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HIS was the winter of

1984t B5. A few months

carlier, Professor Aml-
an Datta, Vice-Chancellor of
Visua-Bharati had written to
ask if | would ltke to spend a
term of visiting professorship
at Santiniketan. | replied to say
that, as far as | was concerned,

the offer was more than wel- -

come. [f those were not the
exact words | wrote, that was
exactly my sentiment. | was
about to complete my second
term of vice-chancellorship.
Full eight years of university
administration, under the cir-
cumstances in Bangladesh, left
me ready to accept any as-
signment of a purely academic
nature outside the country.
Santiniketan meant an abode
of peace. And peace was what
my heart yearned after.

| had been to Santiniketan
before this. It was so short a
visit, half a day and a night,
that it left me only eager for a
longer wvisit, and a more
relaxed one. The university's
offer could not be bettered,
both in terms of the timing
and of terms.

About the timing [ have al-
ready said something. | only
wish to add that though
Professor Datta wanted me o
be there in July, | postponed it
till November. | didn't fancy
being there in summer, and
winter held many temptations,
the famed Paush Mela being
one of them.

The day | was to have taken
the train for Santiniketan,
Indira Gandhi{ was klll:d

A JOURNEY TO WHERE

THE MEMORIES ARE

O timc machinc can
whisk us back o 1882,
the year in which the
present Tagore Kuthibari in
Shelaidah was built: the old
one, an indigo planier's
bungalow, had been claimed by
the Padma. The 18- room,
throee-storicd mansion with s
--vz boundary wall and sct on

ighas of land, rang then
with song. chikdren's laughter
and the cager arguments of
those drmwn 1o Lhal remote but
beattiful place by the nlmost

Tagore's palanquin
lmitlcss crealive encrgy of one

A AL olther Uimes the
Kuthtbari was profoundly quict
when Lhat anc man, his
zamindar administration work
casily disposcd of, sal at his
tablc from which he could sce
both the Padma and the Goraf
and wrote for hours on ecnd or
kept cndless assignations with
his bcloved, turbulent, sea-
wide Padma, lurning over in
his mind words of new songs
and sciting them lo (une.

We didn it itravel in his Iong,
twehve -bearer palanquin with
its canc betiom, nor in a barge
down the Goral Insicad. we

were in a four-wheel -drive
hard-top jcep. Though a
parched Gorai makcs (is

crossing lcasthble and there 18 a
road beyond, we jounced and
bounced past six milcs of vil-
lages and ficids. Aficr a hun-
dred years, | wonder [ what
we saw along Lhe was
diflerent from wh:ll,lhc :
would have seen from his
palanquin or barge. Old men
with grizzicd spadec beards and
skull caps. Womecn whe
st ever so much harder
men, looked curiously at
us.visilors from anothcr world
as we zoomed past in air-con-
ditioned aloolness, the chil-
dren were not shy ot all but teo
slender and the cows,
but much 100 small and 0
do much pulling The
has. of course. moved away and
is a sflver streak somewhat
short of the hortzon. This the
poet would have found dis-
tressing, as did we

by Chanchal Sarkar

But the visilt was an inncr
experience, an allirmation of
faith, an cxpression of grati-
tude for so much , and
a touching of basc. Could the
old house be made more
attractive and meaningful? 1
think so. The East Pakistan
GCovernment took over the
Kuthibari in 1961, and, of
course, successive Bangladesh
Governments have not wavered
in their epneern. The
Kuthitbart is looked

afler, s stafll of thirteen -
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guides, gardencrs, ‘side aticn-
danis’ ctc — are very friendly
and cooperative but it has o be
much more than a monument,
it must be a kind of steady-
burning lame o which we can

quiclly take our own MHitle
wicks for ligh
it eannot be a place where

busloads of picnickers crowd

o lake in' while

noisy romp. It cannot be
another distinctive buflding
that is holding up well aficr a
hundred years. The Kuthibar
rould be made much more In-
lcresting. The rooms
[urnished lEll-Inc'tlg'r
had been. If the original
are not traceable or
repair then copies could
made What rtm of

original things like the long

molor boat, the palanquins,
the¢ wide bed and the tables
and couches must not be ex-
poscd to the touching and
tcsting of ‘the curfous and the
namc scralchers.

Once restored, the rooms
should be visfble but not o
lo cnlering. There should be
picture post-cards, casscilcs,
records and books for sale and
short, simply written guide
noles for visftors especially
from age or educational
levels not likely to know much
about Rabindranath Tagore and
his ideas. There is no need Lo
have a Tagore Industry as

Salzburg has {ita Mozart
Indust but people must
know what t are secing.

