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weetened ice and other
essons in kindness

A recollection
of life in
Santiniketan
would be
incomplete
without a
mention of
Nabadwip da.
His litde stall
witnessed so
many of our
evenings,
filled with
steaming cups
of lebu cha,
buttered toast
sprinkled with
sugar, sponge
roshogolla,
fish chop,
kochuri with
mind-blowing
tamarind
chutney, and
shingara (the
samosa is a pale
rival).
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A few days ago on a dreary, grey Sunday, as [ was
busy with my weekend chores and preparing for
the week ahead, I received a call from my sister.
Among the many things she said was, “You
remember Gopal da? He passed away.” A rush
of memories came flooding over me, memories
I had not even realised were still tucked away in
a quiet corner of my mind.

Gopal da used to sell ice cream at my school
in Santiniketan. This is a place that had an
immense influence on me. I do not know if
the current generation at school would even
call it an “ice cream” at all. It was sweetened
ice on sticks, white or brightly coloured. We
desperately craved Gopal da’s ice cream. On
summer days, after class, we used to gather
around Gopal da’s ice cream cart. As hostel
students, we were not allowed to keep money
with us. If one of us had some money, we felt
on top of the world knowing we could pay for
our ice cream. Although it was never enough to
buy an ice cream each, we would probably get
one for four or five of us. I vividly remember a
few of us licking the same sweetened coloured
ice, giggling for no reason, hiding the ice
cream behind our backs if one of our teachers
happened to be passing by, on their way home.

On days when we had no money, we would
gather around Gopal da and plead for a free
ice cream “O Gopal da, dao na ekta free (please,
Gopal da, just one).” Sometimes he would wave
us away with a firm voice, “no free ice cream
today,” but sometimes, I think, the sight of our
faces, children living so far from home, melted
his heart. He never asked for money for these
small indulgences, and we never thought of
repaying him in later years. Perhaps that is
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what it means to make someone your own.

Gopal da’s ice cream had the power to take
away our sadness, whether it was because of a
teacher’s ire or from the quiet disappointment
of being unnoticed by the boy I liked. It washed
away my small troubles and brought happiness
back into my days.

In Santiniketan, there were several people
like Gopal da, who watched over us with a
tenderness that asked for nothing in return. At
the end of the month, when money had almost
run out, they would feed us without complaint,
as though our hunger too, belonged to them.
One such figure in our world was Yusuf da, our
own baker, who came with unsliced bread (a
strong competition for baguette), cream rolls,
fruit cake, and other goodies that brightened
our days.

As younger students, we had no real access
to Yusuf da. He catered mostly to our seniors,
the didis, who were allowed to keep money with
them. So, when we reached high school (Classes
11 and 12), it felt as though we had arrived at a
long-awaited freedom. We could now buy from
Yusuf da ourselves.

How vividly I can still see him, tall and slender,
in a white checked shirt and flowing white
pyjamas we laughingly call ghagra pyjamas,
carrying on his head a basket filled with small
wonders. The very sight of him would bring
us joy. We bought from him throughout the
month and paid later, never troubling ourselves
to count too carefully, and he, in turn, never
charged us more than what was due. There was,
between him and us, that simple and precious
thing on which childhood often rests without
knowing its value: trust.

A recollection of life in Santiniketan would
be incomplete without a mention of Nabadwip
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da. His little stall witnessed so many of our
evenings, filled with steaming cups of lebu
cha, buttered toast sprinkled with sugar,
sponge roshogolla, fish chop, kochuri with
mind-blowing tamarind chutney, and shingara
(the samosa is a pale rival). In those days
Santiniketan had hardly anything one could
truly call a restaurant. Nabadwip da’s stall was
our go-to place, our evening refuge, simple,
familiar and full of comfort. When our parents
or other family members came o visit, we might
occasionally go to Bolpur for the excitement of
arestaurant meal. On most days, it was his shop
that sustained us, not merely with his food, but
with his warmth and homeliness, which have
become inseparable from Santiniketan itself.

Nabadwip da was a quiet witness to
our vibrant fearless youth, to our desire to
understand the world and in our own way to
change it for the better. He also witnessed our
serious relationships, our hesitant date evenings
in which friends often played their part, sitting
with us with curiosity and amusement. He
always seemed (o know who was falling for
whom. And when our hearts were broken and
our little worlds felt shattered, his bright smile
and a cup of lebu cha worked wonders. He knew
not only the secrets of our young hearts, but of
our families as well.

He kept a monthly account of what we
owed him. If a payment was delayed, he would
simply smile gently and remind us, there were
never threats of not giving us tea or snacks, no
harsh words. Such gestures, small as they may
seem, were part of the tenderness with which
Santiniketan held us in those years.

Their mock anger and boundless affection
were part of our growing up.

I know Santiniketan shaped my life in
many ways, but the news of Gopal da’s passing
made me realised how deeply the people at
Santiniketan, in their own quiet ways, took part
in my growing up. Our teachers, some still with
us, some who have since passed away, opened
the doors to a larger world; and people like
Gopal da, Yusuf da, and Nabadwip da taught
us about tenderness, trust, and empathy, those
invisible threads that bind one human being to
another.

