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Tagore - A Life of Learning
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“In our clildLood, we would read every available book

from one end fo 4le ofler. Botl, wiat we understood

and wihat we did wot, went on working within us."

- Rabindranadtt, Tagove






On The Seashore

“On fLe seasiore of endless worlds clildren meed.
The mfinite sky is motionless overlead
and e restless water 1s boisterous.
On 4Le seastore of endless worlds

fhe claldren meet witl, slouts and dances.

They build fheir Louses with sand
and they play witl, empty siells.
Witl, withered leaves they weave fleiw boats
and smilingly float them on tle vast deep.
Clildren Lave fleir play on fle seasiore of worlds."

- Rabindranath Tagore



Foreword

The ‘People and Ideas’ initiative of Azim Premji University, is an
attempt to explore the ideas, lives and works of the many social
reformers, artists, scientists, philosophers and educationists who
have influenced us deeply. During this process we hope to develop a
platform to understand, engage with and discuss the ideas that have
fundamentally shaped our vision and philosophy.

We begin this series with a graphic novel on Rabindranath Tagore’s
ideas and philosophy of education. Tagore expresses in all his writings,
that he experienced no joy while being taught by a series of teachers,
or shifting from one conventional school to another. His approach
to teaching grew from his life experiences. The school he set up in
Santiniketan was ‘conceived to free the students’ minds and lead
them to a state of creative unity where they would respect human
beings, irrespective of caste or creed’.

Tagore tried to inculcate the joy of learning among his students
by integrating the classroom with nature. The myriad celebrations
at Visva Bharati were envisaged to educate his students about the
natural and human world around them, about collective action and
community involvement. The dream was to foster complete human
development where the unique potential of each child could flower
in a happy and secure environment.



We at Azim Premji University have endeavoured to bring out the
enduring vision of this extraordinary human being and educationist
by providing glimpses of his childhood, his ideas and his beliefs
(mostly in his own words).

The text of this graphic novel consists primarily of selections
from Tagore’s own autobiographical writings, both original and
translations. Uma Das Gupta’s work on Tagore - “My Life In My
Words” has been the primary reference and source of much of the
material that appears here.

The illustrations in the book have been done by a young student of
art and the images have been sourced from the Rabindra Bhavan
Archives, Visva Bharati, Santiniketan. For me personally, this has
been an inspiring journey of discovery into the mind of a sensitive
and empathetic visionary.

Tagore is an educator for all times and his ideas are as relevant today,
as they were when he lived. The lives and thoughts of such luminaries
can influence attitudes, encourage reflection and catalyze change in
the minds of our teachers, our students and the societies that we are
a part of. We hope that the “People and Ideas” initiative will play its
own small part in keeping alive this precious legacy.

Jayshree Nair-Misra

Azim Premji University, Bangalore



Curvents of Movemends...

In +ie decade of 1860s, Bevxgm was caught m fhe curvents of
several parallel movements. Raja Ram Molan ROy had begw«
to qv\es-HOV\ ortlodox religious ideas and veopen the Channels
of spiritual life whick Lad been obstructed for many years
by formal and materialistic creeds. Tn flis, ke had fhe firm
support of my {atier, Debendranati, Tagore.

Tt was a fime of literary venaissance. Bankim Clhandra
CL\AHerjee was creating modern Bengﬂ\l} prose And ushering in

the veturn of magic info Bengﬂ\l} liferature.

T4 was a fime of nationalistic vesurgence ~ polifical murmurings,
nationalistic sentiment, a feeling of oneness, 4 pride i all
that was Tndian = a nation was on fle vise. The expression of
the Tndian people and an assertion of fleir own identity was

beg}vw\'mg 4o {lower.






As a CLild

There was sometiing remarkable about our {fa\wx’.ly. Al
members were well versed n Writing, arf, music and
theatre. We were politically aware and unconventional,
a Louselold flourisking at {Le confluence of diffevent
culfures. Tnto fiis liberal, Lumanist family, T was born

on Fi, Ma\y, 1861 at Jorasanko, Calcutia.

There was (i+4le or no conventional custom and vitual n
our Lome. As a boy T learnt fo recie slokas from fie
Upanishads witl, 4 clear enunciation. Spivituality was
at e core of our family but witl, no excesses in vitual
and conventional practices. My father's spivitual (ife was

guiet and controlled.

Our family's idealist seclusion gave us fle freedom 4o
speal, o think and {o be creative. T GreW up n An
envivonment wWhere nurturing Bev\gé\l} literature, music and
ard, wiiile simultaneously appreciating foreign languages,

customs and \'«&s-}yle was +he norm.



The annual Hindu Mela was wholly
patronised by my family to bring a
reverential realization of India, as
our motherland. Our motherland was
glorified every year through poetry,
song, dance, indigenous art and craft.

Jorasanko, our family home was a rich
confluence of Hindu, Muslim, and
Western cultures.

J

Bankim Chandra Chatterjee created the
modern Bengali prose and brought back
the magic to Bengali writing. My family
supported this strongly, as a means to
create love for our indigenous works.

My father firmly supported Raja
Ram Mohun Roy’s moving away from
orthodox religious ideas.




My childhood was not regulated by any ancient laws.
My young creativity was not subjected to the accusing
fingers of ancient norms.

In my mind, the world has always been full of wonder,
full of the inexpressible., My instinctive response to
this world was an intimate part of my childhood.

