It was in June 1912 that Rabindranath desired to share
the English translations of his poems with his British
painter friend William Rothenstein (1872-1945) in
London, (Rothenstein later went on to become the
Principal of the Royal College of Art). A leather case,
containing the translated manuscript entrusted to Tagore's
son Rathindranath (1888 -1961), was discovered to

be missing. Rushing to the Left —Luggage Office of

the British underground, Rathindranath managed to
retrieve the baggage that he had left in the train by
mistake while getting down at the Charing Cross tube
station, Rathindranath wrote in his autobiography, "I
have often wondered what shape the course of events
might have taken if the manuscript of Gitanjali had been
lost due to my negligence." The recovered translations
came to be published in the form of a book Gitanjali
(Song Offerings), on 1 November, 1912 by the India
Society of London with an introduction by the English
poet W.B. Yeats (1865 - 1939).

In 1910, Tagore published a book of poems in Bengali
titled Gitanjali. By that time he had established himself
as a poet, an essayist, novelist, short story writer, a
composer of numerous songs, and a unique educator
with an experimental school for children at Santiniketan.
He underwent a number of personal tragedies by the
time Gitanjali was published. Tagore lost his mother
Sarada Devi (1875), adored sister — in — law Kadambari
(1884), wife Mrnalini(1902), second daughter Renuka
(1903), father Debendranath (1905), and youngest son
Samindranath (1907) within a short span of thirty —two
years. This experience with death refined his sensibilities
and gave him the impetus to consider life in its
contrasting realities with joy and wonder.

In the beginning of 1912, Tagore become seriously

ill. Cancelling a planned visit to England, he went to

his ancestral home in Silaidah (now in Bangladesh)

on the banks of the river Padma for a change,

where he translated some of his poems from their
original version in Bengali. After his recovery he sailed
for England in May 1912, without any specific mission,
with the mind of a wayfaring poet, primarily obeying his
doctor's advice. During his long sea voyage to England,
he continued his experiments with translation presumably
with a desire and wider horizon. Before 1912, Tagore had
translated only a couple of his poems.

William Rothenstein, who knew Rabindranath since his
visit to India during 1910 — 1911, introduced Tagore and
his poetry to his illustrious circle of friends including
WB. Yeats, Thomas Sturge Moore(1870-1944), Ernest
Rhys (1859-1946), Ezra Pound (1885-1972), May Sinclair
(or, Mary Amelia St. Clair, 1863- 1940), Stopford Brooke
(1832-1916) among many others. They were instantly
carried away with the mystic vision and rhetoric splendor
of Tagore's poetry. Yeats suggested minor changes in the
prose translations of the Gitanjali songs. Speaking on the
charm of Gitanjali, Yeats wrote in his introduction:

"...These prose translations have stirred my blood as
nothing has for years... I have carried the manuscript of
these translations with me for days, reading it in railway
trains, or on the top of omnibuses and in restaurants, and
I have often had to close it lest stranger would see how
much it moved me."

While the Bengali Gitanjali had one hundred and
eighty-three poems, the English version contained one

One Hundred Years of Gitanjali (1913 - 2013)



hundred and three poems from ten previously published
anthologies including fifty three poems from its Bengali
namesake. It was due to Rothenstein's efforts that the
India Society of London brought out these translations
as a book. A limited edition of seven hundred and fifty
copies was printed, among which two hundred and fifty
copies were for sale. The book was received with much
enthusiasm in England and the Macmillan Press of
London did not miss the opportunity of buying its rights,
publishing ten subsequent editions of the title within nine
months between March and November, 1913. While the
Bengali Gitanjali was brought out without any dedication,
Tagore dedicated his first English anthology of poems to
Rothenstein as a token of their friendship that lasted till
the death of the poetin 1941.

Tagore left England in October, 1912 for America before
his English Gitanjali could be published and returned

to India in September,1913. Ezra Pound and Harriet
Monroe (1860 - 1936) took the initiative of publishing six
poems of Tagore in the prestigious American magazine
Poetry with a note by Pound in December, 1912. Gitanjali
received wonderful reviews in some of the leading
newspapers and literary magazines includingThe Times
Literary Supplement, Manchester Guardian, and The Nation
among others, shortly after the publication of the book.

The British litterateur Thomas Sturge Moor, in his
individual capacity as the Fellow of the Royal Society

of Literature of the United Kingdom recommended
Rabindranath Tagore's name for the Nobel Prize for
literature to the Swedish Academy while ninety seven
other members of the Society collectively recommended
the name of novelist Thomas Hardy (1840-1928)for the
award. Initially Tagore's nomination was strongly opposed
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by the Chairman of the Academy Harald Hijarne. Vocal
members of the Academy like Per Hallstorm (1866-1960),
Esais Henrik Vilhelm Tenger (who knew Bengali) and
Carl Gustaf Verner von Heidenstam (1859-1940), familiar
with Tagote's literary genius, wholeheartedly supported
his nomination. Tagore's name was finalized for the award
from a total of twenty eight nominations "because of his
profoundly sensitive, fresh and beautiful verse, by which,
with consummate skill, he has made his poetic thought,
expressed in his own English words, a part of the
literature of the West."

A cablegram from the Nobel Committee arrived

in Kolkata on November 1913 and the news was
communicated to Tagore at Santiniketan through a
series of telegrams. Memoirs reveal that the whole of
Santiniketan rejoiced at this achievement of the poet.

While some students debated that Tagore had secured
the 'Nobel Prize' for his profound nobility, others held
that the 'Novel ' prize came to Santiniketan only for the
deserving novels that Tagore had written. Amidst this
unprecedented storm of excitement, a grand felicitation
was organized on the 23rd of November in 1913 at
Santiniketan in honour of the Poet, presided over by
his scientist friend Jagadish Chandra Bose (1858-1937).
A special train reached Bolpur from Kolkata with five
hundred enthusiasts. Tagore was led to the venue where
he noticed some of his critics who had criticized him
personally on various occasions in the past. These
individuals were now gathered to felicitate him as the
poet had received recognition overseas. Tagore's speech,
which echoed his immediate ill-feelings at the sight

of his detractors, disappointed many of his genuine
admirers when he expressed, "I can only raise this cup



of your honour to my lips, I cannot drink it with all my
heart." Overnight, Tagore was inundated with attention
and praise made him write to Rothenstein in 1913,

"It is almost as bad as tying a tin can to a dog's tail making
it impossible for him to move, without creating noise and
crowds all along."

Tagore could not be present in Sweden to receive the
Nobel Prize as the first Asian recipient of the award and
a telegram from him was read out at the traditional Nobel
benquet which stated " I beg to convey to the Swedish
academy my grateful appreciation of the breadth of
understanding which has brought the distant near and has
made the stranger a brother." The Nobel medallion and
the diploma were sent to Lord Carmichael (1859-1920),
Governor of Bengal, who handed them over to the poet
at a ceremony on 29 January, 1914 at the Governor's
House in Kolkata.

Gitangali and the Nobel Prize set Tagore on the world
stage raising him to the glorified status of 1Visva-Kabi,
the world poet, who could celebrate life beyond any
boundaries:

I have had my invitation to this world's festival, and thus ny
life bas been blessed. My eyes have seen and my ears have heard.
(Gitanjali, 16)

[This article first appeared in India Perspectives
Vol.24/2/2010 p 20-25]
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Ananda Coomarasway and Rabindranath Tagore
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Tagore’s Gil‘&lﬁj&l/f
as a2 Modernist Text

Wimal Dissanayake

Rabindranath Tagore’s Gitanjali (Song Offerings) made

a profound impression on the thought and imagination
of readers the world over in the opening decades of the
twentieth-century as few modern texts have. Eminent
poets and critics such as W.B. Yeats thought very highly
of it as being instrumental in clearing a new poetic path.
It was translated into numerous languages in the West
and the East (Interestingly, there are several Sinhala
translations of this text). Poets such as Jimenez were
responsible for gaining a wide reputation for this poem in
the Spanish-speaking world. In 1913, Tagore was awarded
the Nobel Prize for Literature largely due to the world-
wide impact of Gitanjali.

Gitanjali is generally interpreted as a spiritual and mystical
poem that carries within certain basic tenets of Hindu
spirituality. The vast majority of interpretations of this
poetic text conform to this line of thinking. And let me
state right away that there is much substance to this mode
of reasoning and feeling. However, it is my contention
that there is more to this poem than its generally valorized
spiritual and spiritual dimensions. I believe that Tagore
was a literary modernist and Gitanjali manifests some of



these interests and investments of his. I shall elaborate
this point of view later in this paper.

The Gitanjali, in many ways, is a most interesting and
inviting text. This poem was originally written in Bengali
and published on August 14, 1910. It consisted of 157
poems. The English translation of it, which was called
the Song Offerings, was published in November 1912. It
consisted of only 103 poems. Of these poems, only

53 were from the original Bengali version. The English
version, therefore, is somewhat different from the Bengali
version. Fifty verses are from the drama Achalayata and
cight other books of poetry. There were 17 poems from
Gitamalya, 15 poems from Naivedya and 11 from Kheya.
Although the English translation is referred to as a
collection of prose-poems the Bengali version is better
described as a collection of songs. I know some Bengali,
but it is inadequate to make informed judgments about
Tagore’s literary achievements in the Gitanjali. Therefore,
I shall confine my comments to the English version.
There ate a number of English translations of this poem
and I shall base my comments on Tagore’s own English
renditions, although they carry a ring of archaic verbal
music.'T opted for Tagore’s translation, despite its archaic
tone, because it, in many ways, is closer to the poet’s
intentions.

In 1912 Tagore visited England and he was given a literary
hero’s welcome. One year later he was awarded the Nobel
Prize for Literature. In awarding this coveted prize to
Rabindranath Tagore, the Nobel committee made the
following remark. ‘Because of his profoundly sensitive,
fresh and beautiful verse, by which with consummate

skill, he has made his poetic thought, expressed in his

own English words, a part of the literature of the west.’
Indeed, this citation captures the general sentiment

prevalent in the West regarding Tagore’s poetry.

As I sated earlier, the generality of opinion seems
to incline towards a recognition of his poetry as being
spiritual, mystical and abstract. Let us consider, for
example, the opening and closing poems of Tagore’s
translations of his own poem.

Thou has made me endless, such is thy pleasure. This frail vessel
thon emptiest again and again, and fillest it ever with life.

This little flute of a reed thou hast carried over hills and dales,
and hast breathed throngh it melodies eternally new.

At the immortal touch of thy hands my little heart loses its
limits in_joy and gives birth to utterance ineffable.

Thy infinite gifts come to me only on these very small hands of
mine. Ages pass, and still thon pourest and still there is room to

il

And this is the concluding poem.

In one salutation to thee, my God, let all my senses spread out
and touch this world at thy feet.

Like a rain-cloud of July hung low with its burden of unshed
showers let all ny niind bend down at thy door in one salutation to
thee.

Let all my songs gather together their diverse strains into a single
current and flow to a sea of silence in one salutation to thee.

Like a flock of homesick cranes flying night and day back to
their mountain nests let all my life take its voyage to its eternal home
in one salutation to thee.’

In these prose poems, with their locutions such as ‘thou
has made me endless’, immortal touch of thy hands’,
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‘utterances ineffable’ and ‘eternal home’ are created a
wotld of devotion full of cosmic resonances.If one
pauses to examine the voluminous commentarial literature
on Tagore’s Gitanjali, one would find that the majority of
them tend to emphasize the mystic and spiritual aspects
of the text. Let us, for example, examine some of the
comments of W.B. Yeats who had a very big hand in
gaining international visibility for this poetic text. In his
Introduction he says the following.

‘I have carried the manuscript of these translations
about with me for days, reading it in railway trains, or on
the top of omnibuses and in restaurants, and I have often
had to close it lest some stranger would see how much
it moved me. These lyrics — which are in the original,
my introduction tells me, full of subtlety of rhythm, of
untranslatable delicacies of colour, of metrical invention —
display in their thought a world that I have dreamed all my
life long. The work of supreme culture, they yet appear
as much the growth of the common soil as the grass
and rushes.” ? He then goes on to make the following
significant observation:

‘A tradition where poetry and religion are the same
thing, has passed through the centuries, gathering from
learned and unlearned metaphor and emotion, and carried
back again to the multitude the thought of the scholar
and the noble..” years is clearly seen Tagore’s poetry in
terms of religious and spiritual meaning-frames. Yeats
goes on to claim that, ‘flowers and rivers, the blowing
of the conch shells, the heavy rain of the Indian July, or
the parching heat, are images of moods of the heart in
union or separation; and a man sitting in a boat upon a
river playing upon a lute, like one of those figures full of
mysterious meaning in a Chinese picture, is God Himself”
Yeats’ explicatory language is evidently charged with
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religious meaning,

Let me cite two other representative passages that
illustrate the widely-held view that the poetry contained
in the Gitanjali needs to be understood and appreciated
in terms of spiritual imperatives. Mark W. McGinnis
says that, ‘what moved me so deeply in Tagore’s poetry
was the beautiful honesty in his search for the eternal
and his striving to find his relationship with the spiritual.
On occasion Tagore’s connection with his Hindu

roots became so wonderfully evident in his allusions to
traditional devotional imagery.”

Similarly Swami Adiswarananda observes that,
‘Rabindranath Tagore’s philosophical and spiritual
thoughts transcend all limits of language, culture, and
nationality. In his writings, the poet and mystic Tagore
takes us in a spiritual quest and gives us a glimpse of the
infinite in the midst of the finite, unity at the heart of

all divinity, and the divine in all beings and things of the
universe.” *This is indeed a line of thinking related to the
Gitanjali and other works of Tagore that is echoed by
many.

