Speech by H.E. Ms. Bhaswati Mukherjee, Ambassador of India to the Netherlands on the occasion of unveiling of the Bust of Gurudev Rabindranath Tagore on 6 May 2011 at Public Library of The Hague

* * * *
H.E. Mr. Rabin Baldewsingh, Hon’ble Deputy Mayor of The Hague, 

Dear Friends of Rabindranath Tagore in Netherlands,

Dear Chief of Protocol,

My distinguished Colleagues from the Diplomatic Corps,

Excellencies, Ladies & Gentlemen,
1.
Today is the eve of the 150th Anniversary of Gurudev Rabindranath Tagore.  This iconic figure known globally as India’s and Asia’s first Nobel Laureate, had left his footprints in the Netherlands in 1920, a few years after this important institution where this Library is located was built.  From India’s perspective there could be no better location for launching the 150th Anniversary celebrations than here in the Hague Public Library.  This venerable institution attracts more than 2.4 million readers with 3.3 million book loans and is the most appropriate public institution in the Hague for disseminating Tagore’s message, more relevant than ever before in today’s troubled world.  

2.
Rabindranath Tagore needs no introduction.  Born in 1861 into one of Bengal’s most illustrious families, at a time of intellectual and cultural reawakening and resurgence in an India under colonial rule, he vividly portrayed the spirit of his times.  One of India’s greatest and most noble figures, Tagore, philosopher, educator, novelist, poet and painter was a beacon of courage who would awaken the Indian people to their rights and freedoms.  He would surely have embraced the Universal Declaration of Human Rights had he been around in 1948. 
3.
When I first came to Netherlands and presented my credentials on 1 September 2010 to Her Majesty The Queen, a commemoration on this scale with the unveiling of two busts of Gurudev here and in Leiden, staging of one of his most famous plays Rakta Karabi and two dance dramas Tasher Desh and The Child, a variety of cultural events including poetry, song and dance, road shows and a debating competition in two schools to disseminate his message seemed like a dream.  What made this achievement possible was the support by the Friends of Tagore, a Committee set up by the Embassy, with the active encouragement and patronage of the Municipalities of The Hague, Amsterdam, Amstelveen and Leiden University. What was notable in this process was the coming together of the Indian community and the Surinami-Hindustani community in the Netherlands.  May I pay tribute to the Mayor of the Hague who could not be with us today but who fully supported this event and a special tribute to my close friend Deputy Mayor Rabin Baldewsingh who virtually co-chaired every preparatory meeting and inspired so many of the commemorative events.  I would also like to acknowledge the special efforts made by Eekta Foundation in this regard as well as my colleagues in the Indian Embassy.
4.
We have just heard some beautiful poems of Tagore as well as the truly touching song by Mrs. Jui Datta.  This emotive song coincides with my quote in the commemorative brochure.  It is the song that Tagore wrote when he returned the Knighthood to the British Government in a symbolic gesture of rejection of British colonialism.  What Tagore wrote in Bengali was that he was returning this honour since it was a burden to him.  Subsequently, he wrote another powerful song, Jodi Tor Dak Shune Keu Na Ashe, Tale Ekla Cholo re.  As relevant today as in his times, the song exhorts the traveler to continue his or her lonely journey because if the path is the correct one, it is often a solitary one i.e. political and social reform requires courage, patience and commitment.  It was a favourite song of the Father of the Indian Nation, Mahatma Gandhi.
5.
The relationship between Tagore and Mahatma Gandhi, supreme leaders in their own right, influenced the political and social movements of the time.  Both had a mutual admiration for each other.  It was Tagore who first called Gandhi "The Mahatma" while Gandhi called Tagore “The Great Sentinel”.  Both Gurudev and Mahatma assigned the highest place to the freedom of mind.  Tagore’s oft-quoted poem “Where the mind is without fear and the head is held high” mirrors the true philosophy of life as preached and practised by both Tagore and Gandhiji.  Both of them, influenced by the Vaishnava philosophy, were wedded to the principle of non-violence.  Both insisted that it should not be misconstrued as weakness.  Their approach to many issues was influenced by their origin, ideas and personality.   India’s first Prime Minister, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru, captured this contrast in the following words:

“No two persons could be so different from one another in their make up or temperaments.  Tagore, the aristocratic artist, turned democrat with proletarian sympathies, represented essentially the cultural tradition of India, the tradition of accepting life in the fullness thereof and going through it with song and dance.  Gandhi, more a man of the people, almost the embodiment of the Indian peasant, represented the other ancient tradition of India, that of renunciation and asceticism.  And yet Tagore was primarily the man of thought, Gandhi of concentrated and ceaseless activity.  Both, in their different ways had a world outlook, and both were at the same time wholly India.  They seemed to present different but harmonious aspects of India and to complement one another.” 