We never thought that they had no right to
admonish us, or that our relationship with them
was merely transactional. Instead, they drew us
into their web of affection and made us feel that
we belonged. In ways [ perhaps understood only
much later, they helped make me who Iam. They
taught me the meaning of human kindness.

When I heard of Gopal da’s death and felt all
these memories come rushing back, I was struck
by the realisation of how deeply they too are
woven into my girlhood, into the very fabric of
my growing up.

Gopal da, Yusuf da, and Nabadwip da, thank
you.

Anindita Roy is a public health specialist
working with an international organisation in
Geneva, Switzerland.

Existentialism is a philosophical theory and
aliterary perspective. Its central proposition
is that the world has no a priori meaning or
purpose. Yet life has value. Therefore, human
beings strive to discover the meaning and
worth of life within their own environment
and circumstances. Humans create the
meaning of life in their conscious and
subconscious minds and apply it through
action and freedom.

A somewhat different philosophy is
absurdism. According to this philosophical
viewpoint, humans seek the meaning of life,
but the indifferent world does not provide
it, thereby creating a tension that Camus
calls the ‘Absurd’, yet one must confront
the adversities of a meaningless life. To
live through defiance or revolt against an
irrational world is the absurdist response.
The main contributor of absurdism is Albert
Camus.

The most successful in applying
existentialism in literature is Jean-Paul
Sartre. According to him, existence
precedes  essence—existence or being
precedes essence. We are born; therefore, we
exist; we shall determine our essence and
the purpose and flow of our lives after birth.
I shall apply Jean-Paul Sartre’s above idea
to the animal world five hundred and forty-
one million years before the emergence
of humans. At that time, the complex eye,
as preserved in the fossil record, appeared
in a kind of aquatic arthropod called the
trilobite. Later, it created its new essence—
somewhat like the essence of spreading
across all oceans. The complex eye-bearing
aquatic arthropod, the trilobite, became one
of the most successful groups in the aquatic
world. Due to catastrophic climate change
252 million years ago, the Earth suffered
terrible destruction, known as the Permian
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Extinction. 90 percent of all creatures,
including the trilobite, became extinct. For
the once-great invader trilobite, the earth
ultimately proved meaningless. Today,
countless trilobites lie crushed in rocks
and stones across the corners of the earth.
Therefore, it seemed to me in my own poetic
privilege:

“Now your existence lithified

on the rocks

like billions of other fossils
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The destructive decay of eras
covered you and your prey
with a transparent shroud
of Marxian equality

You are now equal to all
Perhaps, you were emperor,
monk, preacher,

liar, cultist, conspiracy peddler
or ordinary lover

There are no signs,

no placards,

Nno semiotics,
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no witness

Nothing preserved

except your naked self

Your existence lithified

over millions of years,

time squeezed

upon your rocky being”
From Abu K M Sarwar’s “Trilobite” (Ellipsis:
A Journal of Art, Ideas, and Literature,
2024)

In the unrestrained caravan of the
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This forest is a tideline-deep with
stillness,

where,

strands of my loose hair levitate

around a blinking, cleft star in the
distance

and through the opening of the trees,

I sunder;

the hem of my heart surrenders

in soft recoiling,

in ocular restraint-with nowhere gentle
to land.

[ am at crossroads

with myself

and my self,

buoyed in a room,

in a thin place,

in a fracture,

in a fragile ending.

I remember the carrying

of oceans, and how

the visiting of a simple memory
loosening inward

scared me so ardently, I blurred

into the clearing,

into the peripheries of my own blankness
from which

I sought nothing more.

Snata Basu is a writer based in Dhaka,
Bangladesh. Her poetry has appeared
on numerous literary platforms
including The Opiate, Visual Verse: An
Online Anthology of Art and Words, and
Small World City.
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space-time continuum, the human world is
meaningless, just as the trilobite’s is, unless
the meaning is created by one’s own actions
and choices.

At the root of existentialism lies anxiety.
And here enters the Danish philosopher
Seren Kierkegaard. Almost a hundred years
before Jean Paul Sartre and Albert Camus,
Kierkegaard wrote The Concept of Anxiety
(1844). Anxiety arises from freedom, not
from chaos or the absence of order. Freedom
offers a wide spectrum of options, but
also the burden of choice. This is natural.
Anxiety, guilt, and death— these are bound
to human existence. Many have called Spren
Kierkegaard the father of existentialism.

In the historical backdrop of literature
and philosophy, existentialism is a broader
literary and philosophical perspective.
Where the contributions of Kierkegaard,
Nietzsche, Husserl, Heidegger, Beauvoir,
and Merleau-Ponty are inscribed in golden
letters.

Besides Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert
Camus, existentialism in literature has
been applied by Dostoevsky, Franz Kafka,
Simone de Beauvoir, André Malraux,
Samuel Beckett, Edward Albee, and Harold
Pinter. It may be mentioned here: André
Malraux, even in old age, wished to join
the Bangladesh Liberation War as a soldier.
During the Spanish Civil War, he joined the
frontline as a fighter.

This is an excerpt. Read the full essay
on The Daily Star and Star Books and
Literature’s websites.
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