Tagore’s Gitanjali relates in interesting ways to the
vigorous devotional poetry tradition in India. The kind
of god posited by him in his poetry is a figure that is
commonly found in Indian devotional literature. This
deity-devotee relationship was explored in diverse ways
by the saint-poets of medieval India in the compositions
of Kabir, Dadu and Nanak, and various mystic poets of
Karnataka and Maharashtra. The Vaishnava minstrels of
Bengal, it was the customary practice to reconfigure God
in diverse forms. He was a master, lover, friend and child.
In this sense, it can be claimed that the Gitanjali represents
a continuation of the devotional tradition of poetry. This



fact makes the claim that his poetry is essential spiritual
and mystical even stronger. However, things are, to my
mind, more complex than such a sweeping generalization
would have us believe. It is my contention that Tagore
made use of this tradition and the topos of the divinity-
devotee relationship to secure deeper poetic ends.

Rabindranath Tagore needs to be understood as a writer
who sought to usher in literary modernism. If one
considers his novels such as ‘Chokher Bali’ or ‘Ghare
Baire’, one would recognize his deep and abiding interest
in questions of female emancipation and female agency.
This is indeed a theme vitally connected with literary
modernism. Similarly, as a playwright, musician, painter
and social activist he sought to introduce modernism
while accommodating certain vital currents of feeling
associated with tradition. He was after a form of Bengali
or Indian cultural modernity and his great poem the
Gitanjali has to be understood and interpreted in that
context.

Tagore was deeply interested in questions of freedom,
reason and how they were closely related to questions of
modernity. Amartya Sen, the other Nobel Prize winning
Bengali once said that, ‘In Tagore’s vision of the future
of his country, and of the wortld, there was in fact much
emphasis on reason and much celebration of freedom.”
This is indeed an accurate assessment of Tagore’s mental
outlook and agenda for the world. Hence, to consider
Tagore as a modern writer with modernist goals and
aspirations is consistent with the facts of his life.

It is indeed true that many of the poems gathered in
the Gitanjali point towards metaphysical and spiritual
destinations. However, it must be noted, that there

are also poems that bear a more secular outlook. The

following famous poem(35) is one of them.
Where the mind is without fear and the bhead 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 sand of dead habit;

Where the mind is led forward by thee into ever-widening
thought and action —

Into that heaven of freedom, my father, let my conntry awake.

Similatly, in the following poem, ideas of modernity and
social conscience are reconfigured in interesting ways.

This is my prayer to thee, my lord — strike, strife at the
root of penury in my heart.

Give me the strength to make my joys and sorrows,
Give me the strength to make my love fruitful in service.

Give me the strength never to disown the poor or bend my knees
before insolent niight,

Give me the strength to raise my mind high above daily trifles.

And give me the strength to surrender my strength to thy will
with love.

One Hundred Years of Gitanjali (1913 - 2013)



In this poem, we see two themes that figure prominently
in modernist writings — the projection of selfhood and
the generation of a social consciousness.

As I stated earlier, it is my contention that we should

read Tagore’s Gitanjali as a poem that is grappling with
modernist issues; the poet is seeking to project a complex
notion of selfhood that is engaging the forces of
modernity against a backdrop of devotional literature and
cosmic thinking,

We very often read the Gitanjali solely in terms of the
textual weave. It is equally important, I am persuaded,
that we should pay attention to the one who is making

the song-offering and the way he places the reader of his
text. When we pay close attention to these two aspects, we
would realize that this poem can best be understood as a
modernist text that is concerned with the intricacies of
the production of selfhood. Let us consider a poem like
the following:

Deliverance s not for me in renunciation. 1 feel the embrace of
freedomr in a thousand bonds of delight.

Thou ever pourest for me the fresh dranght of thy wine of varions
colonrs and fragrances,filling this earthen vessel to the brim.

My world will light its hundred different lamps with thy flame and
place them before the altar of thy temple.

No, I will never shut the door of my senses. The delights of sight
and hearing and touch will bear thy delight.

Yes, all my illusions will burn into illumination of joy, and all my
desires ripen into fruits of love. (73)

In this poem, we see a complex relationship between
the devotee and divinity, and this complexity has to be
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understood against the modernist understandings of
the fragmentation of self. The poet is fully aware of the
disruptive influences of modernity that have resulted in
the fragmentation of the self, and he is seeking to re-build
a newer unity against the background of conventional
devotional poetry and the cosmic thinking, This effort
has the effect of focusing more intently on that very
tension between the modern idea of a fragmented self
and a hope for unity. This desire to seek a newer unity
for the self is closely connected to another quest by the
poet — to impose a sense of order and coherence on the
un-modulated flow of sense impressions.

Rabindranath Tagore focuses on the ambiguities of self,
the fracturing of self, the non-unions of self and divinity,
which are all modernist themes, through imagery — a
devise privileged by modernist poetry. After all, there

is a very close connection between the focus on, and
preoccupation with, imagery and the rise of modern
poetry. Let us consider a poem from the Gitanjali that
highlights these issues,

“In the deep shadows of the rainy July, with secret steps, thou
walkest, silent as night, eluding all watches.

To-day the morning has closed its eyes, heedless of the insistent calls
of the lond east wind, and a thick veil has been drawn over the ever-

wakeful blue sky.

The woodlands have hushed their songs, and doors are all shut at
every house. Thou art the solitary wayfarer in the deserted street. Oh
my only friend, my best beloved, the gates are open in nzy house — do
not pass by like a dream. (22)

The complexities of selthood are intertwined with
uncertainties, indeterminacies and powers beyond ones
control. These serve to create a mood that is reminiscent



of the work of certain modern poets. This is a passage of
a poem from the Gitanjali.

Misery knocks at thy door, and ber message is that thy lord is
wakefil, and he calls thee to the love-tryst throngh the darkness of
night.

The sky is overcast with clonds and the rain is ceaseless. I know not
what this is that stirs in me — 1 know not its meaning.’

In the Gitanjali one discerns an attempt by the poet

to reconcile the beauties of the natural world with

its transience. The poet is keen to enjoy the beauties

of the world while recognizing the fact that they are
indeed ephemeral. This is a conflict that found eloquent
expression in Romantic poetry and later was extended
into modern verse. Tagore has attempted to reconcile
these two conflicting experiences by capturing the
fleeting beauty of the natural world in poetry and trying
to give it a more enduring existence, permanence, if

you will. The problem here is that as Tagore knew full
well, language is an imperfect instrument and the writer
never has total control over it; it almost always exceeds
his grasp. This has the effect of giving greater intensity
to the conflict identified above, and it needs to be said
that modernist poets recognized this dilemma. In his
poetry, Tagore sought to recapture sensuous beauty as

a source of pleasure for its own sake at the same time
making it a metonymy of the world and its inescapable
transience. This imparts a specific quality to his poetry; it
is indeed when the poet engages the sensuous beauty of
the world most intensely that his spiritual imagination and
contemplative cast of mind reach their highest peaks. One
can, I believe, make important connections between this
approach privileged by Tagore and certain preferences of
modernist poets.

What Tagore is seeking to accomplish in the Gitanjali
and in some of his other poems is to produce a poetic
self that is capable of addressing some modernist trends.
He is projecting a poetic voice, a poetic authority that is
able to engage some of these modern issues. Let me, in
this regard identify ten facets of the kind of poetic self
and notion of modernity that he was keen to project.
First, he felt that modern society is marked by a kind of
negativism that he thought was inimical to human growth.
Therefore, he sought to create a more positive outlook,
a creative frame of mind that would be able to take on
the rampant negativism in society. The poems in the
Gitanjali, it seems to me, can be read within that context
of endeavor.

Second, modernism is marked by a form of death-wish
and psychological interpretations of Freud and others
only served to strengthen this belief. The philosopher
Agnes Heller has claimed that this death-wish is a
defining feature of modernity. © While recognizing the
inevitability of death, Tagore sought to produce a poetic
understanding of death and many of the poems gathered
in the Gitanjali bear witness to this fact.

Third, Rabindranath Tagore recognized the importance
of the poetic imagination. To be sure, this is something
that has been evident throughout the ages; however,

the Romantic gave it a new vitality and the modernists
problematized it challenging ways. Tagore, while keeping
these different trends at the back of his mind, sought to
make imagination into a spiritually redemptive force.

Fourth, the idea of freedom — a central concept in
modernist writings- plays a crucial role in the poems
contained in the Gitanjali. In a world full of manifold
constraints, the poet has the freedom to imagine vatious
symbolic worlds; this capacity to create vivid symbolic
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worlds using everyday objects such as lamps, flutes, boats,
houses, flowers is a mark of his freedom. As he said in
one of his poems

Freedom is all I want, but to hope for it 1 feel ashamed.’

Fifth, while directing his attention towards the cosmic,
Tagore also focused on the everyday life. He was able to
see shimmering of the sublime in the happenings of daily
life. The preoccupation with everydayness is indeed a
trait of modernist writings. The extraordinary concealed
in the ordinary awakened the imagination of modernist
writers. For example, in one of his poems Tagore says the
following,

T eave this chanting and singing and telling of beads! W hom 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 shower,
and bis garment is covered with dust. Put off thy holy mantle and
even like hinm come down on the dusty soil I (11)

Sixth, the intersection of confliction emotions is
significant. A distinguishing mark of modernist poetry is
the way in which it gives expression to and reconfigures
the play of antithetical emotion. This conflict is clearly
evident in the poems collected in the Gitanjali. The
agonistic interplay between unity and plurality, presence
and absence, order and chaos,tranquility and turbulence
eternal and the transient, union and non- union, certainty
and uncertainty, universal and the particular lends
vitality to his poems. This is apparent in a poem like the
following:

“The day is no more, the shadow is upon the earth.1t is time that 1
80 to the stream to fill my pitcher.
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The evening air is eager with the sad music of the water Ab, it calls
e out into the dusk. In the lonely lane there is no passer by, the
wind is up, the ripples are rampant in the river.

I know not if 1 shall come back home. I know not whom 1 shall
chance to meet. There at the fording in the little boat the nunknown
man plays upon his lute.” (14)

Seventh, this conflict is vitally connected to another
significant tension in the poem, namely, the antagonisms
between the poet as author of his life and the poet as the
author of the poetic text. The poet secks to construct

his life, give it meaning, by following a certain trajectory,
but it does not always work in the way he would like
because there are so many unknowns at play. Indeed, the
unknown is a central topos in the poem. At the same

time he is seeking to be the author of his poetic text
without the intervention or intercession of any outside
forces. However, that is not fully achievable cither because
language is unreliable and almost always exceeds the poet’s
grasp. So the poet is left with a modernist dilemma that is
forcefully inscribed in the poem. He holds in tension this
conflict which is written into the texture of the poem.

Eighth, the way irony figures in the poems in Gitanjali
merits close consideration. There is a dominant animating
irony in the poem — the God who is addressed in the
poem is both present and absent, visible and invisible, at
the same time. The idea of irony, as many of us recognize,
is pivotal to the creed of modernism. In Tagore’s poem
too, one sees that play of irony in interesting ways as

it vivifies his poetic statements lending them the vigor

of drama. The discrepancies between expectations and
actuality, the hopes and their non-realizations, often
generates irony in many of his poems collected in the
Gitanjali. Let us consider a representative example.



The king has come — but where are the lights, where are the
wreaths? Where is the throne to seat him? Oh shame, Ob utter
shame! Where is the hall, the decorations? Sonseone has said, ‘vain
is the cry! Greet him with empty hands, lead hinm into thy rooms all
bare!’

Ninth, the notion of individuality and its demanding
challenges activate some of the poems in the Gitanjali in
ways that are fascinating. Modernist literature has taken
a special delight in engaging and dissecting the pluralities
associated with identity formation. For example, in the
following poem, it is the individuality of the poet that
takes precedence over the vastness of the cosmos. The
idea of individuality, to be sure, has become a defining
feature of modernist aesthetics and poetics.

He came and sat by my side but 1 woke not. What a cursed sleep it
was, O miserable me !

He came when the night was still; he had is harp in his hands, and
my dreams became resonant with its melodies.

Alas, why are my nights all thus lost? Ah, why do I ever miss his
sight whose breath touches my sleep?

He begins the poem by saying, he came and sat by my
side, but I woke not. If that is indeed the case, how
does he know he came and sat by his side? The whole
poem focuses on the endless subjectivity of the poet
outstripping even God. As I have pointed out elsewhere
questions of individuality, personhood, selthood,
subjectivity and agency are extremely complex and
elusive.7

Tenth, the idea of writing figures in interesting ways in
the texture of the Gizanjali. Hence, in order to understand
its truth important and significance we need to pay close

attention to this aspect of his poetic agenda. Throughout
the poem, there are constant references to the idea of
poetry and it runs like a leitmotif through the text.

Ever in my life have I songht thee with my songs. It was they who
led mee from door to door, and with them 1 have felt about e,
searching and tonching ny world.

1t was my songs that taught me all the lessons 1 ever learnt; they
showed me secret paths, they brought before my sight many a star on
the horigon of my heart.

They guided me all the day long to the mysteries of the country
of pleasure and pain, and, at last, to what palace gate have they
brought me in the evening at the end of my journey ¢

Here we see that poetry and his life’s journey are coeval.
In the following passage, Tagore focuses on poetry and
the ultimate meaning of human endeavor and their
complex intersection.

‘From the words of the poet men take what meanings
please them; yet their last meaning points to thee.

Similar sentiments are expressed in the following passage.
Here the poet is directing our attention to language and
the attractions and complexities of divinity.

Thy world is weaving words in my mind and the joy is adding nusic
to them. Thou givest thyself to me in live and then feelestthine own
entire sweetness in me.” The poet recognizes that poetry is
both an aid and an impediment to the cherished union
with god, and the following poem captures persuasively
that sentiment.