The Kuthibart simply can-
nol cope with the invasion of
students and others descend-

in hundreds. The numbers
al in al a time must be
conlrolled. A small entry fee
might make for greater
responsibility and also in
some income to be plo
back. And around the Kuthbart
there must grow a small com-
plex where, sometimes in the

alr and sometimes
, people can talk, meet,
discuss and make music.
[Besides, the concept should
also, perhaps, stretch out to
the Kuthibart at Shajatpur.

Should all this be left to the
government? That would be a
great admission of [allure. The
Decpuly Commissioner of
Kushiia, Mr Hallz Ahmed, s a
nice, courtcous man, o
do-what he can. Bul he a
ot on his plate, the Ku

thibari
praper is under the Depart-
F
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ment of Are , the Rest
Housc is the Zila Parishad's
responsibility while the roads
arc Mr Ahmed's. And so there
is the eternal crisis of
coordination that mars our
sub-continent. It is for the
who hold Rabmdranath

agore as the symbol of the
Bengald o organise the
the Kuthibari to

be an t
denuty.

fnstrument of tha |
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Santlnlketan A Wlnter of Contentment
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by Zillur Rahman Siddiqui

But the days are gone, irretrievably lost, as the old ashramiks will tell you, with a half-repressed
sign perhaps. There is a day in Santiniketan calender, a day of remembrance of the dead
ashramiks/residents. It starts with a memorial service. Time is early morning, and venue, the
Amra Kunja, the mango grove. | hope | am right here.

Suddenly, in Calcutta, mid-
t descended In broad day-
u“ There was no train for
. I left the following

dngr. a lone passenger in my
compartment. At Bo rafl-
way station, there was no body
to recefve me because there
was no message. A rickshaw
ride to Santiniketan was a
good introduction to the tenor
of life wa for me for the

next three months.
Now about the terms. The

Vice-Chancellor's letter had
explained what was expected
of a visiting professor. He
would be formally attached to
one of the several Bhabans and
the choice would be his. He
would prepare his own pro-

gramme of work during his
stay at the university which
would no requirement
on its part. The whole ideca was
to give, as also to receive from,
the academic community
whatever one was capable of
giving and receiving. Professor
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but I missed the writer-in-res-
idence. Sankha Ghose, well-
known as a poet and critic was
holding the position that year

‘but because of {lilness, he had

left Santintketan soon after he
had arrived.

We were three of us in that
complex of rooms, Panchabati,
— five units in all, as the name
suggesis. Each unit consisted
of a bed-sitter and a dining
room with cooking facilities.
It was enough for a single
person but not good enough
for a couple. One of my
neighbours was a Russian, who
taught the language. The other
was an [talilan, and he had
interests going beyond
language. Both had come much
carlier and were pgoing to
remain much longer and both
had their regular teaching
assignment. | stood on an
entirely different ground. We
were good neighbours, that
was all.

On arrival, | was reccived by

Tagors in the children's section of Viswabharati

Datta must have put it in a
more urbane language. and |
am not ting him verbatim,
but I be | have conveyed
the essence of the idea

And need | say that it was a
most civilized idea, well un-
derstood and practised iIn
many universities of Euro
and America. Rlblndrln-t

being a su rl: ciﬂllud
man, had a tanding
of the h:h:l which,

unfortunately, many of us In
the universities are too dense
to appreciate. India, being
somewhat more civilized than
ourselves, has a University
Crants Commission that can
sponsor ideas commensurate
with universities. The visiting
professorship was one of them.
Incidentally. Visua-Bharat! has
another concept which (it
shares with some
distinguished American
universities, — the concept of a
writer and an artist-in-resi-
dence. During my stay, | was
able to » a long evening
with the artist-in-residence,
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my good f[riend. Dr Naresh
Guha who had retired from
Jadavpur University and had
come over to Visua-Bharati as
the Director of Rabindra
Bhaban. Without a momentl's
hesitation, [ got mysell
attached to Rabindra Bhaban
English Department
possibly took note of this and
didn't object but quietly they
sent a proposal through their
emissaries, three or four stu
dents. There was a remarkably
good-looking young lady in the
group whom | later found to be
a Tagore.