Peepmg through the shutters I could see Pari the maid returning with a
. { pot on her hip or Dukhon the water bearer carrying Ganga water in a yoke
across his shoulder. Everyday a crowd of beggars would wait for their

]
<t@ regular dole.
Y-
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My brotlers weve wmucl, older. Wien T was bovn,
DW}jev\dmv\A-FL\ was  alveady 21, Sﬂ\-Pyev\de\A-H\ 19,
Hemendranati, 13 and Uyo+}r‘mdmm\+(,\ 13. My Lour elder
brotlers Lad 4 strong nfluence on me. Typ'.cv\ny of a
large and traditional Tndian —FAW\](y = hardly saw my
motler and fatier. A retinue of servants raised me and
My COuUsInS. Some parts of fle Louse weve forbidden 4o
us Children and T would amuse Mysel{: by peepng -(-L«Omgb\
stutters af fle limidless thing called e 'Outside! - fle
sights, sounds and scents of wiicl, atfracted me strongly.

My Childlood days unfolded at a leisurely pace. Wien T
was about -3 years old, T would often Lide in an unused,
long forgotten palanguin at flhe corner of fhe counting
Louse, completely lost fo view, delightfully safe from prying

pie Sy
T  would Hhen  set
out on My IMAGInAry
travels, passing tlLrougl,
fav,  strange  lands.
Sometimes my palanguin =
became a peacock-boat

{loating on the ocean until the shove was out of sighi.



s - -

A celebrated one-eyed wrestler taught me
wrestling in the early hours of wintery
dawns!

- kites in the sky



- boys playing bat and ball or spinning their tops

There were days when T assumed e vole of a feacler witl, MAginary

pupils. Some of flem were very naughty and carved nothing about tleir
books. T made dive tlreats but could never stop fhem {rom being naunglty
as truthfully, it would Lave been the end of my gamel

T also loved 4o spend fime at tle deserfed ‘golabari' or barn wiere fle
yearly harvest of grains was sfored earlier. Perlaaps, it being 4 deserted
And unused (and situated n the far nordl, of fLe Louse, was ifs clarm
for me. Tle '9o\ﬂ\bo\r}' gave free ren fo my b0y'|sl,\ magimation.
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Al tlrough fhe morning T studied from
A vaw'.eify of feaclers and sclolars wio
came and Went, providing nsights nto
subjects like Matiematics, Literature,
Natural Science, Sanskrit Grammar -
n Bengml}. My mind would contrive fo
escape fhrough the Loles of the enveloping

net of learning and wander aboud.

One of my many feackers, Master
Nilkamal would express ‘opinions' about
my infelligence wiiclh cannot be printed

Lere!

A student from the Medical College would teach me the lores of bones with
the help of a skeleton! The bones swayed and rattled but the fear I felt was
overcome by constantly handling them, and learning their long, difficult
names.

14
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My early learning was in the servants’
quarters listening to the Ramayan,
and through my grandmother’s
stories in the evening...

Reading and listening to poetry and
stories awakened me to the realm of
truth, the harmony of existence. It
led me from obscurity to a sense of
wonder about everything around
me.

~N

J

My evenings were spent in learning  gymnastics  and
drawing, followed by Englis. My eyelids would begin o
droop until T was finally allowed 4o fumble info my bed.
I would fall asleep listening 4o stories about a  iing's

son  whLo  {ravelled over  an  endless,  {rackless  plain.

15
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Travels witl, Fatler

Tnteractions witl, my fatler were few and far befween as Le
often dravelled on Lis work. But T Always felt Lis presence,
because Le was always mediculous about defails and fle

avvangements At Lome, even When Le was fravelling.

Following my sacred tlread cevemony, my fatler nvited me
4o ACComMpAny Lim on 4 long -Fr}p o 4Le H'.W\Mﬂ\yAs - but
only after first asking me wiether T would like 4o go or not.
T vealize now, $Lat my fadler vespected fhe viewpoint and

clLoice o-F an eleven yeﬂ\r old bo)l.

T vedrospect, 4iis journey furned out fo be the keystone in my
learning, the turning point of my young life, the window intfo
my future world, bringing with it the {reedom fo explore and

experience wWitl, all My young senses.



When father was home from his travels, I would watch him from
my hiding place at the head of the staircase. The sun had not yet
risen and he sat on the roof, silent as an image of white stone, his
hands folded in his lap.

17






There are many, many more, thousands
and thousands! I could bring as many
every day.

From fle fraim, T saw field affer field,
bounded by blue—green trees and villages
nestling n fheir shade, {lying past in a stream
of pictures.

Our first Lald was at 8o\pw...

My fatier did not place any restriction on my
wanderings, though L was a child. T wandeved
among the Lollows of e sandy soil, wiere the
cain Wwater Lad ploughed deep {furrows, tie
whole sCene looking like miniature mountain
canges full of ved gravel and pebbles. T would
collect fuese mulfilmed stones, and would

bring them to a rveceptive, loving fatier.

That would be nice! Why not
decorate my little hill with them?







v
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As we went up to Dalhousie, I saw the hills aflame
- with the beauty of flowering spring crops.

21
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The Louse we Lad faken at Bakrota was on fle highest Lilltop.
Tu\ougu\ 1 was NEArINng MAy, 1 was sfill b}-Hevr\y cold, s0 mucl, so
that on fhe shadier part of fle mountain, the winter frost Lad wot
melted yet. My voom was af one end of fle Louse. Lying on my bed, T
could see through the un—curtained windows, the distant snowy peaks

shimmering dimly n the starlight.