My song bas put off her adornments. She has no pride of dress
and decoration. Ornaments wonld mar our union; they wonld come
between these and me; their jingling would drown thy whispers.
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My poet’s vanity dies in shame before thy sight. O master poet, 1
have sat down at thy feet. Only let me matke my life simple and
straight, like a flute of reed for thee to fill with music.’

This focus on poetry, on writing, is indeed important.
What Tagore is suggesting is that poetic interpretation
should not be construed as a reconstruction of some
anterior meaning, but rather should be seen as one that
is generated in the very process of writing, Rather than
seeking to penetrate into some well-concealed core of
meaning, we as readers should focus on the signifying
surface of the text, on the very act of verbal weaving
as way of encountering the meaning of the poetic text.
This also highlights the fact that meaning is almost always
mutable, plural, evolving and dispersed.

I have briefly discussed ten aspects of Rabindranath
Tagore’s poetry in the Gitanjali as a way of enforcing the
point that it is indeed a modernist literary text that is
secking to project a complex, many-sided and modernist
poetic self against the backdrop of conventional literature
and traditional literary topoi. All good poetic texts are
underwritten by an invigorating poetic and Gutanjali is no
exception. The poetic of Gitanjali is one that deals with
determinacy and indeterminacy, presence and absence.
The fund of imagery pressed into service by the poet
testifies to this fact. A tropological analysis of this poem
would surely illuminate this aspect of Tagore’s poetic art.

The poetics of indeterminacy and invisibility that marks
Tagore’s Gitanjali is inseparably linked to the paradox
of language and paradox of imagination. Incidentally,
the new critics such as Cleanth Brooks who were
closely associated with modernism some seven decades
ago underlined the importance of paradox for poetic
language®. He claimed categorically that the language of
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paradox is the language if poetry. We have moved beyond
the New Criticism of Brooks to the Deconstruction of
Derrida; however, deconstructionists too seem to set great
store by paradox. In the case of Tagore, he is caught in
the tussle between poetic language as both an enabler

and an impediment. This is connected to the paradox

of the imagination which both conceals and uncovers

the mysteries of the cosmos. This antithesis has an
indubitable linkage to literary modernism.

I stated earlier in the Gitanjali, we should focus on the
song-offerings as well as the one who is making the song-
offerings. Similarly, we need to pay attention to the readers
who is placed by the poem as a witness to this fraught
relationship between the devotee and the divinity, the poet
and God and the privileged act of devotion. The reader

is placed by the text as a modern, discriminating, sensitive
person who is able to see through the surface tensions.
The subjectivity of the reader, according to Tagore is as
important as the subjectivity of the poet.This article of
faith adhered to by Tagore, it seems to me, arises out of
his profound engagement with the dynamics of literary
modernism.

In conclusion, let me once again underline the point I
am keen to establish in this essay. Tagore’s the Gitanjali
is a modernist text that illuminates the complexities and
multi-faceted nature of the modern poetic self. The self
is fractured, self-divided, enmeshed in ambivalences, and
one of restoring it into a unified coherence, a semblance
of comprehensibility is through the effort of imposing
a transparency to it and connecting it to a cosmic
framework of reference. This is an impossibility and
Tagore realized it. Hence, the poet has to keep on striving
to manage the rival claims, the antithetical demands and
keep them in creative tension.



It is indeed true that Rabindranath Tagore, in composing
the Gitanjali, has drawn on the Indian devotional tradition
of literature and invoked the spiritual and religious
dimensions of classical Indian art and literature as well

as religious thought. The influence of the Upanishads
most notably that of the Isa Upanishad, is clear. However,
we need to move beyond this common understanding

to see how he sensitively made use of this well-mapped
thought-world to project a modernist poetic self. If we
take that additional step, and locate the poem within a
modernist discourse, we will be able to capture the deeper
resonances of this poetic text and do greater justice to
Tagore’s literary ambitions.
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“The Great Fair of

Common Human Life”:
Re-Reading Gitanjali

Radha Chakravarty

Thou hast made known to me friends whom I knew not.
Thou hast given me seats in homes not my own

(Gitanjalz, poem 6)

It is conventional to read the English Gitanjali as a
profound philosophical text about the soul’s quest for
union with the eternal. This reading is indeed appropriate,
but it does not account for the richly layered texture of
Tagorte’s poetry, its emotional appeal, and its ethical/social
argument. Nor does such a reading accommodate the
paradoxical nature of Tagore’s vision, which seems to be
built on a series of apparent contradictions. In the poems
of Gitanjali, Tagore’s spiritual quest does not preclude a
strong awareness of social issues, just as his penchant for
the abstract and mystical does not entail a dismissal of

the material, physical dimensions of human existence. In
fact, these poems vibrate with a dynamic awareness of the
connectedness of all things:

The same stream of life that runs through my veins night and day
runs through the world and dances in rbythmic measures.

One Hundred Years of Gitanjali (1913 - 2013)

1t is the same life that shoots in joy through the dust of the earth in
numberless blades of grass and breaks into tumultnons
waves of leaves and flowers.

1t is the same life that is rocked in the ocean-cradle of birth and of
death, in ebb and in flow.

1 feel my limbs are made glorious by the touch of this world of life.
And my pride is from the life-throb of ages dancing in my blood this
moment. (Poem 69)

All of Tagore’s writings express this extraordinary vision
of the fundamental principle of unity that underlies the
diversity and plenitude of Creation. Tagore’s mysticism
is evoked by intimations of immortality, but this does
not preclude an active involvement with the concrete and
the particular. Within the world of forms, he secks the
divinity that is formless. He locates the transcendent in
the ephemeral, and the universal in the particular. In the
humblest of places, he detects greatness and spiritual
glory. His philosophy does not take him away from a
strong engagement with social realities, nor does his
mystical vision direct his gaze away from the world of
human strife.

This explains the poet’s special bond with his God. The
supreme expresses itself in the most ordinary facets of
everyday life. Hence, nothing is negligible, or worthy

of contempt. In poem 43, dust becomes the metaphor
of the commonest, humblest levels of existence, where,
paradoxically, we may find traces of the same divine spirit
that animates the whole universe:

The day was when 1 did not feep myself in readiness for thee; and



entering my heart unbidden even as one of the common crowd,
unknown to me, ny king, thou didst press the signet of eternity
upon many a fleeting moment of my life.

And today when by chance 1 light upon them and see thy signature,
I find they have lain scattered in the dust mixed with the memory of
Joys and sorrows of my trivial days forgotten.

Thou didst not turn in contempt from my childish play among dust,
and the steps that 1 heard in my playroom are the same that are
echoing from star to star. (Poem 43)

What binds everything together is the principle of love.
In 1925, speaking of the mystics of medieval India,
Tagore declared: “The Infinite cannot be comprehended
through mere knowledge ... The god of the maramiyas is
a very different god; He is the Lord of the Heart”.! The
germ of this idea is already present in the Gitanjali poems,
which express love in its different dimensions: erotic
desire, mother-love, brotherly camaraderie, and the poet’s
love for nature. In several poems, for instance, Tagore
adopts a feminized voice to address God, using an erotic
metaphor:

My song has put off her adornments. She has no pride of dress
and decoration. Ornaments wonld mar our union; they wonld come

between thee and me; their jingling would drown thy whispers.
(Poem 7)

Such metaphors are figurations that signify the ultimate
form of love: God’s love for all of creation, and the soul’s
yearning for union with the divine. Tagore is not the first
poet to use the erotic for religious and spiritual purposes,
but in the poems of Gitanjali, the divinity thus addressed
does not correspond to the pantheon of deities in Hindu

mythology. Rather, we sense a formless divine spirit that
animates the universe, yet remains elusive and tantalizingly
beyond human apprehension.

Desire in Gitanjali is a complicated thing. Some forms of
desire are critiqued for their illusory effects, while others
are legitimized as spiritually or ethically significant. While
desire for wealth and power is represented as limiting and
self-defeating, desire for love, connectedness and union
with the eternal is the central force behind these poems:

That 1 want thee, only thee — let my heart repeat without end.

Al desires that distract me, day and night are false and empty to the
core. ... (Poem 38).

This legitimized form of desire expresses itself in
manifold ways that are inclusive rather than exclusive.
The senses have a role in it, as much as the spirit and the
intellect.

The need to break away from materialistic desires is
highlighted in several poems:

The child who is decked with prince's robes and who has jewelled
chains round bis neck loses all pleasure in his play; bis dress
hampers him at every step.

In fear that it may be frayed, or stained with dust he keeps
himself from the world, and is afraid even to move.

Mother, it is no gain, thy bondage of finery, if it keep one

shut off from the healthful dust of the earth, if it rob one of the

right of entrance to the great fair of common human life.
(Poem 8)

One Hundred Years of Gitanjali (1913 - 2013)



Here, the poet aligns himself with the stream of common
humanity, rejecting the culture of avarice. If greed for
material prosperity is debunked, so are the trappings of
political power. In poem 31, the one who tries to enslave
the world finds himself enchained by his own craving for
authority:

"Prisoner, tell me, who was it that bound yon?'

"It was my master, said the prisoner. 'l thought I could outdo
everybody in the world in wealth and power, and I amassed in my
own treasure-house the money due to my king. When sleep overcame
me 1 lay upon the bed that was for my lord, and on waking up 1
Jound I was a prisoner in my own treasure-house.’

'Prisoner, tell me, who was it that wrought this unbreakable
g
chain?'

"It was 1, said the prisoner, 'who forged this chain very

carefully. I thought my invincible power wonld hold the world
captive leaving me in a freedom undisturbed. Thus night and
day I worked at the chain with buge fires and cruel hard strokes.
When at last the work was done and the links were complete and
unbreakable, 1 found that it held me in its grip."  (Poem 31)

Although these poems denigrate materialistic aspirations,
there is room in Tagore’s approach for desires that are
sensual as well as spiritual. In some poems, he revels in
the beauty of the world, rejecting the detachment the
ascetic:

Deliverance is not for me in renunciation. 1 feel the embrace of
freedom in a thousand bonds of delight.

Thon ever pourest for me the fresh dranght of thy wine of varions
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colours and fragrance, filling this earthen vessel to the brim.

My world will light its hundred different lamps with thy flame
and place them before the altar of thy temple.

No, I will never shut the doors of my senses. The delights of
sight and hearing and touch will bear thy delight.

Yes, all my illusions will burn into illumination of joy, and all my
(Poem 73)

desires ripen into fruits of love.

Within the concrete, the poet detects the presence of the
abstract:

I dive down into the depth of the ocean of forms,
hoping to gain the perfect pearl of the formless. ... (Poem 100).

The transition from the “wrong” kinds of desire to the
higher form of desire that spurs the soul’s quest for

the eternal involves the need to rise above the limits of
the individual self. According to Kathleen O’Connell,
“Perfect freedom, by Rabindranath’s interpretation, is
found in a perfect harmony of relationship, not in a
mere independence which has no context” (O’Connell
122). This process of overcoming the ego can demand
a violent internal struggle and a willingness to confront
the starkness of suffering. Amiya P. Sen says that Tagore
differs from Bankim and the Buddha in expressing a
willingness to accept pain and suffering, In the essay
“The World is Founded on Love” (1908), Tagore argues
that it is through self-surrender and penance that man’s

soul can find its meaning (Sen Lx).



oo Ab me, what is it I find? What token left of thy love? It
is no flower, no spices, no vase of perfumed water. It is thy niighty
sword, flashing as a flame, heavy as a bolt of thunder. The

young light of morning comes through the window and spreads
utself upon thy bed. The morning bird twitters and asks, "Woman,
what hast thou got?" No, it is no flower, nor spices, nor vase of
perfumed water—it is thy dreadful sword. ...

Frons now I leave off all petty decorations. Lord of my heart,
10 more shall there be for me waiting and weeping in corners, no
more coyness and sweetness of demeanonr. Thou bast given me thy

sword for adornment. No more doll's decorations for me!
(Poem 52)

The need to transcend the ego highlights not only the
place of humility in the practice of devotion, but also the
possibility of overcoming the barriers that separate the
privileged from those at the margins of society.

Here is thy footstool and there rest thy feet where live the
poorest, and lowliest, and lost.

When I try to bow to thee, my obeisance cannot reach down to the
depth where thy feet rest among the poorest, and lowliest, and lost.

Pride can never approach to where thon walkest in the clothes of the
humble among the poorest, and lowliest, and lost.

My heart can never find its way to where thon keepest company with
the companionless among the poorest, the lowliest, and the lost.

(Poem 10)

Rabindranath’s God does not reside in temples, nor is his
worship realized through hollow rituals. He is to be found
among the lowliest of the low. In this respect, Tagore

identifies Kabir, rather than the Vaishnavites, as the major
influence on his work. Abu Syed Ayub points out this vital
connection between Tagore’s thought and that of Kabir,
one of the most powerful secular voices in medieval
Indian verse (Ayub 109). Poem 11 of Gitanjali asserts
Tagore’s dislike of orthodox religion, his faith in the
dignity of labour, and his respect for the common man:

Leave this chanting and singing and telling of beads! W hom dost
thon 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 life 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; be is
bound with us all forever.

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 bin in toil and in sweat of thy
brow.  (Poem 11)

Rising above the ego brings one closer to one’s social
“others”. Reaching out to the other forms an important
step in the soul’s spiritual journey. In connecting with the
many, and crossing the boundaries that divide man from
man, the human spirit develops a sense of oneness with
the universe and its Maker.

Thon hast made me known to friends whom 1 knew not. Thon
hast given me seats in homes not ny own. Thou hast brought the
distant near and made a brother of the stranger.
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I am uneasy at heart when 1 have to leave my accustoned shelter;
I forget that there abides the old in the new, and that there
also thon abidest.