6.
It is this dynamic harmony that we bring to The Hague today.  The City of The Hague already has a bust and a statue of Mahatma Gandhi in the Centre of the City as well as in the Peace Palace.  The unveiling of Tagore’s bust today seems symbolically to bring the two old friends together again here in the Netherlands.
7.
Tagore was a prolific traveler and was influenced by Western liberal thought and the rise of democracies and spirit of liberty emanating from the West.  He had a considerable interest in Netherlands and after receiving the Nobel Prize in 1913, his works were translated into Dutch.  Three of the Dutch translators were famous poets in their own right, namely, Frederik van Eeden, Henri Borel and Raden Mas Noto Suroto.   Van Eeden, with a social bent of reform and striving towards a new and more humane order, was attracted by the literary works and the social principles in Tagore’s masterpieces.  Van Eeden was the first to translate Gitanjali for which Tagore had been honoured by the Nobel Prize and continued translating his works for the next ten years.  Borel translated The King of the Dark Chamber and The Post Office. Noto Suroto was a Javanese nobleman and grandson of Prince Paku Alam V of Java.  His own work, written in rhythmical prose, was strongly influenced by Tagore. Noto Suroto was so full of gratitude for Tagore that he named his eldest son, Rawindra Noto Suroto.  Who knows, may be our Deputy Mayor also has been named after Rabindranath Tagore!

8.
Both Noto Suroto and his son Rawindra got to meet Gurudev when he visited the Netherlands in 1920 on the invitation of van Eeden. During his three weeks stay, Tagore visited The Hague, Leiden, Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Utrecht and Amersfoort.  Tagore addressed large audiences in churches and halls of the Theosophical Society.  His visit was widely covered by the Dutch press which helped to generate greater public awareness of his ideas.   Thus, today on 6th May 2011 we commemorate his second visit to the Netherlands, a country that he loved and admired for its democratic values and free spirit, with the manifestation of his beautiful bust which we are unveiling now.
9.
Bringing the bust here was a complex process and would not have been possible without the support of my colleagues in the Ministry of External Affairs and its Indian Council for Cultural Relations.  Sculpted by another famous son of Bengal, Mr. Gautam Pal who has some of the finest art works all over the world to his credit, this bronze bust has been brought all the way from Kolkata, Tagore’s home city in a long journey from India to Netherlands.
10.
The unveiling ceremony would have been incomplete without music and poetry, which had a great influence on Rabindranath Tagore's personality.  He had once said "My poems without their melodies are like butterflies without their wings".  Tagore songs having an element of romance and fascination with Nature have a varied dimension - many are based on Indian classical music and raags while others revive the folk tradition of Bengal and in particular of the sailors and the fishing community, while he was also influenced by Western music of his times.  A child prodigy, Tagore started composing poetry at the age of eight. During his lifetime, he wrote over 25 volumes of Poetry, 15 Plays, 90 Short Stories, 11 Novels, 13 volumes of Essays besides composing 2000 songs and producing several pictures and sketches. 

11.
Tagore, a true icon of the multicultural ethos in the world, broke new grounds in education. Tagore considered education as a powerful vehicle for one’s development and for understanding and assimilating the richness of other cultures, while maintaining one’s own cultural identity.  In an attempt to bring about a confluence of Indian and Western traditions, Tagore set up an experimental school in a rural part of West Bengal at Shantiniketan (translated as the “Abode of Peace”) in the year 1901. The institution grew under his patronage and eventually became the Visva-Bharati University in 1921, besides having a rural education Centre known as Sriniketan.  He envisaged the institution as a meeting-ground of cultures and encouraged his students and teachers at Shantiniketan to undertake social work in the spirit of service.

12.
In his pursuit of social equality, Tagore championed the cause of Women's Rights and empowerment with passion throughout his lifetime.  This was also reflected in the strong characters of lead roles played by female protagonists in his stories and compositions. He went against established social norms by making his school in Shantiniketan a 'co-educational’ institution, unheard of in those times.

13.
Another issue that was very close to his heart was environment. Even in those days when climate change did not exist or when the development of a sustainable environment was not acknowledged, Tagore had a real sense of the need to conserve nature’s bounty and its environment.  He disliked claustrophobic urban life and craved for the natural beauty of the river banks and open rural areas of Bengal.   Along with his strong sense of patriotism and commitment to human rights and fundamental freedoms, he wrote the “Jana Gana Mana”, India’s National Anthem and “Amar Sonar Bangla” which became the National Anthem of Bangladesh.  He believed that automation and the mass production industry would impinge on the freedom and dignity of human beings – a theme that is reflected in his play, “Rakta Karabi” written in 1923.  This play will be staged in The Hague on 8th May and in Amsterdam on 14th May. 

14.
Dear Friends, the world is passing through a tumultuous times, with manifold challenges and devastating natural disasters.  It is in this context that I am reminded of a song from Tagore’s prose-drama Natir Puja written in 1926 in which Tagore makes an anguished appeal which sounds like a prayer for the well being of humanity.  The song is as relevant today as it was at that point of history and demonstrates Tagore’s compassion and humanism.  Let me cite a few lines: 

“The world today is wild with the delirium of hatred,

the conflicts are cruel and unceasing in anguish,

crooked are its paths, tangled its bonds of greed.

All creatures are crying for a new birth of thine,

O thou of boundless life,

save them, raise thine eternal voice of hope, 

let Love’s lotus with its inexhaustible treasure of honey

open its petals in thy light.

O Serene, O Free,

in thine immeasurable mercy and goodness

wipe away all dark stains from the heart of this earth.”

15.
Let me conclude on a note of hope and invite you all to enjoy the joyful celebrations which follow.
Thank you, 
Jai Hind.

* * * *
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