Before sunrise, My fatier would SAY his morning
prayers. We would +Len go out for a walk. T
Could Lardly keep pace wWith Lim... and affer
a wigle T would give up and scramble back.
After Mmorning lessons and our midday mea|,
T would wander AWy o explore the mountain
side. As dusk would setfle in, we would sit outside le bungalow. The
stars blazed out in the clear mountain sky, and my fatler showed me

the constellations or freated me fo a discourse on astronomy!

My fatier never stood in the way of my independence. He believed
fat frutl, could be found only by believing and loving 4 from fie
Leard. He allowed me 4o wander about fLe mountains at my will,
leaving me {ree fo select my own patl, in tle guest for drutt. Neither
did the danger of my making mistakes defer Lim, nor was Le was
alarmed at the prospect of my encountering sorvow. He Leld wp A

standard, not a disCiplinary vod.
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My Motier

I cannot remember my mother

only sometimes in the midst of my play

a tune seems to hover over my playthings,
the tune of some song that she used to

hum while rocking my cradle.

I cannot remember my mother

but when in the early autumn morning

the smell of the shiuli flowers floats in the air
the scent of the morning service in the temple

comes to me as the scent of my mother.

I cannot remember my mother

only when from my bedroom window I send
my eyes into the blue of the distant sky,

I feel that the stillness of

my mother’s gaze on my face

has spread all over the sky.



Wien my motler died T was fourfeen. Ste Lad been
Alling for a long +ime, and we did not even know wien Ler

malady Lad faken a fatal furn.

On 4he night she died we weve fast asleep n our room
downsfairs. Our old nurse came YUnAnIng n, Weeping And
Cryng. Half awakened by Lher words, T fel4 my heavt sink
within me, but could not maie out wiat Lad Lappened.
T did not vealize all +hat i+ meant for me at $ad fime.

2S)
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My Poetry

Absconding from sclool, never taking 4 fest, never passing one,
T was not sure wiere T stood. My Mmind Wandered everywlere.
T discovered +Lad verses and rhymes Were made by ordinary
men And Women And Witl s joy of discovery, I began 4o

write.

My eé\rly rlhymes Weve e ProdV\C-[»s of an mmature mind and

cavalier Jru\o“g(,\-fs.

I owe my poetic development o my neplew Jyoti, wio was
older +han me. He encouraged me fo Write and taught me the
meaning of metre. And also 4o my elder brotier Somendranatl,
wiose pride in my performance impelled Lim fo Lunt about tie

Louse for an audience!

My fatter upon Learing one of my Lymns about tle frials
and tribulations of fiis world, was Lugely amused that fhe
sorvows of fle world slould have so early wmoved Lis youngest
son to the point of versification. Tle veward was a clegue

Lor my PNV\S!



Nabagopal Babu, who was the editor
of the National Paper smiled at my [
‘childish showing off’ in using an
archaic word that was not easily
understood !

Look here, Nabagopal Babu! Wont pee® Well done! But what is
you listen to a poem which Rabi has dwirepha?
written ?

Our school superintendent Govinda
Babu , a short, fat and dark-skinned
man, wanted to bring credit to the
School and ordered me to write a poem.
I recited my work before my classmates
and heard the verdict - ‘This verse is
assuredly stolen goods’!

If the king of the country had known the language and
could appreciate its literature, he would have rewarded the poet.
Since that is not so, I suppose I must do it.

Saying this father handed me a cheque!
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Wiile n England between 1838 and 1880, T began writing a
poem, wiiicl, T continued during my journey Lome and finished
after my veturn. T4 was called 'Bw\gvm Hr}dﬂ\y' or Broken
Heard.

T was eighteen = neitter n my clildhood wor in my youtl,. This
borderland is not illumined with the divect rays of frutl, — its
veflection is seen Leve and fherve, and fle vest is shadow. And
like the shades of {wilight, its maginings are long drawn and

VAgUe, MAKIng e veal world seem pL\m\-Msw\o\(.

One morning, T was watching +he sunrise from Free Sciol
Lane in Calcutta, it appeared to me as if 4 veil was suddenly
Withdrawn and everything became luminous. The wiole scene

was one of Per—FeC-{» musiC, one marvellous rL\y-[»(,\W\.

TLat very day the poem, ‘N}vj(,\ﬂ\(,\é\vev Swapnablanga' or Tie
AWAkeV\]ng of fe Waderfall gushed fortl, and coursed on
like a verifable cascade. T Lave felt, ever since, that fLis
was my goal: fo express the fullness of (ife, n its beauty, as

perfection, if only the veil were withdrawn.



I was full of gladness, full of love,
for every person and every tiny thing.
That morning was one of the first occasions of
my inner vision, which I have tried to explain
in my poems.



30

My Encounter witl, Rural Bengm

Ween T was about 79, my fatier asked me o fake charge of
fLe zamindar; of our estates a4 lay along the Padma River
from Stielaidal, to Patisar. T fook my place in 4 neighbourkood
where the curvent of fime ran slow, wiere 3o>15 And sovvows [\Aad

their simple and elemental shades and lights.

It was in Stelaidal, that my nature developed, as T saw all
aspects of village life. Slowly but surely, I began fo understand
tle sorvow and poverty of {Le villagers and grew restless 4o
do sometling about . T began 4o flink about wiat could be
done. T did not fhink Lelping from outside would Lelp. T began

to try and open tleir minds towards sel{-veliance.