Through birth and death, in this world or in others, wherever
thou leadest me it is thou, the same, the one companion of ny
endless life who ever linkest my heart with bonds of joy to the
unfamiliar.

When one knows thee, then alien there is none, then no door is
shut. Ob, grant me my prayer that I may never lose the bliss of
the touch of the one in the play of many. (Poem 63)

Tagore’s ideas and attitudes continued to evolve
throughout his life. Critics detect a gradual shift of focus
from God to man in his writings on religion, and point
out the conflicting pulls of detachment and involvement,
renunciation and desire, that his works dramatize. But
throughout his life, Tagore never loses sight of the
connection between God and man. In “The World is
Founded on Love”, Tagore asserts: “Celebrations must
bring us all together in common aspirations and action

... It is through the coming together of our minds and
hearts that Truth is manifest” (Sen 48). This awareness of
collectivity can only be attained through an effort to think
beyond the individual self. The Gitanjali poems strongly
affirm this idea.

Tagore would later develop this idea further in his concept
of “Jeebondebata”. In a talk delivered at Santiniketan

in 1921, Tagore explains his sense of the link between

the personal and the universal, via his concepts of
Jeebondebata, his personal god, and Viswadebata, the
Lord of the Universe. “There is a certain space where
God is entirely mine; in that space, there is just Him and
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me. ... this relationship is deep and mysterious. In that
private world, I am alone. However, there is yet another
point at which my personality merges with the universal.
Jeebondebata resides within me but also goes beyond
me, towards that indivisible, infinite, inexpressible joy
represented by Viswadebata (the Lord of the Universe)”
(Amiya P. Sen 153). Later, in a lecture titled “Manusher
Dharma” (““The Religion of Man”) delivered at the
University of Calcutta in 1933, Tagore would elaborate
on the thought already present in Gizanjali: “Man has two
aspects to his existence: in him there is individuality and
there is universality”. He would argue that “the highest
manifestation of man is that in which he is able to unite
with all across time and space” Through our connection
with the world we find our link with the divine.

In Tagore’s scheme of things, the world thus rediscovered
is not an illusion. Gitanjali is at one level a celebration of
the beauty of Creation — the seasons, earth and sky, the
flora and fauna of the land. At the centre of this universe
is man, beloved of God. As Abu Syed Ayub points out,
man’s importance in these poems is “derived from the
reciprocal needs of God and man and from envisioning
creation as a divine sport” (Ayub 162). The poems of
Gitanjali atfirm the mutuality of this bond between the
human and the divine:

I know not from what distant time thou art ever coming nearer to
meet me. Thy sun and stars can never feep thee hidden from me for
aye. ... (Poem 406)

Such were the impulses that seem to have animated
Tagore’s English Gitanjali. Today, the poem demands
an urgent re-reading for reasons that have as much to
do with our contemporary world, as with the genius of



Tagore himself. Taken together, these poems continue to
resonate with some of our most pressing concerns. For
one thing, they remind us of the need to connect with
our social and cultural “others”, and to think beyond the
boundaries that separate people from people. They also
emphasize the importance of living in harmony with our
environment, a lesson our threatened planet would do
well to heed today. The poems assert the significance of
ethical and spiritual values, instead of preoccupation with
power and prosperity. They reject traditional religious
practices, to embrace a form of faith that is inclusive,

and based on tolerance. In an age that increasingly
values narrow specialization, we need perhaps to pay
more attention to the sheer breadth of vision inherent

in Tagore’s verses, for they demonstrate the unity of all
forms of knowledge, in their combination of science, art,
religion, philosophy, literature, politics, economics, history,
music.

Tagore’s vision of a world connected by the principles of
Love and Truth did not materialize in his lifetime. In his
dying days, in “Crisis in Civilization”, he would lament the
state of a world torn asunder by violence and aggression.
The unfinished journey is a constant metaphor in Gitanjali:

The time that my journey takes is long and the way of it long. ...

The traveler bas to knock at every alien door to come to his own,
and one has to wander through all the onter worlds to reach
the innermost shrine at the end. ... (Poem 12)

Re-reading Gitanjali in the twenty-first century brings
home to us the fact that the journey still continues in our
day, for the transformation envisioned by Tagore still
remains beyond our reach.

Notes

1.Rabindranath Tagore, The Mystics of Medieval India, trans. Amiya P.
Sen, in Sen, ed., 81-82. Originally published in Bengali as Introduction
to “Dadu” by Kshitimohan Sen, in Prabasi (c. 1925).

2. Rabindranath Tagore, “Manusher Dharma”, Kamala Lectures at
University of Calcutta, 1933. Cited in Amiya P. Sen, 158.
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Gitanjali

Lecave this chanting and singing and telling of beads! WhonT>{ <
dost thou worship in this lonely dark corner of a temple with /

doors all shut? Open thine eyes and see thy God is not beforé
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
off 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 is thy clothes become tatterd and
stained? Meet him and stand by him in toil and in sweat of thy
brow.
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How Gitanjal

was received in Germany
Martin Kéimpchen

Literary history is not without its comical side, and not
without coincidences which then decide the course of
events. Imagine what would have happened if the bag
with the manuscript of the English Gitanjali-poems which
Rabindranath lost in the London Underground train had
not been retrieved and returned to him! In that event

we may not have an Indian Nobel Prize of Literature
awardee, we may not have Rabindranath as the national
poet and the international voice of the colonised people.
There may most likely not have been a Visva-Bharati
University at Santiniketan. Rabindranath would not have
written many of the poems, plays and lectures which were
the direct result of his travels and of his fame.

The bag was retrieved, and Gitanjali was published and
received its due recognition in 1913.

The reception of Rabindranath’s Gitanjali in Germany
was equally mired in comical and bizarre events. How did
the manuscript of Gitanjali reach the German publisher
and how did it get published? — Until this day, there is no
unequivocal answer to these questions.



In 1913, Kurt Wolff, Rabindranath’s German publisher,
was an energetic and hugely ambitious young man . He
was the son of a sophisticated middle-class family and
married Elisabeth Merck who hailed from a family of

industrialists with a long tradition of cultural involvement.

Kurt Wolff did not care to finish his study of literature.
Instead, he began a publishing business in Leipzig. First
he had a partner, but soon he broke away and established
the Kurt Wolff Verlag on his own. Only nine months
after establishing his independent publishing firm, Tagore
received the Nobel Prize. Kurt Wolff was a mere 25 years
old.

Who sent Gitanjali to Kurt Wolff and when? Was it the
original British publisher, namely Macmillan in London,
or was it Marie Luise Gothein, the German translator
of Gitanjali? Further, was Gitanjali sent to Kurt Wolff
before 14 November, the day when the Nobel Prize was
announced, or thereafter? Gothein, a distinguished and
culturally highly connected woman, probably sent her
translation of Gitanjali to Kurt Wolff with the request to
publish it.

Let me first quote the “official version”, that is the
version which Kurt Wolff himself publicised among his
associates. Soon after the Nobel Prize announcement
Kurt Wolff wrote letters to two of his friends, both
authors of his publishing house. To Franz Werfel he
wrote: “You can congratulate me. I have acquired the
authorisation for the German edition of Rabindranath
Tagore’s ‘Gitanjali which has been crowned with the
Nobel Prize. What is more, the translation is already
complete. In ten days’ time I shall bring out the book.”

The second letter, to Walter Hasenclever, is even
more explicit: “A very good piece of news for our
publishing house is that we have received the Nobel
Prize; and the joke of it is that we had secured this
Indian poet Rabindranath Tagore for our publishing
house before it could be foreseen that he would
receive the Nobel Prize...” 2

Towards the end of his life, in 1962, Kurt Wolff
once again reminiscenced about this eatly event in his
careet. For a radio-talk he wrote:

I 'am no longer certain who mentioned to me that

a book of poems by an Indian writer by the name

of Rabindranath Tagore had just been published

in London, poems with a unique flavor which
nonetheless appeared to be eminently translatable.
[...] Ilearned that Tagore’s poems, translated into
English by the author, had caused quite a stir in
England. [...] It wouldn’t do any harm to inquire
about the book and the German translation rights,

I thought. [...] A copy arrived, and with it the
information that no other German publishing

house had made an inquiry. And then, sad to say, it
fell victim to an all-too-common vice in publishing
houses: the book lay around for weeks before anyone
took a look at it. I, the publisher, was unfortunately
unable to do so, since at the age of twenty-six I could
neither speak nor read English. |...] Gitanjali was
sent out to readers and, as so often happens, what
they had to say was so contradictory that the reports
cancelled each other out. |...]
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After brief vacillation I decided in favour of
publishing it — not least because everyone agreed
that there would be no translation problems |...].
This decision then received support from a most
unexpected quarter: Rabindranath Tagore was
awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1913, even
before the German edition appeared.’

Here, Kurt Wolff took full credit for “discovering”
Rabindranath Tagore for the German language and the
German book-market.

However, Kurt Wolff’s declared promise of publishing
Gitanjali “in ten days’ time” and making a real kill of it
in terms of fame and profit, could not be redeemed. A
comical incident invaded his plans. When the German
translation was already page-set and ready for print, Kurt
Wolff’s colleagues compared the translation with the
English original and discovered a few expressions that
they thought did not exactly represent the original. As
time was short they corrected them without consulting
the translator, Mrs Gothein, and got the book printed.
Thereafter the translator was asked to give her approval.
Instead, she got furious and went to court to obtain

an interim injunction staying the distribution of the
book. A court hearing was fixed. Marie Luise Gothein
who lived far from Leipzig, wanted the best copyright
lawyer to represent her, and she was recommended a
suitable person. Unfortunately for her, she appointed
another person by the same name who, however, was an
inexperienced, young lawyer. Neither the young lawyer
nor the judge knew English and they were unable to
evaluate the unauthorised changes in the translation. On
the publisher’s side, however, representatives were able
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to defend the changes and won the case. Hence, Gitanjali
could be published, albeit with a delay of several months,
in January1914.*

This is what I called the “official version” which was
publicised by Kurt Wolff and his colleagues. Except

one colleague: Willy Haas. He was a respected German-
speaking writer and cultural journalist from Prague. Willy
Haas was part of the editorial crew that Kurt Wolff

had hired. In an essay which Haas published as late as

in 1971 in the German daily newspaper Die Welt, Willy
Haas claimed that the Kurt Wolff publishing house

first rejected the Gitanjali manuscript and then hastily
accepted it after the Nobel Prize had been declared. “I
was there myself”, Willy Haas maintained. According to
him, when the news of Tagore’s Nobel Prize broke in the
evening newspapers, Kurt Wolff thought: “Hasn’t a book
of poetry by this man been offered to us? Where is the
manuscript?” Haas continued:

People searched and searched, but nobody could find
it. Finally we found out that the manuscript had been
read and rejected by one of the main editors of the
publishing firm. It had left one hour earlier with the
last mail.

Without losing a moment, Kurt Wolff rushed to

his car and drove to the main post-office. He was
away for over an hout, but then he returned with

the manuscript under his arm. Surprisingly, he did
succeed in having the huge mountains of the evening
post inspected, under the supervision of the director
of the post-office and got back the manuscript.
Presumably this was possible only because [Kurt



Wolff] knew the director personally.

There was tension in the room as the manuscript was
unpacked. A few pages were read, and the editor who
had turned it down was applauded. It was indeed a
rather weak affair. But Kurt Wolff with his proverbial
luck naturally knew the translator. He telephoned

her that the manuscript was accepted, but it had to
be revised, and he probably immediately settled the
question of royalty with her.”

This “rejection version”, as I may call it, appears to be
credible as it is so full of details and conclusive in itself.
However, is Haas’ claim “I was there myself” true?
According to Wolfram Go6bel’s exhaustive monograph on
the history of the Kurt Wolff Publishing House, Willy
Haas arrived in Leipzig to join Kurt Wolff in “spring
1914” % while here we recall events which happened

in November 1913. So, the question remains: Who
remembers what actually happened? If the version of
Willy Haas was an invention, it was, however, not his
own invention. Because this rejection version had been
mentioned long before 1971, and this rumour was even
picked up in a conversation with Franz Kafka who hailed
from Prague like Willy Haas. ’

Let me recall here, that Willy Haas, the main player in this
affair opposite Kurt Wolff, had a special relationship with
India®. Asa German-speaking Jew he was one of the
very few intellectuals who escaped the Nazi prosecution
of Jews and the holocaust by fleeing to India. He reached
Bombay in June 1939 and joined the Bombay film
industry as a script-writer. Besides, Haas wrote a large
number of essays on Indian life and published them in

Indian journals. After the Second World War, in March
1947, he returned to Europe and established himself as a
leading cultural journalist in Hamburg, There he died in
1973.

Back to the events of 1913. While the court-case about
the translation copyright lingered on, another scenario
unfolded. Kurt Wolff heard of the enormous impression
which André Gides French translation of Gitanjali had
made on Rainer Maria Rilke who was a leading German
poet of the time. Rilke wrote to Wolff (on 6 December
1913):

I am eagerly awaiting the German edition of
Rabindranath Tagore. André Gide has recently
acquainted us here with his impression of this

poet. His translation of Gitanjali, from which he
enthusiastically presented a few extracts, seems
genuinely to be animated by the spirit of the original
poems. ’

Both were leading writers of their language, Rilke in
German, and Gide in French. Gide had recited from his
Gitanjali-translation in a Paris salon while Rilke was in
the audience. Quick to see his advantage, Wolff offered
to Rilke that he translate Gitanjali into German. That

is, Wolff was prepared to reject Marie Luise Gothein’s
translation which was ready and possibly already being
printed, in order to bring two famous poets together

in one book — Tagore as author and Rilke as translator.
This had happened in England where William Butler
Yeats wrote the Foreword to Gizanjali; it had happened
in France where Gide translated Gitanjali and The Post-
Office; it was soon to happen in Spain where Juan Ramén
Jiménez and his wife translated Tagore’s poetry.
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Rilke considered the offer deeply for some time and
ultimately rejected it. This is the explanation Rilke gave in
his letter to Kurt Wolff:

I do not find within myself that irrefutable call for the
proposed assignment, from which alone could emerge
a definitive and responsible work. Although much in
these stanzas has a familiar ring, it seems, so to speak,
to be borne towards me on a tide of unfamiliarity |...]
This may be partly due to my meagre acquaintance
with the English language."

