‘Santiniketan as I Remember 1t

by Zillur Rahman Siddiqui

spent the winter of 1984-
85 at Santiniketan as a vi-
siting professor. It was not

my first visit, as | and my wile

had been there on a days visit
— half day and a night, to be
precise — a few years before.
On that occasion, Professor
Amlan Datta, the Vice-
Chancellor, had left instruction
to the effect that an informal
meeting with some senior fac-
ulty members should be ar-
ranged. This took place in the
lounge of the Guest House and
Professor Sibnarayan , who
was the Director of ndra
Biaban at that time, played the
host on behalf of the Vice-
Chancellor who had been away.

That was my first taste of
Santiniketan: hospitality. I cold
perceive, even during that
short visit, that the kind of
hospitality which was ex-

to me, a restrained and

refined thing, had a long his-

behind it. Tagore himselfl

E set the example of aca-

demic and artistic hospitality

during his forty years EF stew-
ardship of Santintketan.

The Santintketan that |
found in that memorable win-
ter was still a place where one
could feel the spiritual pres-
cnee of the poet. | was at-

Ltached — ﬂ-ithw{ﬂ-urs‘
w:!'l‘: X

to one or nther of the Bhabans
to Rabindra Bhaban.
Professor an Ray had
left after serving his term as
Direetor, and Professor Naresh
Guha had succeeded him. We
had known each other for
many years. This time, when |
landed in Santiniketan, the
whole place was under a sense
of stupor. Prime Minister
Srimati Indira Gandhi had
been assassinated only three —
was it four? — days ago. | was
in Calcutta, on that fateful day,
and | was at Annada Sankar
Roys’ place when she was felled

in her won official residence -

by gunshots fired by her own

guards. The taxi had just
dropped me <close 1o
Bangladesh High

Commission,when | first heard
some hushed wvoice talkin
about t. she had d

wait for a couple of days for my
ohward journey to
Santiniketan.

Santiniketan held Indira
Gandhi in special afleclion and
estecm as she had boeon e slu-
dent here while Rabindranath
was still alive. She too, in hor

turn, reciprocated this fecling.
memorial service
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of the session, 1 ¢., in July
could not oblige as

. my taste, |

the use of a room of
Uttarayan. | had thanked him
and declined the offer. 1
should be too much cut off

. from the Library. The place

had a sharp smell of Chemicals
for the preservation of books,
but was other wise perfectly to
could browse
among the books to my heart's
content and whenever |

wanted a change from reading,

I could just walk downstairs,
peep into the room of Naresh
md[mmnfnrmdysmﬂ:
of welcome.,

I have never met a man
more relaxed than Dr. Naresh
Guha. | always wondered when
he did his office work. There
were always a few people in his
room and he was never in a
hurry to dismiss them. It
looked as if a business was
meant to be non-ending.
Naresh, many years ago, had
announced his entry as a pocl
with a volume of verses enti-
tled Duranta Dupur, and had
produced very little pociry

since then. He was a close
fricnd of Budhdhadcb Basu and
had helped him steadily for
many years in bringing out
Basu's Kayita, a journal devoted
16 'poifry. Fithing hid‘own

Elr]r was *inmlhfﬁ"d urﬂﬁﬁi

ated for me by others outside
these two Departments to talk
or to read a paper. Sibnarayan
Ray, who occasionally de-
scended upon Santiniketan

from Calcutta, had a special

talent in organising informal
meetings. In his eagerness fo
see that I meet his Calcutta
friends, he invited me to
Calcutta, and I' had some for-
mal lecturing to do. One was in

the Jignyasa office, and one at -

Parisat . The

one spon-
sored by Vice-Chancellor
Mimai Sadhan Bose. A one-
hours session of poetry-read-

ing from my own meagre crop

of poetry was perhaps the -

highest tribute | have ever re-
ccived as a poet. | forgot to
mention that Dr. Bose had suc-
ceeded Prof Amlan Datta as
Vice-Chancellor,

Bangladeshi girls studying
at Sangeet Bhaban would
sometimes visit me with their
Indian friends. They would en-
liven an evening with their
chatter and with their songs,
Emdid whatever snacks |
cou for them. A -
lar girl from West Bcw"
loves<with' 'a’ boy''“Trem
BarifiladésH, "hoping 'to' get’

Tmmﬂtmdﬂqfﬂmthﬂﬁun :
All pictures used in this page— Courtesy: DESH

weight ol scholarship and aca-
demic responsibilities. After
Budhdhadeb, he took over the
headship of the Department of
Comparative Literature at
Jadavpur University and had
edited a scholarly journal with
great credit.