Speaking of those times T wrote o Abala Bose, wife of my
dear friend Jagadish, Chandra Bose, "I am preoccupied witl,
the problems of tie village society and shall work on vural ve=
construction  our zamindari. A few boys Lave volunteered
and are frying o nspive the villagers fo organize their own
education, sanifation and self governance. These boys Lave
alveady nifiated public works sucl as fhe vepair of roads
and PA-[»L\S’ excavation of fanks, CuvH»]ng drains and cClearing

jmvxg\es.”






272,

Re\}g'wv\ of Man

Living n fhe villages of Stelaidal, and Patisar, T made my
LFiest divect contact wifl, vural ife. On one Land was e
exfernal scene of rivers, meadows, vice fields, and mud Luts
shelfered under fle frees. On fle ofher was dle inner story of
i people. T came fo understand theiv roubles n fle course
of my duties. M)’ ignovance about estate matiers - keeping
accounts, collecting revenue, credit and debit — lay Leavy on

wy mind.

As T entered info e worl, it fook Lold of me. Tt is my nature
tat wienever T undertake any vesponsibility T lose myseld in
it and fry fo do my ufmost. As T unravelled fhe complexities
of zamindari work, T earned a veputation for instituting new
metlods. Neighbouring (andlords began 4o send heir men 4o
me fo learn my metlods. In spife of doubds about e new
way fle vecords weve kept, I persisted, changing tlings from
top to bottom. Tie resulfs proved fo be satisfactory.

I have found my religion at last

- the Religion of Man
in which the infinite became defined in humanity
and came close to me so as to need

my love and cooperation.






I did all my work with enthusiasm and joy,
as [ had lived in seclusion since boyhood and
this was my first experience of the village.
I was satisfied and heartened and filled with

the pleasure of blazing new trails.

To +ry and Lelp e villagers could do wno good. O
M)’ problem was Low {o kindle & sparic of [ife n them. O

The Labit of dependence Las come down fo us from fime
mmemorial. Tn fle olden days, one ricl, man used fo be fie
mamstay of the village and its guide. Healdl, education
and everytling Were Lis vesponsibility. T Lave praised fhat
system, but it s also frue that because of it tLe common

man's capacity for self veliance was enfeebled.

Tn my estate, tle viver was far away and |ack of water
was 4 serious problem. T Lad also built fhe road from {Le
office fo Kushitia, and discovered 4nat the thoughd of ofiers
enjoying e fruits of fLeiv labour was unbearable 4o fle
villagers. They would vather put up with the inconveniences

oL no water and bad voads.



If you dig a well, I shall
get it cemented.

Must we look after the road so
that the gentlefolk can come and
go with ease?

;s If we dig the well, you will go to

heaven through the accumulated
virtue of of having provided water
for the thirsty, while we would
have done all the work.

The upkeep of this road is your responsibility.
You can easily get together and repair the ruts.




My Observations & Views

Wiat fortured me in my sclool days was the fact tlhat the sclool
had not fle completeness of fhe world. So long as T was forced 4o
attend school, T feld an unbearable fordure. T often counted +ie
years before T would Lave my freedom. T afferwards realised that
what fhen wWeighed on my mind Was the uanatural pressure of a

SstreW\ of education wiicl, prevm\ed everyWiere.

"Rabindranatl's  experiences  af
Jorasanko provided lim with, 4 (ifelong
conviction concerning the importance of
Lreedom n education. He also realized
m & profound manner fhe importance
of e arts for developing empatly and
sensitivity, and the necessity for an
mimate velationship witl one's cultural
and natural envivonment. Tn pardicipating
m the cosmopolitan activities of die
family, Le came fo reject narvowness in
general, and in particular, any form of
narvowness that separated Luman being
{from Luman being. He saw education as a velicle for Appreciating
the riclest aspects of ofler culfures, while mamtaining one's own

cultural speC]ﬁCHy-" - K. M. O'Connell (2003)

36
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I was brought up in an atmosphere of aspiration, aspiration for
the expansion of the human spirit. We sought freedom of power
in our language, freedom of imagination in our literature, freedom
of soul in our religious creeds and that of the mind in our social
environment. Such an opportunity filled me with confidence in the
power of education which is one with life and which can give us real
freedom - the highest that is claimed for man, his freedom of moral
communion in the human world.

Ky
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Santiniketan and My PL\]\OSOPL\y of
Education

In December 1901, T moved witl, my family fo my fatier's
aslwvam in Santiniketan. T+ was my vesponse fo Constructive

nationalism.

S-}o\r-ﬁng the sclool, 8(0\[,\W\ACL\0W70\ Asivam at 80lpwr was
An endeavour fo take education into our own Liands and make
it As indigenous as possible. For-Fvwa-Fely for me, T alveady Lad

A Pla\Ce reﬂ\dy At L\and Wiere T could beg’m my worle.

My fatier Lad selected fuis lonely spot as one wiicl, was
suitable for Lis life of communion witl, God. He dedicated
this space for fle use of fLose Wio seek penance and seclusion

for fleiv meditation and prayer.