The response of the German public to Gitanjali was by
no means unequivocal. Many had expected the much-
favoured Peter Rosegger, a German-speaking author
from Austria, to be awarded the Nobel Prize in 1913.
The disappointment was palpable in the German press.
Other commentators were just dumb-founded by the
totally unheard-of, exotic poet whose name was difficult
to pronounce. The name was the butt of several jokes
in cartoons and anecdotes. The cultural press was largely
undecided; it oscillated from adulation and idealisation
to sarcasm and rejection. On the whole, the reaction was
marked by a feeling of uncertainty how to evaluate and
appreciate this kind of writing which was so new and
unusual.

Kurt Wolff published the German translations of almost
all new books by Tagore which Macmillan in London
brought out. But the literary criticism and increase in the
knowledge of the poet’s life and achievements could not
keep pace with the speed in which these new books came
out. When in 1925 the last book by Tagore, published by
Kurt Wolff, came out, they numbered 24 books in the
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span of 11 years — from 1914 to 1925. In addition, Kurt
Wolff published an eight-volume Collected Works of Tagore
in 1921 when Tagore visited Germany for the first time."'
“By the end of 1923 over one million copies” of books
by Tagore had reached the book-market."”

This kind of explosive reception of Tagore, engineered
by Kurt Wolff, was probably not equalled anywhere else in
Europe, except perhaps in Great Britain. Yet, after 1925,
Tagore’s star began to decline in Germany. The poet fell
into oblivion and was anathema during the Hitler Regime
and the Second World War. From the 1950s onwards,
however, reprints came out and also new translations
from English, also of Gitanjali."” Gitanjali was translated
into German fully only from English but never from
Bengali. Helene Meyer-Franck selected a few poems from
Gitanjali in her pioneering book Mit meinen Liedern hab ich
dich gesuch?** which collects her poetry translations made
from original Bengali and published in 1946. I myself
published selections of Gitanjali in German, translated
from Bengali, in the context of wider collections of
poems spanning the entire creative life of Rabindranath
Tagore three times: in 1990 and again in 2005 and last
in 2011".

Endnotes

1 Kurt Wolff, Briefwechsel eines Verlegers 1911-1963. Edited by
Bernhard Zeller and Ellen Otten. Frankfurt: Verlag Heinrich
Scheffler 1966, p. 102.

2 Op.cit, p. 7.

3 Kurt Wolff, “Rabindranath Tagore”. In: Kurt Wolff: A Portrait in
Essays & Letters. Edited by Michael Ermarth. Transl. by Deborah
Lucas Schneider. Chicago / London: The University of Chicago
Press 1991, pp.116-117.
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* Snaka: A Journal of Arts and Letters, March 1958 Tagore and
Buddhist Humanism.
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"Rabindranth Tagore-The Greatest of the Bauls of Bengal-Edward C.
Dimock. Jt."
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Gitanjali

In the deep shadows of the rainy July, with
secret steps, thou walketst, silent as night,
eluding all watchers.

To-day the morning has closed its, heeldefs
of the insistent calls of the loud east win

and a thick veil has been drawn over the
ever-wakeful blue sky. The woodlands have
hushed their songs, and doors are all shut at
every house. Thou art the solitary wayfarer in
this deserted street. Oh my only friend, my
best beloved, the gates are open in my house
-do not pass by like a dream.

One Hundred Years of Gitanjali (1913

-2013)



The bronze bust of Tagore, Main Library, University of Colombo.
Sculptor : Janak Jhanakar Narzang

I3 One Hundred Years of Gitanjali (1913 - 2013)

‘Oh, the Picture of
Perfection! the Joy
Unalloyed’

P H.K. Kulatilaka

After along and tedious but interesting sojourn in the
Judiciary resolving disputes between man vs. man 1
thought I would be able to find peace of mind while

in retitement. But it was not to be. I lay my hands on
Rabindranath Tagore’s Nobel Prize winning poetic master
piece Gitanjali |prose translation made by the author from
the original Bengali manuscript| in delight.

I am sad because I do not possess even a basic
understanding of the beautiful Bengali language. So I am
not in a position to appreciate the poetic brilliance full
of subtlety of rhythm that flows from his Bengali song
offerings, beautiful lyrics of his own creation. Tagore’s
words ‘1 know thou takes pleasure in my singing...” keeps
on ringing and ringing in my ears. In his Nobel Prize
acceptance speech he said ‘T used to write my poems
Gitanjali, and I sang them myself in the midnight under
the glorious stars of the Indian sky. And in the eatly
morning and in the afternoon glow of the sunset I used
to write these songs...” Suko Watanabe in his prologue

to the Japanese Translation of Gitanjali said ‘First of

all Gitanjali should be recited, sung. I had to choose the
literary style to see that it can be sung even in Japanese’.



Tagore’s Gitanjali (Song Offerings) is made out of collection
of poems originally published in Bengali in three volumes,
Naibedya, Kheya and Gitanjali. Paul Nash says he would
read Gitanjali as he would read the Bible for " comfort and
for strength “. Y.B.Yeates who wrote the Introduction to
Gitanjali said of Gitanjali © as generations pass, travelers
will hum them on the highway, and men rowing upon the
rivers. Lovers, while they await one another, shall find, in
murmuring them, this love of God a magic gulf wherein
their own more bitter passion may bathe and renew its
youth’. In fact it has proved to be so.

As a boy Tagore had all round him in his home literature
and music. Albeit, not much was heard of his schooling
days. In his Nobel Prize Acceptance Speech he laments
thus © I have not had myself full benefit of a regular
education’. It may have driven him to find solace in
surrounding himself with children and giving them
‘freedom of joy, of life and of communion with nature’.

He had schooling in Brighton in England and had
studied Law at University College, London. But without
completing his degree he returned to his motherland in
1880. His father Maha Rishi Tagore was instrumental in
founding Adi Dharma faith. His uncles Gogondranath
and Abanindranath were artists. His brother
Dwijendranath was a great philosopher.. No doubt
Rabindranath Tagore’s great saintly family would have
strengthened his nerve of his unending and admirable
love for the God.

Tagore’s love for the children is expressed with a spirit
of delight. In his Nobel Prize Acceptance speech he says
in the evening during the sunset hour I often used to sit

alone watching the trees of the shadowing avenue and

in the silence of the afternoon I could hear distinctly the
voices of the children coming up in the air, and it seemed
to me that these shouts and songs and glad voices were
like those trees, which come out from the heart of the
carth like fountains of life towards the bottom of the
infinite sky’.

His lyrical excellence came out with a fragrance in his
poems dedicated to children namely, poems 60,61 and 62.
I was mesmerized by the reference to ‘ the sleep that flits
on baby’s eyes.

The smile that flickers on baby’s lips when he sleeps, does anybody
know where it was born? Yes, there is a rumour that a young pale
beam of

A crescent moon touched the edge of a vanishing

Autumn cloud and there the smile was first born’.

| Gitanjali, 61]

Beauty of the childhood Tagore was very fond of came
out in poem 60.

“On the seashore of the endless worlds the children meet with shouts
and dances.

They build their house with sand and they play with empty shells.
With withered leaves they weave their boats and smilingly float them
on the vast deep.

Children have their play on the seashore of worlds.

It is quite interesting to observe his reference to coloured
toys he brings to the child he was so fond of. It is an
expression of a simple philosophy wherein hid his
expression of everlasting love for the God.
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T understand why there is such a play of colours on clonds, on
water, and why flowers are painted in tints when 1 give coloured toys
to you, my child’.(Poem 62;)

It is said that Tagore’s poetry was influenced by the
ancient poets of India known as “Vaisnava’ and Indian
Mysticism. Albeit, the aforesaid beautiful lyrics were
genuinely his own creations. The great poet has confessed
in his aforesaid speech how he was ‘drunk’ with the
beauty of nature, to wit;

“ When I was about 25 years I used to live in utmost
seclusion in the solitude of an obscure Bengali village by
the river Ganges in a boat house. The wild ducks which
came during the time of autumn from the Himalayan
lakes were my only living companions. And in that
solitude I seem to have drunk in the open space like wine
overflowing with sunshine and the murmur of the river
used to speak to me and tell me the secrets’.

Thus Tagore spoke for himself why and how such a great
Poet was born in him.

In the vast Indian continent where unity in diversity is
the nature’s gift, where great philosophers were born
Rabindranath Tagore was one of them. He opened his
eyes wide and discovers the God, to wit;

‘Open thy eyes and see thy God is not before you?

He is there where the tiller is tilling the hard ground and where the
path maker is breaking stones.

He is with them in sun and in shower, and his garment is covered
with dust.

Put off thy holy mantle and even like him come down on the dusty
soil.
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What a beautiful and novel creation? His beautiful lyrics
are neither mystical nor philosophical but genuinely
natural. His love for the Humanity embroiled in his
dedication and unending love for the God are portrayed
in his song offerings Gitanjali. His love for the God comes
out in poem 306, to wit;

‘Give me the strength to mafke my love fruitful in service.

Give me the strength never to disown the poor or bend my knees
before insolent might.

Give me strength to raise my mind high above datly trifles. ...

Sabita Dhar quoting from his German translation of
Gitanjali wrote thus; ‘Among the elements of Hinduism he
lays special stress on love which is the basis of all change
towards good. In understanding Tagore this is the most
vital truth. He calls it joy, which is the root of all creation.
This is the underlying idea in Gitanjali. The life affirming
love of God for all men, the sensual love between

man and woman,, a love of a mother for her child, the
discovery of nature as a gift of the God — these facts of
the basic idea are interwoven throughout the book *.

The inward merriment of his expectation of his God saw
the light of day in lyrical form;

“Have you not heard his silent steps? He comes, comes, ever comes.

Every moment and every age, every day and every night he comes,
comes ever comes.

Many a song have I sung in many a mood of mind,
but all their notes have alhways proclaimed.

He comes, comes, ever comes’.



One of Tagore’s very beautiful poems is poem 78 when
the gods held their assembly in the sky discovered a flaw
in the creation;

When the creation was new and all the stars shone in their first
splendour, the gods held their assembly in the sky and sang ‘Ob, the
picture of perfection the joy unalloyed,,

But one cried of a sudden — 1t seems that somewhere there
75 a break in the chain of light and one of the stars has been
lost. ..

Yes, that lost star was the best, she was the glory of all heavens’.

What a beauty. Gitanjali is a goldmine for research. 1

humbly say that my presentation is from a layman’s point
of view made at random. I would like to confess that I
read Gitanjali (Song Offerings) every now and then when I
wish to have peace of mind.

From his pen flowed immortal songs of devotion, beauty
and love for God and the great poet penned national
anthems of India namely ‘ Jana Gana Mana’ and that

of Bangladesh ° Amar Shonar Banga’ which would have
originally sung by him. Rabindranath Tagore belonged to
both India and Bangladesh. He belonged to all of us ,the
Asians.

One Hundred Years of Gitanjali (1913 - 2013) m



Tagoreana'

Daya Dissanayake

One hundred years after Gurudev Rabindranath Tagore
was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature, we can still
celebrate his greatness, as the leading literary giant of
the 20th century in the world, and among all 109 Nobel
laureates of the past 111 years.

"No great writer gains lustre from a Nobel Prize. It is
only the Nobel Prize that gains lustre from the recipient
- provided the right one has been chosen." So said

Katl Ragnar Glerow of the Swedish Academy, in his
presentation speech on the award of the 1971 Nobel to
Palo Neruda. We have to agree. We have to honour our
Gurudev not because he won the Nobel, but because of
all his contributions to the world of arts and for the well
being of mankind.

There had been 32 nominations in 1913 for the Nobel
Awatrd for literature and Gurudev was nominated by the
English Poet Thomas Sturge S. Moore, as a Member of
the Royal Society of Literature. Looking at the other 31
names, Gurudev stands out, far above all the others, and
there would not have been any excuse for the Nobel
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committee to ignore him. While most writers had been
nominated many times, and some of them never won
the award, Gurudev won it on the first and only time

he was nominated. Ninety Seven members of the Royal
Society of Literature in England had proposed the name
of Thomas Hardy in the same year. Moore's was the only
proposal from the Royal Society for Gurudev. Hardy's
name had been proposed ten times, but failed to win the
award.

In 1913, there had been only one member of the Nobel
Committee who knew Bengali, and had read Gurudev's
works in Bengali. He was Esalas Herik Vilhelm Tegner.
Another member Verner von Heldenstam (who won the
Nobel Prize 1916) too had been highly impressed with the
English version.

Till recent times and with the continuing change in
world politics, the Nobel Prize for literature was almost
exclusively for Europeans. Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan had
been nominated five times (1933 - 1937) by a member of
the Swedish Academy itself, Hjalmar Hammarskjold, but
was never considered, even in 1935 when the committee
did not name a winner. However the Noble Prize for
Literature was awarded to Winston Churchill, in 1945!

Among 109 Nobel Laureates in literature, the only
Indian author is Gurudeyv, and the other Asians are
two each of Chinese and Japanese, while there have
been twelve from France, and nine from the United
Kingdom. All six Nobel laureates from Sweden had
been members of the Swedish Academy.