We mel every day and
sometimes took our morning
wanlks together. Naresh's
house, in Purva Palli, close to
Panchabati where | lived, stood
on extensive grounds, and, in
order to keep fit, he had taken
to gardening with an exem-

doggedness. Naresh initi-
ated me into going to the
Mandir, where a weekly prayer

meeling was held each
Wednesday morning. The con-
consis mostly ol

school children and women,
with a few adult males whose
plety, |1 suspect, centred on
the devotional songs of Tagorc
sung by someone chosen for a
particular Wednesday
Santinfkectan had no dearth u!’
musical talents.

Incidentally, Wednesday is
Lhe Sabbath day at
Santinfketan, and has been so
since the founding of the
Ashram by the poet's father,
the Debendranath. That
lakes us back o the carly six-
ties of the ninctecnth century,

The English Department
had. in the carly weeks of my
stay, inwvited me and had in-
duced me (o leach Chaucer for
the M A class. | had
the invitation, and this meant
was with the teachers of

m

.married some day,

| speechless

took me as
a friend and when ultimately
thcir courtship came to
nothing, the girl wrote me a
letter, confiding in me her
pain and sorrow. But the boy
who was a frequent visitor at
my place, maintained a studied
silence over the matter. | still
remember the girl, for she
made me share her pain.
Santinikatan hospitality
reaches a climax with the
famed Paush Mela. The whole
place, it seemed to me, woke
up from a slumber. There were
visitors and guests in cw:rg
house, Bauls appeared wit
Thai Ektara, stalls were set up
over a vast area. There were
[ireworks, jatras were staged,
and mairas were doing their
business of a life time with
Bengali Babus consuming hot
jilipis with so much ‘excite-
ment that was te be seen to be
believed. 1 still remember a
limping Prativa Basu, alighting
from a ricksha, and joining the
company of jilipi eaters in
their idle talks, otherwise
known as adda, my plans for an
carly return to my work was
totally set at nought. Prativa
Bosec is a great conversational-
ist, and this I would not have
known but fpr the good offices

of Ha{'cg,h [l have

tLis

namm y in
her company, as she went of

weaving her atales. Prativa
Basu's reminiscence of Dhaka
of the twenties and of Nazrul
Islam the enchanter of youth 1
still remember with gratitude,
so liberal she was with her
time as we visited her in her
Santiniketan house, Swagata

Bidaya.

With my wile's arrival dur-
ing the Paush Mela, my life-
style changed considerably.
Some of the neighbouring fam-
ilies came still closer to us,
and she could see for hersell
that | was not doing too badly
without her at Santinikalan
where all the doors 1 had
knocked had opened for me
and where | had spent a sen-
son rich with the meeting of
minds. Amlan had said that
was cxactly the idea behind
the invitation.
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Gratitude

in Massive Celebrations

by Waheedul Haque

HE celebrations of the

Bengali New Year's Day

this year far outshone
all such celebrations held
before. Even alter ‘the misc-
onstrueted enthusiasm about
the dawning of a new cenfury
that morning had been cut
sizeably, that memorable turn
out gave a full day of forgetting
all worries and e ng life

positively if only for one day.
All intelligent Bengalecs knew
the one and only reason
behind the unprecedented
[estival. Tagore, way back in
1302 of the’ era, wrote
a pocm titled 1400 Sal or The
Year 1400. As that year
approached, the awareness of
the poem grew and somechow
the idea took over that in that
poem perhaps the poet was
musing over.the fate of his
works in the new century. The
unforgettable celebration on
the last Pahela Baishakh and in
the week following were thus
an indirect but very forceful
compliment to the memories
of the poet and his works.
i I was aikind of ing.a
idebt of gratityde — in a very
grand and all-involving way.
And how this nation and this
state — and more so the soci-