T 1.ad about fen boys witl, me, Wihen T came Lere and started

my new (ife with no previous experience whatsoever.
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All Avound our Aslyam s vast open cow\-}ry, bave wp 4o
the line of fle Lorizon except for sparsely growing stunted
date palms and prickly shrubs struggling witl, ant-Lills. A
voad used by fle village people goes meandering through the
lonely fields, witl, its ved dust staring in fhe sun. Travellers
Coming up this road can see {from a distance, the spive of the
temple and +he fop of fie gYAL\W\ACL\d\VyA Aslyam, among ifs

'amlaki' groves and s avenue of stately 'sal' frees.

I wanted my scrool fo be like the ancient Lermitages we
know about. There were no luxuries, dhe vicl and poor lived
alike like ascetics. T could wot find +he right feaclers 4o
combine foday's practices witl, yesterday's ideals. The sclool
was started with, my meager Lunds; T sold all my books, and
my Copyv}gb\-[-s 4o Carvy on.

Ad fiest my objective was purely patriotic, but (ater it grew
move spiritual. Povev+y brings us in complete fouct, with, life

And tle world.



I provided this great teacher - this bareness
of furniture and materials - not because of
poverty, but because it leads to a personal
experience of the world.

u1



Y2

From cLiildlood to adolescence and again from adolescence
to manlood, we are coolies of {Le goddess of learning,

carrying loads of words on our {olded backs.

Clildven ave n love witl, ife, and it is teir fiest love. Al
its colour and movement atfract fleir eager attention.

Ave we qm‘.-&e sure of fle wisdom of stifling fius love®?

Te fiest -H{uv\g T did was {o fake my 50w, Rati AW Ay
{from tie town info a village and allow Lim tie freedom of
primeval nature as far as if was available. He Lad & viver,
where Le swam, and vowed. He spent Lis fime in the fields
and on the frackless sandbanks, coming late for meals
without being questioned. He Lad a4 better opportunity for

a veal experience of {his Universe than T ever Lad.






Yy

T4 was 1905. T did not £ail 4o lay emplasis on fle frudl,
At we must win our Cow\-{»ry, not Lrom Any —Fore}gner, but

Lrom our own }V\er-[»}a, our own mdifLfevence.

The work Thegan in Santiniketan was God's field for poetry.
T sought Lelp from fie elements fo establisi, my enderprise
and, n My gladness, ried 1o instill n fhe students' minds,

the songs of fle seasons and tle celebration of nature.
Tle aslram grew Lfrom a creative sp]r}-}.
Tle sclool was conceived 4o free e students' minds from

blind superstition, leading them fo a state of creative

v\v\}-fy wlere -H\ey would vespect Luman beings ivvespective

of caste and creed.

3. ol



T Lad wo experience w fhis line at all. But T 1.ad confidence
n myself, as T Lad profound sympadtiy for clildren.

T selected fuis spot wieve fhe sky was unobstructed {ill
e verge of fie Lorizon. The mind could Lave its fearless
freedom fo create ifs own dreams, wiiile fLe seasons came
and wWent, with all their colours and beauty filling the
very Leart of the Luman dwelling.

Heve, T gathered a4 few clildren around me, and T taugit
them.
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T was freiv companion. T sang o fhem. T composed musical
pieces, operas, plays and they fook part n the performances.
T vecited 4o fhem our epics and — sucl, were +he beginnings

of our sclool.

My idea was ti,at education should be part of (ife itseld, and
must not be detacled {from it and be made info sometling
abstract.

The clildren Lad perfect {reedom fo do wiat they wished,
as mucl, liberty as was possible for me fo give tlem. And T

{ried fo make their activites all dLe more interesting for dLem.



The subconscious mind is more active $han e conscious one, tierefore
it was important fo survound them witl, all kinds of activities wiick

could stimulate thew minds and gradually arouse thew nterest.

T 4vied 4o nculcate in My S-kadevv(»s, A love of v\A-[»wre, A love of
everything that constituted fhe essence of life. We celebrated every
ChAnging SEASON = Spring, summer, rains and Winter. Education would

be an activity of joy. An atmosplere was created, wiicl, provided

them withh 4 natural impulse fo live in harmony with nature.

y?
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I Lad musical evenings = not merely music classes. Those boys
wio did not have any special love of music, would listen fo our
songs {rom outside, out of curiosity and would gradually be
drawn . Tinvited great ardists fo live Leve, and wiilst fhey
went on with fheir work, the students would watcl, them and
sAW day— by‘dﬂ\y Low +lLose 9(9_0\-} wovks of art developed.

T aways fried 4o get lecturers from Europe and e Far Easd
to come and be witl, us. Our sfudents weve very natural witl,
the foreign guests. My idea was that fhe mind skould {ind
its freedom in every vespect and T am sure our clildren Lave

Lreedom Lrom barviers of Covw\'[wy, vace, creed And sects.

I+ was wmportant fhat fhe students also understood
vesponsibility and discipline througl, 'self—governance'. Tie
commitfees wiiich the boys formed were and still are infended
fo deal witl, all 4Le aspects of dLe sclool [ife W wiicl, fhe

b0ys ave +lemselves v}-M\ly infevested.”

4q
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1921: SﬁMkeVM, My Rural
Reconstruction Sclool = witl, Emiivst

T wrote a letter 4o e American agricultural scientist,
Leonard EmLirst about rural veconstruction, as Le had

shown much, mterest n worlaing m Tndia.