Gurudev could not attend the Nobel Award
Ceremony, because the Nobel Committee sent him
the telegram on November 14th, 1913, which was
received by him on 15th, just 25 days before the



ceremony. The Committee could have informed

him earlier, knowing very well the time it would take
for the Gurudev to arrive in Stockholm. Instead on
November 20th, Gurudev had received the next
telegram, "Nobel Prize will be solemnly handed

over Stockholm 10th December invite you heartily
though fear time not allow your coming". The British
Ambassador in Stockholm received the award on
behalf of Gurudev.

The irony is that Tagore was invited in 1920, to
make a speech at the Award ceremony, but he was
able to make the speech only on May 26th, 1921.

In this speech he mentioned how he received the
telegram, while travelling with several people, he
had put it in his pocket to read later. However an
Englishman who was with him had urged him to
read the telegram, which meant that this Englishman
already knew what was in it. This hints at the
possibility that Gurudev could have been informed
much earlier, if they really wanted him to attend the
Award Ceremony in 1913.

Gurudev was awarded the Nobel Prize, because he
was too great a poet to be ignored. Yet the Nobel
Committee perhaps did not have the courage to
accept him as he was. That is probably why in the
presentation speech by Harald Hjarne, Chairman

of the Nobel Committee of the Swedish Academy,
introduced Rabindranath Tagore as an Anglo-Indian
poet. This was in contradiction to the terms laid
down by Alfred Nobel "No consideration should

be paid to the nationality to which any proposed

candidate might belong", which the chairman
mentioned in the speech.

Gurudev's own English version of Gitanjali: Song
Offerings (1912) was described as "a collection of
religious poems, one of his works that especially
arrested the attention of the selecting critics. Since
last year the book, in a real and full sense, has
belonged to English literature, for the author himself,
who by education and practice is a poet in his native
Indian tongue". The other publications which had
been considered by the Nobel Committee had been
"T'he Gardner, The Crescent Moon, Lyrics of Love and Life'
(1913) and 'Glimpses of Bengali Life" (1913).

Hajrane tries to steal the credit for Gurudev's
creativity. "The influence of the Christian mission
has extended far beyond the range of the actually
registered proselytizing work. The struggle that the
last century witnessed between the living vernaculars
and the sacred language of ancient times for control
over the new literatures springing into life would
have had a very different course and outcome, had
not the former found able support in the fostering
care bestowed upon them by the self-sacrificing
missionaries."

Hajrane even painted the Brahmo Samaj started by
Raja Rammohun Roy in 1828 and where Gurudev's
father Debendranath Tagore was a founding father,
as having been influenced by the doctrines of
Christianity, and that the Bbak# movement too had
been influenced by Christianity from the Middle
Ages, which only displayed his ignorance.
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Debendranath Tagore was essentially a Hindu. He
had never turned to the West. He had never made
any visible approach towards Christ and his church.
And he had two principles. "1. The Brahmo Samaj

is a purely Hindu institution intended for Hindus
and deals with the highest form of Hinduism. 2. Its
mission is chiefly religious rather than social.

To counter the Eurocentric Swede, we can quote
from an Englishman, Edward J. Thompson. "...In
my judgment, the direct influence of Christianity
on his (Gurudev's) thought has been very little.

His father was the least Christian of all the Brahmo
leaders. The poet repelled the suggestion that he
had been influenced by Christian thought in writing
Gitanjali, by saying that he had never read the Bible....
The man who henceforward must rank among the
great religious poets of the world did not call himself
Christian, and only sheer ignorance of him and of
Christianity could claim him as Christian.....The
main ground of Rabindranath's religious teaching
and belief is Indian, and (still more) individual. It

is Indian....he has added the teachings of Buddha,
for whom he has a boundless reverence. Buddha's
compassion for all living things, and the wonder

of his renunciation, have cast a golden splendour
about man's history; and in Rabindranath's

thought they have shown again, making his speech
glow. He is almost more Buddhist than Hindu"
(Thompson, p. 79-82).

The God found in Gurudev's poetry, and
misunderstood by the Christian West, was really his
Jeevan Devata, the Lotd of Life, who fills the entire
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cosmos, as explained in 'Religion of Man'. Jeecvan
Devata permeates both our tiny existence and the
enormous universe.

The chain of events which led to the award of the
Nobel Prize makes interesting reading. Gurudev

had got the urge to travel in 1911, and had decided
on England, but his health had failed and had to
reschedule his departure. He had gone to Shelidha
by the banks of the river Padma, to rest and recover.
The peaceful serene surroundings had kindled his
mind to translate Gitanjali. By the time he reached
England in 2012, he had completed his English
Gitanjali, which introduced him and his creative
works to the West. Gurudev had written to his niece
Indira Devi, "I simply felt an urge to recapture
through the medium of another language the feelings
and sentiments which had created such a feast of joy
within me in the days gone by" (re-quoted by Fakrul
Alam from Kiripalini).

Alam also mentions that in London, Tagore's son
Rathindranath had lost the briefcase with the exercise
books where Gurudev had translated Gitanjali, but
miraculously retrieved from the lost property office,
the following day. If it had not been recovered,
William Rothenstein would not have been able

to read it and pass it on to Yeats, and the English
Gitanjali would not have come out in print in time to
be nominated for the Nobel.

Michael Collins says that Gurudev had been thinking
of translating his works into English for some time,
and most interestingly he had been encouraged since
1908, by Ananda Coomarawamy, to translate his



works into English.

Harold M. Hurwitz, writing about Yeats and Tagore
had said that Yeats had introduced Tagore to London
literati, "I know of no man who has done anything in
the English language to equal these lyrics". And that
would have been before Yeats had 'worked on the
manuscript'. The same Yeats, two decades later had
said "(Tagore) knows no English....no Indian knows
English. Nobody can write with music and style in a
language not learned in childhood and since then the
language of his thought". (Buddhadeva Bose in Kabi
Rabindranath).

"...Ido believe that the changes that Yeats made

- to the order and selection of the poems, to the
paragraphing, to the punctuation, and above all

to Tagore's choice of words and phrases - would
have contributed to Tagore's growing feeling over
time that in the English Gianjali, as presented and
edited by Yeats, he had betrayed his true self....The
subtle relationship between poetry and song; the
careful way in which he had chosen representative
poems from a number of contrasting books; and
the creative pleasure that in a mood of confidence
he described in a letter to J. D. Anderson on 14
April 1918 as 'a magic which seems to transmute my
Bengali verses into something which is original again
in a different manner'; all that had been spoiled."
(Rothenstein)

Ezra Pound had commented on the Gitanjali, the
work "brings to us the pledge of a calm which we
need ever much in the edge of steel and mechanics.
It brings a quiet proclamation of the fellowship

between man and nature". That is probably why the
Roman Catholic Vedantist priest Brhamobandhav
Upadhyay, who was with Gurudev at Santiniketan,

had been the first to call him 'Visva Kavi'. Gurudev
was truly a Universal Poet.

In a letter to William Rothenstein on 15 December
1912, about a review of Gitanjali in the Athenaeum,
Gurudev had written, "I can assure you that they
are not literary productions at all, they are life
productions". Again on 17 August 2013, he had
written, ""This cold blooded literary craftsmanship,
this weighing of words and expression is utterly
wearisome. I am pining for touch of life, for the
warmth of reality..."

After the initial momentum about Gurudev's writings
with the award of the Nobel, if we are to use
Western parlance, 'he went out of fashion'. Among
the many reasons for the decline of admiration and
popularity in the West could be the fact that initially
the academic and the media believed or claimed to
believe that Gurudev's work had been completely
influenced and guided by Christian thought and
training, Another could be the slow realization in

the West, that the Eastern art, music, painting and
poetry and their philosophy were far superior to that
of the West. This realization destroyed the illusion
created by critics like R. Ellis Roberts, "neither in art,
nor letters has it ever reached the perfection which
Europeans attained" (Daily News 27-10-1913). By
1914, the tone had begun to change. "unfortunately
Tagore does not acknowledge his debt to
Christianity" (The Spectator, 14-10-1914).
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The Western scholars and academics would have
been disappointed that either they had failed to
understand the real Tagore, or when they realized
that he was not the "mystic from the East" they had
created in their own minds, or that they had not been
able to convert him into an Anglo-Indian. To the
western mind, any poet or writer from the Fast they
could not grasp, automatically became a mystic.

They would have conferred a knighthood on him
with such expectations, but after one of the most
inhuman acts by the British, the cold blooded murder
of over 500 innocent children, women and men
inside Jaliyaanwala Bagh, Gurudev renounced the
false honout.

In India, he would have lost his popularity over the
nationalist issue. He considered "A nation is that
aspect which a whole population assumes when
organized for a mechanical purpose..." There were
other disagreements with the Mahatma, even though
he had been instrumental in popularizing the form
of address 'Mahatma'. Gurudev could not agree with
the Mahatma about the temples of Khajuraho, and
managed to save the temples from destruction.

In India access to his works was also limited.
Gurudev wrote in Bengali, which is spoken only by
about 8% of the total Indian population. The others
had to read his work in translation in their own
language or in English, and it would not have been
the same as reading him in his own writing, There
could have been many variations in the translations
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too, because translating Gurudev is not an easy task.
There are 38 different translations of Gitanjali in
Hindi, and 6 in Kannada.? William Radice claims
that not only the translations into German, Russian,
French but even most of the translations into

other Indian languages had been from the English
translations and not from the original Bengali.’

Another reason for Gurudev not becoming very
popular could be the possessiveness of the Bengalis.
Antara Datta wrote, "Ramachandra Guha in his
introduction to the recent Penguin edition of Tagore’s
Nationalism (2009) has commented on how Bengalis
have often appropriated Tagore for themselves with
a degree of parochial insularity."

Gurudev's translation of 'One Hundred Poems of
Kabit' in 1913 too could not have endeared him to
some of the fanatics among both the Hindus and
Muslims, for trying to revive Kabit's vision of a
united India where the Hindus and Muslims could
live together in peace as one people.

The Nobel Prize website published an article on
Gurudev by Amartya Sen, who won the Nobel
Prize for Economics Sciences in 1998. Sen wrote
"In contrast, in the rest of the world, especially in
Europe and America, the excitement that Tagore's
writings created in the early years of the twentieth
century has largely vanished. The enthusiasm
with which his work was once greeted was quite
remarkable. Gitanjali, a selection of his poetry for
which he was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature
in 1913, was published in English translation

in London in March of that year, and had been



reprinted ten times by November, when the award
was announced. But he is not much read now in the
West, and already by 1937, Graham Greene was able
to say: "As for Rabindranath Tagore, I cannot believe
that anyone but Mr. Yeats can still take his poems
very seriously."

Interest in Gurudev could have vaned in the West
as their materialist culture progressed, and was
explained by Sen. "The profoundly original writer,
whose elegant prose and magical poetry Bengali
readers know well, is not the sermonizing spiritual
guru admired—and then rejected—in London.
Tagore was not only an immensely versatile poet;
he was also a great short story writer, novelist,
playwright, essayist, and composer of songs, as
well as a talented painter whose pictures, with their
mixture of representation and abstraction, are only
now beginning to receive the acclaim that they have
long deserved."

Sen quotes from Anna Akhmatova, who translated
Gurudev into Russian, "that mighty flow of poetry
which takes its strength from Hinduism as from the
Ganges, and is called Rabindranath Tagore." And
also from a person who never understood the East,
D. H. Lawrence. "I become more and more surprised
to see how far higher, in reality, our European
civilization stands than the East, Indian and Persian,
ever dreamed of.... This fraud of looking up to
them—this wretched worship-of-Tagore attitude is
disgusting."

There have always been critics of Gurudev, even

in India. They tried to give prominence to the wild

claim by Yeats, which B. N. Goswamy takes up in
the Tribune. W. B. Yeats one of the early admirers
of Gurudev in the West and he played an important
role to introduce Gitanjali and Gurudev to the West
and to pave the way for the Nobel. He wrote the
introduction to the English version of Gitanjali,
which was published by the India Society in England
in 1913, and later by Macmillans.

Yeats had offered to help with the English
translation, and had worked with Gurudev on the
translation. Yet in later years Yeats had started
claiming that he "had exhaustively revised the work".

Valentine Chirol, the correspondent for The Times,
(whom E. M. Forster described as "an old Anglo-
Indian reactionary hack") had the audacity to say,
"the English Gitanjali was practically a product of
Yeats". But Sturge Moor, who proposed him for
the Nobel had said, "it is patt of the price men

pay for fame, to be lied about". Perhaps Yeats was
under pressure from the society he lived in, to try to
degrade a man who was far above him.

William Radice, who translated Gitanjalz, using

the original Bengali poems and the Rothenstien
manuscript, found that Yeats had made "many
unnecessary and faulty changes in the manuscript”,
that Yeats had changed the sequence which Gurudev
had carefully designed, that the sequence and
punctuations "made it sound very biblical.....the
published book has as many small paragraphs like the
Bible....For one hundred years no one has objected
to this text....All translations of Gifanjali have been
based on this text. But actually it's a bad text, very
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bad text.....but Rabindranath's genius is actually there,
in the manuscript." >

However Buddhadev Boise, in 'An Acre of Green
Grass' "declares that the English version is nothing
less than a miracle of translation....making the
delicate 'flowers bloom anew on foreign soil"®

The rise and fall of W.B. Yeats's enthusiasm for
Rabindranath Tagore as a poet is analyzed here as
due primarily to Yeats's own changing aspirations
for restoring a pristine Ireland. Reinforcing this
psychological interpretation is a post-colonial
argument that finds Yeats, notwithstanding his
opposition to colonial rule in Ireland and India, as
unable to appreciate the Bengali poet as intellectually
and politically a fully mature and autonomous
individual. Once Tagore had rejected his British
knighthood in protest against the Jallianwalla Bagh
massacre, it is argued, he no longer fitted the benign
but condescending stereotype of serene, spiritual
Oriental that had helped propel him to the Nobel
Prize.