ety of world Bengalees — is in- -

debted to Tagorel It will be
very difficult to catalogue the
numerous {tems of that debt
and impossible to gauge the
depth of all of those. But for
Tagore it would have been im-
possible for the Bengali
Muslims to en the fascist-
lundamentalist ideas directly
spawning rabid communalism
that intoxicated in sadistic
perversions a whole commu-
nity of people for more than
hall a century's time — and
come out rallying round their
true identity as Bengalees, The
anti-Bengalee and as such anti-
culture persuasions still re-
main very strong in the social
sinews of this community
proving the monumentality of
Tagore's achievemenlt against

an almost impossible adver-
sary. The adversary is strng
because in its demonic power
there is all that illiteracy and
backwardness, prejudice and
mutual hatred, greed and a to-
tal incumprthenliﬂn of conse-
quences to one's own self and
to others, social and moral,
can producc over ccnturies.
Tagore standing for light and
understanding, tolerance and
accommodation, compassion
and an abidance by the social
weal as well as the cause of
the individual's liberty of lifc
and thought, has seen us
thruugh the half r:cntur_‘,r of

'overtake the forces

Tagore Lived a Full Life

N the Tth of
O 1861, on the 25th dny
of the month of
Baishakh, which remained one
of his favourite months ever
afterwards, Rabindranath
was born. To the four-
teenth <child, the event
scemed to be of little imwpor-
tance. But for the Bangalee na-
tion it was a momentous occa-
sion. As was evident years

prise to the children in the
rambling Jorashanko house-
hold; were happy and
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by Parveen Anam

Shantiniketan, .when word
came on 13th Nov. 1913, of
the award of the Nobel Prize
for his Gitanjali, published the
year before. And yet writing to

his niece Indira from London,
Tagore, who was awarded the
Prize for his English rendering
of the Gitanjal
cannot

people came

i, had said, 71
te this day how
to like it so

much. That | cannot write in
English is such a patent fact
that | never had even the van-
ity to feel ashamed of it. If any-
body wrote an lish note
asking me to tea, | did not feel

uval to answering it. That |
_El‘:v: written in English, seems
to be a delusion.”

Yet it was his own people,
his own nation, their sorrows

and their joys, which moved
the great poet, to achieve what
he did. It was his own land he
loved most. He went abroad
frequently, more so after the
award blg:h for sojourns and
lecture tours. But somehow, he
could never write when he was
away from his beloved Bengal.
His 'muse’ dried up or flowed
only in 'driblets’. His best
works were all produced in his
own land amongst his own
people. His fountain of poems
and songs overflowed in his
native Bengal. His love of life
was st His success as a
short story writer helped him
to arrive at a sound diagnosis
of the social evils t}ﬂtlmgued
his beloved land. He spent
much of his time in the coun-
tryside, which brought him in
direct contact with the soil of
the land. He grew to love his
people who he had a chance to
see first-hand and his love was
at times posscssive. He did ev-
erything within his means to
help his peasants. From 1880
to the year of his death in
1941, ene of his principal in-
terests was the nt. He
helped and made it possible
for them to build their own
schools and hospitals, roads
and water tanks. The hand-
some amount of money from
the Nobel Prize was donated to
the school at Shantiniketan
and invested in an agricultural
co-operative bank. Now his
peasants could get their loans
at ¢ interest rates.

Yet, the artist in him was
restiess. His poems and songs,
loved by his people are immor-
tal. He took part in the inde-
pendence movement, in his
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cataclysmic happenings start-
ing with the '43 Bengal [aminc
and ending in the subconti-
nental wave of inhuman com-
munal carnages of the current
year. The fascist phallanxes
repre-
sented by Tagore but for spells
— and the time of culture and

. of mending the damages and

constructing the future comes
back.