“The villages around my sclool at Santiniketan n West
Bevxgm seem o me, to be dying. Yet all of tlem, Hindu,
Muslim and primitive Santal, stow signs fhat fhey once
enjoyed A decent economic and social Condition and 4 culture
that no longer survives. The villagers foo seem gquite unable fo
Lhelp fhemselves. Wien T was 4»\}4@, A young Man, my fatler
put me in charge of our family estate in East Bengal, and
treve T 4ried my own experiments. Some years ago T bouglt
A faem witl, furdler experiments in mind outside the village
of Surul, 4 mile and 4 Lalf {from my sClool at Santiniketan.
You say you were inferested in what you saw of tle Tndian
village and s problems, i 1913 Come {0 Tndia and live on
this farm. Tey to find out wLat is Lappening, and what the
cause of the frouble is, what can be done fo Lelp the villagers
o Lelp fhemselves and fo stand on fleir own feet. Train up
some of my staff and students if you can.

Wit you come? Then Wiy not sail witl, me fomovvow.”
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EmLirst naveadtes...

"November, 1921, T reacied BO\PV\V Aand was faken to meet
Tagove, fondly called 'Gurudev'. Under the mango {ree sat e
kindly old poet, wiho was {full of pleasant words of welcome.
We sad {ogetler and discussed fle plan, fo whicl Le said ‘for

years we Lave been waiting for sometiing like this.!

Following 4hat T visited +he Surul farm witl, oflers o put
our plan fo purposeful action. We fook up vesidence on fLe
Gurudev's farm n February 1922, witl, 4 small staff and
some fen College students, all of wiom said ey wanted to
be farmers. We {ixed up our (atrines, stardted gardens, Louses
and workslops, defeated the marauding monkeys, and settled
. After some montls we called ourselves an, Tnstitute of
Rural Reconstruction,' wiicl, was (ater named by Tagove, as

Sviniketan, whick in Sanskrit means The Abode of Grace.!

Out of Lis own experience as a4 feacler and from Lis s-vady
of our work n Sriniketan with, the village boys, Tagore was
convinced fhat some new form of sclooling could be worked
out for village children in India, based upon mmediate
contact witl, e world of nature and witl, fe life, e
beauty and {le problems of fle countryside.”



=2+ aboriginal Santhal tribes who were landless, and

We could see strings of trotting.coolies, from the

took up employment as labour. The women carry a
bundle ontheir heads and a red flower in their hair;
the men carry a bamboo across their shoulder with a
basket strung on two ends which had a baby in one
and cooking pots in the other. Sometimes they would
carry a wild boar slung on a pole between two men
for a great roast feast!
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IV\SP.!Ved by Tﬂ\gofem WW Ped\rson ’(V\ L\]S book
Shantiniketan, publisked n 1116

"“Does i seem as if tlis astwam were foo vemote and monastic
for tle fraining of boys wio, wien fley leave sclool, Lave fo
struggle in fthe modern world? Can we not say vather, that
perhaps Leve -H\ey may Acguive wihat fhe modern wovld mosd
needs, that wealtl, of mind's franguility wiick is veguired o give
[ife s balance when it has fo marcl, fo s goal flrough +he
cvowd of distractions? Wiatever may be the practical outcome
of this experiment n education, wiicl strives o combine fle
best draditions of fle old Hindu system of feacling with fie
Lealtlhiest aspects of modern metlods, flere can be no doubd
that fhe ideal is 4 Ligh one. Let me fell more of wiad flese
ideals are and Low fle bOys and feaclers of the sclhool strive fo

carvy them wto practice.

To the Western eye tle outward aspect of the Sclool would
suggest poverty. The emplLasis on efficient and expensive
equipment Whick is 4 characteristic feature of institutions of
learning n the West Las never been accepted in Tndia, wiere
simplicity of living is vegarded as one of tLe most mportant
factors n frue education. The utmost simplicity is found n all

the buildings which ave used by fLe bOys Lor tleiv own daily (i{e.






When the small boys take up an idea and try to put it into practice then there
is always a freshness about it which is spontaneous and full of the joy of real
creation. The boys are encouraged to think and write for themselves, and one
or two of those who have illustrated manuscript magazines have proved to be
artists of real ability.




Occasionally, excursions are planned for dle wiole sclool, eifler
for tiie day, or for several days o some place of Listoricalinferest.
The day is spent in fhe open air, singing and games forming e
clief part of e programme Wit s-}ory -FeH'mg by some of +le
teachers. On moonlit v\}gL\-Ps, especially, many of $Le bo)’s go oud
for long walks with the teackers, and in this way the bond befween
the masters and Hhe pupils becomes deep and strong. Tle feaclers
live in the dormitories witl, the boys, and are able flevefore fo
help them n fheir work and shave With fthem fheir daily Gife.

The boys are trusted very largely fo look affer fleiv own affairs,
Aand have Hhewr own committees n the different sections of e
Sclool, and organise e general meedings of all e students
n the Aslwam, wihen guestions affecting the wiole Sclool ave
brougit up for discussion. During examinadions fhey ave lef fo
themselves on tihe basis of frust. Wien an examination takes place
the boys may be seen in all sorts of places writing fheir answers,

even i sucl, macessible places as {Le foric of some Ligh free!”

Si:
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SA-{»)(AB]-(» RAy...

“T consider tle furee years T spent in Santiniketan as
the most fruitful of my (ife ... Santiniketan opened my
eyes for fLe first fime fo fle splendors of Tndian and
Far Eastern ard. Undil then T was compledely under tie
sway of Western ard, music and liferature. Santiniketan
made me fhe combined product of East and West fnat

I am.”