They have a collee break
around ten in the morning. At
least, in the English
Department, that was the ar-
rangement. The proposal came
from the teachers over my first
cup of coflee with them., This
was their common room, and
here they assembled at ten
when there was a halfl an
hour's recess. The Depariment
was badly in need of a teacher
to do the Chaucer texts for the
M A class. Could I? would [? |

didn't feel comfortable with
the proposal as | was oul of
touch with this area but | nod-
ded my consent. It was an easy
way of earning their, more
particularly the students’ grati-
tude.

On my first day, or maybe
within the next few days, Dr
Naresh Guha — | will call him
simply Naresh henceforward —
took me out and showed me
round the complex of houses
that Rabindranath had built for
himself over the ycars. This is
usually interpreted as one
more expression of the poet's
restless spirit. Naresh [elt it
his duty to find a suitable room
for me and he made a very
special offer, a room in the
house last occupied by the
poet. He assured me that it

was the first offer of its kind
but | politely declined. | should
be too much isolated. Also the
room was musty because it had
not been in regular use. So |
chose a quiet cormner for me on
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message to Nehru, and Nehru
found this solution. The
university has since then been
under the direct care of the
central ment and as one
of the five or six central uni-
versities, it receives more
grants than an average Indian
university does. In academic
terms, however, | thought
Visua-Bharati suffered because
ol its gcographical situation
and its rural setting, which, in
its totality does not encourage
the best students to come
here. This deficiency is com-
pensated by the fact that, as a
place and as an institution,
Santinfketan is larger than
Visua-Bharati. As an academic
concepl, Santiniketan aims at
offering the whole gamut of it,
— primary through secondary
to tertiary. No other university
is so integrated with the two
earlier phases of education,
and this is the specially of
Santiniketan.

What | found much more of
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Tagore meditating at "Chhatimtala” of Sant.lmkatan

the first floor of Rabindra
Bhaban which housed the
library. It was quiet but it had
a short smell of the chemical
they used to keep off insects
a save the books. Still | was
happy because | wanted to be
near the books,

My time was divided be-
tween Lthis cormmer and another
corner that they had found for
me in the Central Library. The
stacks of this Central Library
were in a mess but | was used
to this sort of disarray back at
home.

Did | find a vigorous intel-
lectual life at Santiniketan? No.
Visua-Bharati, as a Central
Government universitly was
well off inancially. This status
it owed to the iInitiative of
Pandit Nehru, with his great
admiration for the poet who
had left a request to Mahatma
Gandhi to see that Visua-
Bharati survived after the

poet's death. Story goes that
Gandhiji passed on the
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a com sation was the other
dimensions of Santiniketan,
viz. soctal and cultural. People,
especially foreign visitors in
india, usually do not fail to pay
a visil to Santiniketan, a name
which has still kept a magic
about it. All this is because of
Rabindranath. During my stay,
one of these visitors was Miss
Margery Sykes. Long ago, as a
[resh graduate [rom
Cambrid she had come
here, ntf had taught English
Literature. Then she had left,
and moved to other parts of
India, and became a social
worker as a follower of
Gandhiji's ideal of service. She
was old now. They had ar-
ranged a special meeting for
her, in which she gave a talk
on her association with two
great, men, Rabindranath and
Gandhiji. Both speaker and lis-
teners squatted on the floor,
Santiniketan style. The audi-
ence consisted mostly of old
ashramiks, and an {llusion was

created as Miss Sykes was
reminiscing, as if we had gone
back to the days of
Rabindranath.

But the days are gone, irre-

trievably lost, as the old
ashramiks will tell you, with a
half-repressed sign perhaps.
There is a day in Santiniketan
calender, a day of remem-
brance of the dead
ashramiks /residents. It starts
with a memorial service. Time
is early morming and venue,
the Amra Kunja, the mango
grove. | hope | am right here.
In the meeting which |
attended, the special guest or
guest of honour was Professor
Amiya Dasgupta, the well-
known economist, .who had
taught at Dhaka University for
many years, before he mi-
rated to India. He spoke of
is old university, in glowing
terms. | later talked to him,
thanking him for his digres-
stion which had rh:l.u-d me as
an old student of the place.