Partha Pratim Ray, librarian, Institute of Education,
Visva-Bharati, had done a study of the different
editions of Gifanjali. The first publication of the
Gitanjali in Bengali was in September 1910. There
were 157 songs and poems, of which 20 had been
previously published 'Sharodutsav' (1908) and 'Gan'
(1909). The other 137 poems had been written
between August 1909 and August 1910. The English
translation had only 103 poems, "These translations
of poems contained in three books, 'Naivedya', 'Kheya'
and 'Gitanjali' , but the collection had really been
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from 10 other books. Only 53 of the 103 poems in
the English Gitanjali was from the original Bengali
Gitanjali. 16 were from Gita-malya, 15 were from
Naivedya, 11 from Kheya, the other 8 from Chaitali,
Ralpana, Smaran, Shishu, Utswarga and Achalayatan.
The Bengali Gitanjali had been reprinted 40 times
from 1910 to 2007.

Ray describes Gurudev's writing carrier. He had
written his first poem when he was eight and by

the end of his life at eighty, he had written twenty-
five volumes of poetry, fifteen plays, ninety-five
short stories, eleven novels, thirteen volumes of
essays, wrote thousands of letter, prepared Bengali
textbooks and created more than two thousand
paintings. This long literary career had been classified
by different scholars in different ways, but Gurudev
had dismissed them, ""To the author the moments
of creations, the seasons of flowering and fruit-
gathering are what matters; that is what touches him
emotionally".

Tagore is needed now, in the 21st century, perhaps
more than when he wrote Gitanjali, or when he won
the Nobel Prize. Sitakant Mahapatra and Prafulla

K. Mohanty, sums it up in their introduction to
"Tagore and Nazrul Islam Vision and Poetry', where
they write, "Tagore's poetry brought a humanist
universalism with abundance and amplitude of the
traditional soul of India...(p.14)...The 21st century
reader living in the post-modern world encounters
only demystification and decentering to lose hope in
life. For such readers Tagore offers hope for life and
confidence in living. p.21)



It is time to breakout and accept not only the
original Bengali Gitanjali, but also all his writings,
Tagoreana, ( novels, poems and essays), as the
greatest honour we can do to the Gurudev.

Endnotes
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Gitanjali — Lotus and the
Empty Basket

Edmund Jayasuriya

A whole people, a whole civilization, immeasurably
strange to us, seems to have taken up into this
imagination; and yet we are not moved because of its
strangeness, but because we have met our own image, as
though we had walked in Rossetti’s willow wood, or heard,
perhaps for the first time in literature, our voice as in a
dream.

(W.B .Yeats - Introduction to Gitanjali.)

Way back in the late 50s when I read Gitanjali for the
first time I was only 24 years of age. During a stroll along
the Kalu Ganga one evening, I walked into the Railway
Station where there was a small McCallum Book depot. It
is there that I found this ‘treasure’; a small book, smelling
fresh from the press and with a blue and cream cover.

When I decided to buy this book I knew precious little of
Tagore; but two short stories and a poem of his I have



read were vivid in my memory. One was The Postmaster
where Tagore tries to explore the sensitive relationship
between the post master and Rattan the village girl, and
the other was The Cabuliwallah where a prisoner carries

in his pocket a wrinkled piece of paper with the ink-
smeared imprint of a tiny hand, his daughter’s. The title
of the poem I do not remember now but it dealt with
the dreams of a child who, seeing a man who lights street
lamps, wishes to be one himself when he grows up!
Perhaps it was these memories that compelled me to buy
this volume.

Little did I realise what was in store for mel

After dinner that night -my temporary abode at the time
was a room of the Teachers’ Hostel of Kalutara Maha
Vidyalaya- I began to read Gitanjali and 1 did not, or
could not take my eyes off until I finished reading its last
line. It was past midnight. A waning moon shone in the
deep blue sky and a few scattered stars were out while

a cool breeze stole into my room through the window
complementing my mood which was poetic ecstasy.

It was indeed a revelation; here was a book that has
enthralled me as none other had done in my life. I was
stunned and shocked and that experience was hauntingly
beautiful. I then realised the real meaning and significance
of Yeats’ observation that he had to close the book when
he was reading it in buses and trains lest others should
notice his emotional reactions.

I think I was in that mood for a couple of weeks,
recollecting the feeling behind each verse, more than its
meaning. It was this reliving of the experience that finally

led me to translate Gitanjali into Sinhala.

When I did the translation I had no intention at all of
publishing it. I did so purely to relive an experience that
was rare and unique. Although I tried to be faithful to the
original I must confess that I did not bother much with
the meaning or ‘philosophy’ behind the verses. I was
trying to capture the emotion, the thythm of language
and its melody. To me Tagore was unthinkable without his
tone and melody. I tend to agree with what Andre Gide
said in his preface to his French translation:

Even when I shall be more qualified to I would not try to
explain however briefly I may, the philosophy of Tagore.
However little Tagore defends himself for bringing about
some change and innovation in the philosophical contents
of the Upanishads nothing is less new. Although I admire
his philosophy I admire greatly the emotion that gives life
to it and the exquisite art with which Tagore expresses it.

Gide is right in the sense that poetry must first and
foremost provide enjoyment. We seek this in any work

of art, be it poetry, novel or drama. But Gide’s statement
should not be construed to mean that there is nothing
beyond emotion and form of expression in Gitanjali.
Nothing can be further from the truth. While any artist
worth his salt would grapple with form and expression,
basically he deals with a particular view of life. And that is
inherent in his final production.

I have already said that the meaning and philosophy
behind Tagore’s poetry was not foremost in my mind
when I attempted the translation. But I would like to
add a caveat to this. What I meant was that I was so

One Hundred Years of Gitanjali (1913 - 2013)



concerned, in fact overwhelmed by the sheer poetic form
in the verses that I was more anxious about the rendition
of their tone and rhythm. But within me there was
always the idea that these verses were the expression of a
particular view of life and that it was both insightful and
novel.

Without trying to interpret Tagore’s philosophy, which

I would like to leave for more competent hands than
mine, [ would like to discuss here a few instances of his
poetry which attracted my mind and suggested their direct
relation to life as we live it. As Gide quite rightly observes,
it is hazardous to try to interpret Tagore’s philosophy

or whatever you find in the verses. In fact if you treat
these verses as exalted poetry, which undoubtedly they
are, such an exercise would be futile. So I would like to
highlight a few examples that deal with certain moments
in life which, though conceptually mystical in form, are
nevertheless simple expressions of lived experience.

Before we venture upon such a task it would be necessary
to have some idea about Tagore’s personality. He is known
to have opposed nationalism and militarism and promoted
a world order based on multiculturalism, diversity and
tolerance. In fact, Visva Bharati, which he founded to
have a concord with the world, is ample evidence of this.
His mysticism, I believe, is individual. How else can you
explain why he calls his god ‘friend’master’and ‘king’?

He came to grips with an idea —or if you like it ‘a spiritual
awareness’- all his life and that idea was god to him.

IEBl One Hundred Years of Gitanjali (1913 - 2013)

The day was when I did not keep myself in readiness for thee;

and entering my heart unbidden even as one of the common crowd,
unknown to me, my king, thou didst press the signet of eternity
upon many a fleeting moment of my life.

And today when by chance I light upon them and see thy signature,
1 find they have lain scattered in the dust mixed with the memory of
Joys and sorrows of my trivial days forgotten.

Thon didst not turn in contempt from my childish play among dust,
and the steps that I beard in my playroom

are the same that are echoing from star to star.

He lived his normal life and when in his mature days he
recollects it he finds it ‘cattered in the dust nrixed with the
memory of joys and sorrows of my trivial days forgotten’. But
his god understands for he does not ‘7urn in contempt from
my childish play among dust. And the steps that 1 heard in my
Playroom are the same that are echoing from star to star’.

Here the poet speaks of sympathy and understanding;
The sound of steps he heard in his playroom he hears
spreading from star to star. There is glory in even the
most humble situation in life. He finds that his heart is
glad within.

and the breath of the passing breeze is sweet

Frons dawn till dusk 1 sit here before nry door

and I know of a sudden the bappy moment will arrive when I
shall see..

Humanity is classless; there is no distinction between the
rich and the poor or the high and the low. It is an abiding
sympathy, irrespective of distinctions, that should reach
out towards mankind. Pride cannot reach these lofty
ideals...



Pride can never approach to where thon walkest in the clothes of the
humble among the poorest, and lowliest, and lost

My heart can never finds its way to where thou keepest comparny
with the companionless among eh poorest, the lowliest, and the lost.

Are we chasing after shadows far away when the real thing
we seek is within us? We think it is difficult to achieve, it is
lofty and somehow we are unworthy of it. There is some
deficiency in us however much we yearn for what we seek
day and night.

On the day when the lotus bloomed, alas, my mind was straying,
and 1 fknew it not. My basket was empty and the flower remained
unbeeded.

..and 1 felt a sweet trace of a strange fragrance in the south wind.

1 Enew not then that it was so near, that it was mine, and that this
perfect sweetness had blossomed in the depth of my own heart.

We think of personal redemption and in the name of
religion we follow a host of rituals hoping that it would
deliver us. We are lost ourselves and have little time for
our fellow beings. A smile, a little act of kindness can
make anothet’s world beautiful. But lost as we are in
our own petty worlds we do not realise it and engage
ourselves in useless rituals.

A man whose house is all dark and lonesome asks a gitl
for the lamp which she carries to float in the river. He sees
it uselessly drifting in the tide.

In the moonless gloom of midnight I ask her, ‘Maiden, what is
your quest, holding the lamp near your heart? My house is all dark
and lonesome — lend me your light.” She stopped for a minute and
thought and gaged at my face in the dark. ‘1 have brought my light,’

she said, ‘to join the carnival of lamps.’ I stood and watched her
little lamp uselessly lost among lights.

I have highlighted only a few instances where Tagore’s
poetry speaks of things close to the human heart, its
innermost yearnings. In my mind Tagore remains a

poet essentially of the East whose thought process
encapsulates the lofty ideals of Eastern thought and
world view. The tag of ‘mysticism’ to his poetry should
not conceal its beauty and the inherent realistic approach
though his mode of expression is sometimes couched in
mystic phraseology.

- ’

A sketch drawing of Tagore by Susil Premaratne,
Rasavahini, May 1961.
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UPAGUPTA
UPAGUPTA, the disciple of Buddha, lay asleep on the
dust by the city wall of Mathura.

Lamps were all out, doors were all shut, and stars were all
hidden by the murky sky of August.

Whose feet were those tinkling with anklets, touching his
breast of a sudden?

He woke up startled, and the light from a woman's lamp
struck his forgiving eyes.

It was the dancing-girl, starred with jewels, clouded with a
pale-blue mantle, drunk with the wine of her youth.

She lowered her lamp and saw the young face, austerely
beautiful.

"Forgive me, young ascetic," said the woman; "graciously
come to my house. The dusty earth is not a fit bed for
you."

The ascetic answered, "Woman, go on your way; when the
time is ripe I will come to you."

Suddenly the black night showed its teeth in a flash of
lightning;
The storm growled from the corner of the sky, and the

woman trembled in fear.

The branches of the wayside trees were aching with
blossom.

Gay notes of the flute came floating in the warm spring
air from afar.

The citizens had gone to the woods, to the festival of
flowers.



From the mid-sky gazed the full moon on the shadows of
the silent town.

The young ascetic was walking in the lonely street, while
overhead the lovesick koels urged from the mango
branches their sleepless plaint.

Upagupta passed through the city gates, and stood at the
base of the rampart.

What woman lay in the shadow of the wall at his feet,
struck with the black pestilence, her body spotted with
sores, hurriedly driven away from the town?

The ascetic sat by her side, taking her head on his knees,
and moistened her lips with water and smeared her body
with balm.

"Who ate you, merciful one?" asked the woman.
"The time, at last has come to visit you, and I am here,"
replied the young ascetic.”
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THE FLOWER SCHOOL

When storm-clouds rumble in the sky and June showers
come down,

The moist east wind comes marching over the heath to
blow its bagpipes among the bamboos.

Then crowds of flowers come out of a sudden, from
nobody know where, and dance upon the grass in wild
glee.

Mother, I really think the flowers go to school
underground.

They do their lessons with doors shut, and if they want
to come out to play before it is time, their master makes
them stand in a corner.

When the rains come they have their holidays. Branches
clash together in the forest, and the leaves rustle in the
wild wind, the thunder-clouds clap their giant hands and
the flower children rush out in dresses of pink and yellow
and white.

Do you know, mother, their home is in the sky, where the
stars atre.

aven't you seen how eager they ate to get there? Don
H 'ty h ger they are to get there? Don't
you know why they are in such a hurry?

Of course, I can guess to whom they raise their arms;
they have their mother as I have my own.
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THE NOBEL PRIZE

ACCEPTANCE SPEECH
RABINDRANTH TAGORE

I am glad that I have been able to come at last to your
country and that I may use this opportunity for expressing
my gratitude to you for the honour you have done to me
by acknowledging my work and rewarding me by giving
me the Nobel Prize.