Ray was born n 1921 {0 a distinguisted family of
ardists, litterateurs, musicians, scientists and plysicians.
He jomed Tagore's scLool at Lis motler's msistence and
witl encouragement from Tagore wio was a friend of Lyis
late £atrer. He was frained in drawing at Kala Bravan
n Santiniketan. Wiile n Santiniketan Ray learned fo
draw {rom fLe great feacler, Nandalal Bose, A pioneer
n art education in modern India. Tle ofler feacler wio
made an abiding mpression on Lim was Binode Betavi
Mukherjee. Calligraphic elements entered Lis oflerwise
modernist oeuvre. Witly Lis natural {alent in drawing,
Ray lafer developed and deployed flis element n Lis
illustrations and graphic designs. = Dilip Basu









Awww-}ya Sen...

"I am pactial fo seeing Tagore as an educator, Laving myseld
been educated at Santiniketan. The sclhool was unusual
n many different ways, sucl as the oddity fhat classes,
excepting Hlose reguiring 4 laboratory, were Leld ouddoors
(whenever 4Le weafler pe'rW\'u-Hed>. No matder wiat we
thought of Rabindranatl's belief 1Lat one gains from being
m A natural setting while learning (some of us argued about
$iis -[-L\eory\), we typically found the experience of outdoor

schooling extremely atfractive and pleasant.

Acadewx}cm\y, our sclool was no+ Pm-(»’.cm\m(y exac-{»’.v\g (oLden
we did not have Any examinations at all), and i} could not,
by the usual academic standards, compefe witl, some of
te betfer sclools i Calcutta. But +here was somedLing
vemarkable about fLe ease witl, wiicl class discussions could
move from Tndian fraditional litevature 4o contemporary as
well as classical Western $hought, and then fo the culture of
China or Japan or elsewlere. The sclool's celebration of variety
Was Also n shavp contrast with, the cultural conservadism and

separatism that Las tended fo grip Tndia from $ime 4o fime.”
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As(,\ok Sivcar...
studied at Patia Brawan, Santiniketan and is a Facuity
Member af Azim Premj} University

“The First Lesson: Climbing 4 Guava Tree

On a Chilly wmorning in November 1959, wien dew drops still
covered fle grass, 4 flree and LA year old boy starded going
{0 Ananda Patnsala, a pre-sclool learning and fun centre af

Santiniketan.

On fle first day, Preedi Maasiy, one of fie feaclers fhere, asked
him if Le could climb {ie guava {ree standing i the middle of
te avena. He veplied no. Preedi Maslyi informed Lim $uat Durba
Who joined only 4 week Ago Las Alveady learned fo climb fre free,

And Le slhould also learn 4o do so guickly.

Ananda Patisala was a fwo-storied building surrounded by frees,
a small shallow pond, and lots of open space fo run in, guarrel,
play and sleep! Tle bOy guickly learnt mAny -Pb\]v\gs = climbing
trees, plucking {ruits, nurfuring small plants, making gariands
from flowers, getting Lappily wet n the rains, feeding the cats,
dogs and birds, singing 4 few Tagore songs, drawing on paper and

on ofler people's cloflies, learning poems, and 4 (iHdle bit of wriding.



Civcles of Learning

Two years later, tie boy joimed Tagore's scool. Tie classes
were Leld under fhe frees — fhe students would sit n a
semicivcular formation. Every teacler Lad one suclh, place, a
bedi, so e students used 4o Lop {rom one class {o anodier.
The semiciveular sitfing arvangement Lad s advantages -
everyone Could see eacl other but it wasn't easy to be naughty
and Lidel The best part was fnad fheve was no division
Among students. A portable blackboard was used

wihicl +he students {lemselves evected on i4s  stand.
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The Sclool for Service

The following year, L boy was appoinfed secretary of Seva
Vibliag. Theww fask was fo assemble a feam of volunteers
from the students and then, for flree montls, approact fle
cesidents of Santiniketan fo collect ems frat fley wanded
{o dispose of, select acceptable Hems and distribute tLem in
a Santial village.

This was 4o be done on every weekend. |le Work Was laborious,
but left an }MPOY-['MV\-F vealization that +he Santhals did wot
ke these offerings. Wiat they did want was for fle wight

sclools +o be vestarted.

Tie M”\V\y Clarms of Ta\gore's Sclool
As te boy grew, Le started realizing the true chavm of Tagore's
Sclool. For one, culfural and art classes continued up 4o class

XI, W]'[’L\Ov\-{> A bred\k.

The second was learning things outside the class voom. Wien
Ruimini Devi Avundale, the accomplished BraratNatyam
dancer, visited Santiniketan witl, Ler feam, e sclool students

weve 10 organise the enfive event.



Tuis boy Lad o inferact witl, Ler o understand Ler ideas of
the stage, its Leight, widtl, lights, wings, for eacl, of fLe flree

Per—(:ormﬂ\nccs and ]Mp(eW\evx-F them Accord’mgky.

The third lure was fLe freedom fo arvive uninvited Anywiere
and anytime for any event or activity. Sclool students were
freated with special care and love, no

one objec-}ed {o leiv freedom and even |

andacity at fimes.