Next to Naresh whom | met
almost every day, | valued the
company in Santiniketan of
Amlan Datta who was very good
at finding occasfons, or creat
ing them, so that we could
meet and talk. Amlan left after
a douple of months and was
succeeded by Prof Nimat

Sadhan Bose, a historian. Prof

Bose presided over a func
tion in which | read a paper on
poetry in Bangladesh. For illus-
trating my point, | read verses
from Shamsur Rahman, Al
Mahmud and mysell. At the
end of my talk, Bose insisted
that we have a session of
poetry reading, entirely
devoted to my poetry, and the
sole reciter being mysell. | was

. but Naresh went
ahead and arranged it, at the
suggestion of the Vice-
Chancellor, in his own drawing
room, the V C’s lounge being
too small!

To my mind, that was the
most glorious evening of my
life. | am not a bad reciter. |
read from my poems for over
an hour, and the audience was
large enough to fill up the
room. | have many fond memo-
ries of Santiniketan, the very
exclusive Wednesday mommning
Albola meeting of elders —
membership being restricted
to men over sixty, — the
eve at Aravinda Nilay, the
Ekushey celebrations at

Bhaban, the inspired
periormance of maestro
Santideb Ghose, his singing
and his dancing, with a
number of Bauls joining him;
the evenings of warm
friendship in Sibnarayan Ray's
house, RUDRAPALASH, to
mention just a few. My Cahucer
class, my hours in the library,
formed the routine part of my
life. But the moments | re-
member most and | cherish
most were outside this routine.
Santiniketan impressed me
Lmnﬁnmuy as a place ol

sured pursuit of culture, a
place of repose, of memeory. It

was a good place for people
with a long past, perhaps not
so good a place who have along

future.

ILKIS + Masud Rana,
Monohordi, Shirin «
Masum, Feni., Zia +
Afroza. These are some of the
of scribbling done

on, of all the places in the
wide world, the wall-board on
which Rabindranath's
painti are on display at
Kuthibart. The name-

scribers’ sole motive may not
be willful vandalism — for their
tender romantic

What is still more worri-
some is the fact that the stafl,
numbering 12 altogether, re-
sponsible for the on-the-spot
maintenance of the 18-room
mansion know no better way of

and furmniture

him during his most
in nature's lap in
than they are do-

gh merely mild
appeal mixed with fear of
drawing wrath from the tnvad-

of swords ex
spe- occasions —
such as the 25th Baishakh.
Rabindranath's birth day.
Thrmtﬂ;ut the year, there
fore, &'e kept under lock
and key asd the visitors are
A rare treal, made

wWeapons are
betier kept but h.nr;l? given
the historie treatment

In Love with Kuthibari

Howevermuch pleased, if
not complacent, Shamsul
islam, Director, Department of
Archacology may sound in
making the assertion about the
maintenance of once-living-
place of Tagore, there are still
enough scope for both preser-
vation of the thi that have
so far survived the gnawing

by Nilratan Halder

jaws nll: time and implementa-
tion of some ideas necessary
for stalling the decaying pro-
crss.

For example, the furnfture
used at 's time could be
left alone instead of p
them for anyone's sitting .:3
feeling of the touch. If people
continue to use them, their

The Kuthibari at Shilaidah
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days withoul doubt will be
numbered soon. Those no
more allowed to be so n:mghg
used are also not in
health efther. One cannot help
fﬂ:llng lp’lty for the famous
Tagore when one sets
onc's cyu on it. Under cover
of a torn polythene paper, the
couch — {tsell broken — in-

deed cuts a sorry figure. Sure
enough, the palanquins — one
used to be borne by 12 bearers
and the other 16 bearers — are
in a good stead, so arc the oval
table and the writing table but
they will not take long to fol-
low suit, for exposed to the
clements such an inevitability
for them is much too natural
The jet black chairs on which
the poet sat and wrote have

started showing sings of wears
and tears,

Built by the poet's grandfa-
ther Dwaraka Nath Tagore in
1892 in place of the mansion
which was bought In 1913,
this Kuthibari is 100 years' old
— old but not rickety as yet
But some of the wood and fron
works such as the hanging
porch or verandah (wood) up-
stairs and the spiralling nicely
designed staircase (iron) ap-
pear to have outlived their
normal service period. They
are put under abnormal stress
particularly by picnic crowd
whose flow cannot be con-
trolled by the appeals of the
guards or guides.

The Kuthibari with its tree
lines and n spaces all
around ce ted by the
sandy spactous stretch of the
bank of the Padma nearer of-
fers a magnificent picnic spot
for the picnickers. And the
picnickers miss the
chance of using the natural
facilities along with those of-
fered by the local administra-
tion in the of a rest
house adjacent to the
Kuthibari. use they must
those facilities, no m
about that. What s
diagusting is the M

Continued on page 10