Tagore's bequests come
down to us in three main
streams: art, wisdom and life.
He is incomparable in his art—
linguistic, painterly and musi-
cal— and, we must not forget,

| in his art of drama. It must -

give us a dizzying fecling to
meaningfully comprehend that
we have his pocni and his fic-
tions, his short stories and his
belles lettres, and than we
have his vast and w:in:l nnd
be;ulling trove of painti

then again his songs, I..H
22 hu:dn:d of them MNterally
holding the society of all of the
world's Bengalees together,
Art is fast out of our so-
cial as well as individual lives
and it is most of all he who
causes art to find a place, a
true relevance in our pathetic
situations us wonder if
life after all has something

Mﬂnlultn!ﬂtnmtiu
our own art.

His wisdom easily com
to what has been called the
wisdom of the East— the prod-
uct of millennia of introspec-

surpasses it at
points. He is Panini and

Patanjali, Rajshekhar and
Abhinaba Gupta, Sayan and
Mallinath all rolled inte one
making available to us the sub-
continent’'s first historfogra-
pher and modern I and
anthropologist. th Il a
pathbreaker in so
ences is secured for lll Hm
But his contributions to the
study of society and polity,
economy and cooporalive on-
terprise and his major work in
delineating the ‘Religion of
Man' or giving humanism a
tremendous theoretical fillip—
are whal remain to be recog-
nised for its true worth. This
applies as well to his
supremely important work on
education.
What he had said ol
can be said of him —
he was greater than his con-
tributions. But there is a risk of
its sounding rather trite — a

Httle too unthinking. One who
has cven a general grasp of all
his works, would find it hard
to believe that any one man,
even if he happens to be
Tagore himsell, can surpass
that body in any way. Well, as a
matter of plain prosaic fact, he
did. His life was one gigantic
canvas of art, a magnificent
physical continuum studded al-
through with deep drilling in-
qguiry resulting in the most re-

warding integration and syn-
thesis of ideas. And yet there
was much more to it. It is a
story of a sell realising itsell
threugh gritty honesty and un-
sparing application and true
genius. His had been a hard life
— contrary to popular notion. A
full-time writer and yet not
quite wholly professional, a
successful benevolent zamin-
dar who would hardly get his’
minimal expenses of sheer ex-
istence paid out from the pa-
ternal treasury— for the simple
reason that there was none,
and a long- one who con-
tinued to lose to death nearly
all his loved close oncs — he
'took every suffering in his
stride to keep himselfl at the
ready for the service of his
people and to keep his cre

ative life ever out of the bog.
He is one t teacher of man
who lived all his teachings and
did far more. He never out-
grew the shy boy bullied by the
servants and looking out to the
old banyan tree drowned in a
strange loneliness that he so
loved. Life, how well to bear it
and how to make the best of it
— that's one teaching that is in
his life and not in his books.
Perhaps one can find very
touching references to this in
his songs. His politics and his
lifelong organisational cxcr-
tions addresscd to liberating
the broad masses from the
conscquences of a colonial so-

civly rotting in ils rools —
demanded of him a lot more
than there are in his books.

And he was never found want-

" ing or unresponsive. This is

equally true for Tagore as a
man — a friend and a father, a
son and as a husband.

To paraphrasc a celebrated
ulterance, we can say Tagore
was enough rcason why the
Bengalee people should be free
and have a state of their own.
We vindicated that and carved
out our own state. We have
been waging our own war to
keep our true identity to
eliminalc injustice and any cul-
tural straitjacket and
Bangladesh came as a p t
of that. That struggle appe
to be lar from a conclusive
success which could allow us
lo engage other pressing chal-
lenges. It on and, as of
always, we fight with the
nanw Rabindranath writ large
on our standards.

Isn't it time that we started
reading him more and getting
truly into his art and philoso-
phy and life? We have only so=
far used him without knowing
him much. He is a bcacon
light to us but we must have
the right eyes to take direc-
tion. Except for his music, he
is increasingly being pushed
into becom the academic’s
grist — of life and soci-
ety. We must embark on work
that would make Tagore a liv-
ing force in our social and
economic endeavours and,
more | tly, in our edu-
catton. should a nation

14th Century of the Bengali era
was a little unsure about his