I remember the afternoon when I received the cablegram
from my publisher in England that the prize had

been awarded to me. I was staying then at the school
Shantiniketan, about which I suppose you know. At that
moment we were taking a party over to a forest near

by the school, and when I was passing by the telegram
office and the post office, a man came running to us and
held up the telegraphic message. I had also an English
visitor with me in the same carriage. I did not think

that the message was of any importance, and I just put

it into my pocket, thinking that I would read it, when I
reached my destination. But my visitor supposed he knew
the contents, and he urged me to read it, saying that it
contained an important message. And I opened and read
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the message, which I could hardly believe. I first thought
that possibly the telegraphic language was not quite
correct and that I might misread the meaning of it, but at
last I felt certain about it. And you can well understand
how rejoicing it was for my boys at the school and for the
teachers. What touched me more deeply than anything
else was that these boys who loved me and for whom

I had the deepest love felt proud of the honour that

had been awarded to him for whom they had feeling of
reverence, and I realized that my countrymen would share
with me the honour which had been awarded to myself.

The rest of the afternoon passed away in this manner,
and when the night came I sat upon the terrace alone,
and I asked myself the question what the reason could be
of my poems being accepted and honoured by the West
in spite of my belonging to a different race, parted and
separated by seas and mountains from the children of the
West. And I can assure you that it was not with a feeling
of exaltation but with a searching of the heart that 1
questioned myself, and I felt humble at that moment.

I remember how my life's work developed from the

time when I was very young. When I was about 25
years I used to live in utmost seclusion in the solitude of
an obscure Bengal village by the river Ganges in a boat
house. The wild ducks which came during the time of
autumn from the Himalayan lakes were my only living
companions, and in that solitude I seem to have drunk
in the open space like wine overflowing with sunshine,
and the murmur of the river used to speak to me and tell
me the secrets of nature. And I passed my days in the
solitude dreaming and giving shape to my dream in poems
and studies and sending out my thoughts to the Calcutta
public through the magazines and other papers. You can
well understand that it was a life quite different from the
life of the West. I do not know if any of your Western

One Hundred Years of Gitanjali (1913 - 2013)

poets or writers do pass the greatest part of their young
days in such absolute seclusion. I am almost certain that it
cannot be possible and that seclusion itself has no place in
the Western world.

And my life went on like this. I was an obscure individual-
to most of my countrymen in those days. I mean that my
name was hardly known outside my own province, but I
was quite content with that obscurity, which protected me
from the curiosity of the crowds.

And then came a time when my heart felt a longing to
come out of that solitude and to do some work for my
human fellow-beings, and not merely give shapes to my
dreams and meditate deeply on the problems of life, but
try to give expression to my ideas through some definite
work, some definitive service for my fellow-beings.

And the one thing, the one work which came to my mind
was to teach children. It was not because I was specially
fitted for this work of teaching, for I have not had myself
the full benefit of a regular education. For some time

I hesitated to take upon myself this task, but I felt that

as I had a deep love for nature I had naturally love for
children also. My object in starting this institution was to
give the children of men full freedom of joy, of life and
of communion with nature. I myself had suffered when

I was young through the impediments which were
inflicted upon most boys while they attended school
and I have had to go through the machine of education
which crushes the joy and freedom of life for which
children have such insatiable thirst. And my object was to
give freedom and joy to children of men.

And so I had a few boys around me, and 1 taught them,
and I tried to make them happy. I was their playmate. 1
was their companion. I shared their life, and I felt that

I was the biggest child of the party. And we all grew up



together in this atmosphere of freedom.

The vigour and the joy of the children, their chats and
songs filled the air with a spirit of delight, which I drank
every day I was there. And in the evening during the
sun-set hour I often used to sit alone watching the
trees of the shadowing avenue, and in the silence of
the afternoon I could hear distinctly the voices of the
children coming up in the air, and it seemed to me that
these shouts and songs and glad voices were like those
trees, which come out from the heart of the earth like
fountains of life towards the bosom of the infinite
sky. And it symbolized, it brought before my mind
the whole cry of human life all expressions of joy and
aspirations of men rising from the heart of Humanity
up to this sky. I could see that, and I knew that we
also, the grown-up children, send up our cries of
aspiration to the Infinite. I felt it in my heart of
hearts.

In this atmosphere and in this environment I used to
write my poems Gitanjali, and I sang them to myself
in the midnight under the glorious stars of the Indian
sky. And in the early morning and in the afternoon
glow of sun-set I used to write these songs till a day
came when I felt impelled to come out once again and
meet the heart of the large world.

I could see that my coming out from the seclusion of my
life among these joyful children and doing my service to
my fellow creatures was only a prelude to my pilgrimage
to a larger world. And I felt a great desire to come out
and come into touch with the Humanity of the West, for I
was conscious that the present age belongs to the Western
man with his superabundance of energy.

He has got the power of the whole world, and his life is
overflowing all boundaries and is sending out its message

to the great future. And I felt that I must before I die
come to the West and meet the man of the secret shrine
where the Divine presence has his dwelling, his temple.
And I thought that the Divine man with all his powers
and aspirations of life is dwelling in the West.

And so I come out. After my Gitanjali poems had been
written in Bengali I translated those poems into English,
without having any desire to have them published,
being diffident of my mastery of that language, but

I had-the manuscript with me when I came out to

the West. And you know that the British public, when
these poems were put before them, and those who had
the opportunity of reading them in manuscript before,
approved of them. I was accepted, and the heart of the
West opened without delay.

And it was a miracle to me who had lived for fifty years
far away from activity, far away from the West, that I
should be almost in a moment accepted by the West as
one of its own poets. It was surprising to me, but I felt
that possibly this had its deeper significance and that
those years which I had spent in seclusion, separated
from the life and the spirit of the West, had brought
with them a deeper feeling of rest, serenity and feeling of
the eternal, and that these were exactly the sentiments
that were needed by the Western people with their
overactive life, who still in their heart of hearts have a
thirst for the peace, for the infinite peace. My fitness
was that training which my muse had from my young
days in the absolute solitude of the beaches of the
Ganges. The peace of those years had been stored in
my nature so that I could bring it out and hold it
up to the man of the West, and what I offered to
him was accepted gratefully.

I know that I must not accept that praise as my
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individual share. Itis the East in me which gave to
the West. For is not the East the mother of spiritual
Humanity and does not the West, do not the children
of the West amidst their games and plays when they
get hurt, when they get famished and hungry, turn
their face to that serene mother, the East? Do they
not expect their food to come from her, and their
rest for the night when they are tired? And are they
to be disappointed?

Fortunately for me I came in that very moment when
the West had turned her face again to the East
and was seeking for some nourishment. Because

I represented the East 1 got my reward from my
Eastern friends.

And I can assure you that the prize which you have
awarded to me was not wasted upon myself. Ias

an individual had no right to accept it, and therefore
I have made use of it for others. I have dedicated
it to our FEastern children and students. But then
itis like a seed which is put into the earth and
comes up again to those who have sown it, and

for their benefititis producing fruits. I have used
this money which I got from you for establishing
and maintaining the university which I started lately,
and it seemed to me, that this university should be

a place where Western students might come and
meet their Eastern brethren and when they might
work together in the pursuit of truth and try to find
the treasures that have lain hidden in the East for
centuries and work out the spiritual resources of the
East, which are necessary for all Humanity.

I can remind you of a day when India had her great
university in the glorious days of her civilization.
When a light is lighted it can not be held within
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a short range. It is for the whole world. And

India had her civilization with all its splendours

and wisdom and wealth. It could notuse it for

its own children only. It had to open its gates in
hospitality to all races of men. Chinese and Japanese
and Persians and all different races of men, came,
and they had their opportunity of gaining what was
best in India, her best offering of all times and to
all Humanity. And she offered it generously. You
know the traditions of our country are never to
accept any material fees from the students in return
to the teaching, because we consider in India that
he who has the knowledge has the responsibility to
impart it to the students. It is not merely for the
students to come and ask it from the master, but it
is the master who must fulfil his mission of life by
offering the best gift which he has to all who may
need it. And thus it was that need of self-expression,
of giving what had been stored in India and offering
the best thing that she has in herself that made it
possible and was the cause and the origin of these
universities that were started in the different provinces
of India.

And 1 feel that what we suffer from in the present
day is on other calamity but this calamity of
obscurity, of seclusion, that we have missed our
opportunity of offering hospitality to Humanity and
asking the world to share the best things we have
got. We lost our confidence in our own civilization
for over a century, when we came into contact with
the Western races with their material superiority over
the Eastern Humanity and Eastern culture, and in
the educational establishments no provision was made
for our own culture. And for over a century our
students have been brought up in utter ignorance of



the worth of their own civilization of the past. Thus
we did not only lose touch of the great which lay
hidden in our own inheritance, but also the great
honour of being able to contribute to the civilization
of Humanity, to have opportunity of giving what we
have and not merely begging from others, not merely
borrowing culture and living like eternal schoolboys.

But the time has come when we must not waste
such our opportunities. We must try to do our

best to bring out what we have, and not go from
century to century, from land to land and display
our poverty before others. We know what we have
to be proud of, what we have inherited from our
ancestors, and such opportunity of giving should not
be lost-not only for the sake of our people, but for
the sake of Humanity.

That is the reason, and that led me to the
determination to establish an international institution
where the western and Eastern students could meet
and share the common feast of spiritual food.

And thus I am proud to say that your awarding me
the prize has made some contribution to this great
object which I had in my mind. This has made

me come out once again to the West, and I have
come to ask you, to invite you to the feast which
is waiting for you in the far East. I hope that my
invitation will not be rejected. I have visited different
countries of Europe, and I have accepted from them
an enthusiastic welcome. That welcome has its own
meaning, that the West has need of the East, as the
East has need of the West, and so the time has
come when they should meet.

I am glad that I belong to this great time, this great
age, and I am glad that I have done some work to

give expression to this great age, when the East and
the West are coming together. They are proceeding
towards each other. They are coming to meet

each other. They have got their invitation to meet
each other and join hands in building up a new
civilization and the great culture of the future.

I feel certain that through my writing some such
idea has reached you, even if obscurely through the
translation, some idea which belongs both to the
East and the West, some idea which proceeding
from the East has been able to come to the West
and claim its rest here, its dwelling, and to be

able to receive its welcome, and has been accepted
by the West. And if in my writings 1 have been
fortunate enough to be able to interpret the voice
of the need of the time I am deeply thankful to
you for giving me this glorious opportunity. The
acknowledgment I got from Sweden has brought

me and my work before the Western public, though
I can assure you that it has also given me some
trouble. It has broken through the seclusion which

I have been accustomed to. It has brought me out
before the great public to which I have never been
accustomed. And the adjustment has not been yet
made. I shrink in my heart when 1 stand before the
great concourse of Humanity in the West. 1 have
not yet been accustomed to accept the great gift of
your praise and your admiration in the manner in
which you have given it to me. And I feel ashamed
and shy when standing before you I do so now. But I
will only say that I am thankful to God that he has
given me this great opportunity, that I have been an
instrument to bring together, to unite the hearts of
the East and West. And I must to the end of my
life carry on that mission. I must do all that I can.
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The feeling of resentment between the East and the
West must be pacified. I must do something, and
with that one object I have started this institution.

I do not think that it is the spirit of India to reject
anything, reject any race, reject any culture. The spirit
of India has always proclaimed the ideal of unity.
This ideal of unity never rejects anything, any race,
or any culture. It comprehends all, and it has been
the highest aim of our spiritual exertion to be able
to penetrate all things with one soul, to comprehend
all things as they are, and not to keep out anything
in the whole universe to comprehend all things with
sympathy and love. This is the spirit of India.
Now, when in the present time of political unrest
the children of the same great India cry for rejection
of the West, I feel hurt. I feel thatit is a lesson

which they have received from the West. Such is not

our mission. India is there to unite all human races.

Because of that reason in India we have not been
given the unity of races. Our problem is the race
problem which is the problem of all Humanity.

We have Dravidians, we have Mohammedans, we have
Hindoos and all different sects and communities of men
in India. Therefore, no superficial bond of political unity
can appeal to us, can satisfy us, can ever be real to us.
We must go deeper down. We must discover the most
profound unity, the spiritual unity between the different
races. We must go deeper down to the spirit of man and
find out the great bond of unity, which is to be found

in all human races. And for that we are well equipped.
We have inherited the immortal works of our ancestors,
those great writers who proclaimed the religion of

unity and sympathy, in saying: He who sees all beings

as himself, who realizes all beings as himself, knows
Truth. That has once again to be realized, not only by the
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children of the East but also by the children of the West.
They also have to be reminded of these great immortal
truths. Man is not to fight with other human races,

other human individuals, but his work is to bring about
reconciliation and Peace and to restore the bonds of
friendship and love. We are not like fighting beasts. It is
the life of self which is predominating in our life, the self
which is creating the seclusion, giving rise to sufferings,
to jealousy and hatred, to political and commercial
competition. All these illusions will vanish, if we go down
to the heart of the shrine, to the love and unity of all
races.

For that great mission of India I have started this
university. I ask you now, when I have this opportunity,

I invite you to come to us and join hands with us and not
to leave this institution merely to us, but let your own
students and learned men come to us and help us to make
this university to a common institution for the East and
the West: may they give the contributions of their lives
and may we all together make it living and representative
of the undivided Humanity of the world.

For this I have come to you. I ask you this and I claim it
of you in the name of the unity of men, and in the name
of love, and in the name of God. I ask you to come. 1
invite you. (26 May 1921, Stockholm).

(Rabindranath Tagore conld not be present at the Nobel Award
Cerenmony on 10 December, 1913 at Stockholm, but sent a
telegram accepting the prize, which was received by the British
Charge d'Affaires in Sweden on bis behalf. At a special ceremony
in Calentta on 29 Jannary, 1914, Lord Carmichael, Governor of
Bengal, delivered the medal and citation to Tagore. Rabindranath
delivened this address when be visited Stockholm, in May, 1921.)
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