The fourdl, chharm was a culdure of
non—competifion LAt van deep
n the nstitutional fabric of
Santimiketan. This led o
no student ever feeling
fense or depressed about
lis or Ler performance
n Any svxbjeC-F. T4 was
vecognized And easily
accepted that everyone
could not be equally good

n all aveas.
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The Sclool as +1,e World
Growing up n Tagore's sclool Lad many dimensions. Firstly
ie exposure fo various aspects of creation, from fLe sciences,

arts, music, literature, theatre, fo films.

SeCOv\dly, fle idea of a sclLool as a vevelatory experience and

not )ms-} A learning experience n the fechnical sense.

TL{«ley, the idea that a sclool or 4 University can go beyond
A Worl P\ACe (KAVW\A KsL\e-[»rA) {o become a \}v]v\9 P\o\Ce

(Jeevan Kstedra).

Fourtlly, the realisation that the school, the university, otter
ovgans of the nstitudion, cevemonies, extension programmes
are all complementary to eacl other and not islands in

fLemselves.

va\y years Lave passed sinCe +hat Clilly morning in November
1959 wien 4Le boy {irst set foot in Ananda Patisihala. Today
he s 4 gray Laed gentleman, wio remembers Lose magical

days i Tagore's sclool, as if tley Lappened yesterday.”
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Supv}yo Td\gove...
Redived as principal of fle sclool Lis great grand uncle Tagore,
established and now vruns Shistm Theerdo, a sclool for educading

tribal clildren Aand ovphans of fLe avea.

“Gurudev's ideals and vision if {ollowed sincerely would imbue all
children with the joy of learning. This ‘anand' comes from creating an
envivonment of COOpeM\-HOV\ And harmony, full of natural beﬂw\{y And

Lilled widi, love.

I+ s mportant fo encourage
the sense of enguiry and self-
expression WhiCl, every <hild s
born witl..
Tagore s a4 dvue dfeacler,
philosopler and guide for e
present generation because Le
believed 4hat bookisl, frend
and competifive exammations
should be vemoved, so +flLat
students can aclieve 4 Ligler
level of education, learning
Lfrom nature and af a

spivitual level.”
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TAGORE'S PHILOSOPHY OF EDUCATION:

MAKE THE CHILDREN AS FREE AS POSSIBLE-GIVE STUDENTS THE FREEDOM
TO EXPLORE AND TO QUESTION, TO ENGAGE IN CREATIVE ACTIVITIES
AND USE THEIR IMAGINATION FREELY. AT PATHA BHAWAN, STUDENTS ARE
ENCOURAGED TO VIEW EDUCATION AS AN ACTIVITY OF

JOY BY THEIR TEACHERS.

MAKE LESSONS ENJOYABLE- CONDUCT LESSONS IN AN
ENVIRONMENT OF FEARLESSNESS AND WHENEVER
POSSIBLE OUTDOORS. NATURE WALKS SHOULD BE
INCLUDED IN THE CURRICULUM AS A REGULAR
PRACTICE. TEACH THROUGH THE CELEBRATIONS
OF SEASONS — BE IT SPRING (BASANT UTSAV)
SUMMER, RAINS, WINTER (POUSH MELA),
OR A HARVEST FESTIVAL THERE CAN
ALWAYS BE A REASON TO CELEBRATE AND
LEARN.

MAKE LESSONS LIFE-CENTRIC

— LET CHILDREN EXPLORE
THEIR SURROUNDINGS AND
LEARN ABOUT LIVELIHOODS,
AGRICULTURE, INDUSTRY AND
COMMUNITIES IN A PRACTICAL
WAY - BY TAKING PART IN
TILLING, SOWING, HARVESTING,
ANIMAL HUSBANDRY AND
WORKSHOPS IN PRINT, POTTERY,
TEXTILES, CARPENTRY OR
COMPUTERS.

BAN CORPORAL PUNISHMENT -
TAGORE DID NOT BELIEVE THAT
PUNISHMENT AND THE RESULTANT
FEAR WOULD CREATE GOOD
STUDENTS. INDISCIPLINE CAN BE
CORRECTED BY EXAMPLE AND BY
INTRODUCING SELF GOVERNANCE.

10



VALUABLE LESSONS FOR OUR SCHOOLS

INTROSPECTION ON ONE'S WRONG DOING SHOULD BE ENCOURAGED. TEACH
THE STUDENTS THAT WITH FREEDOM COMES RESPONSIBILITY. FOR EXAMPLE,
THE VICHAAR SABHA IN SANTINIKETAN WAS RUN BY STUDENTS TO PASS
THE APPROPRIATE RULING ON ANY ERRANT OR INDISCIPLINED BEHAVIOR.

INCULCATE SENSE-TRAINING — EMPHASIZE ON EXPERIENCES TO DEVELOP
AND HEIGHTEN THE SENSES OF TASTE, SMELL, SIGHT, HEARING
AND TOUCH. FOR EXAMPLE TAKE CHILDREN OUT ON
DAYLIGHT AND MOONLIGHT WALKS, ENCOURAGE
VISUAL AND TACTILE LEARNING. REGIONAL FOOD

MELAS, SCIENCE AND MATHEMATICS MELAS

SHOULD BECOME THE RULE RATHER THAN
THE EXCEPTION.

INNOVATIVE GAMES — TO MAKE
THE MIND ALERT, TO ACTIVATE
AND ENGAGE THE STUDENT'S
NATURAL CURIOSITY. MENTAL
MATH, GEOMETRY THROUGH
PAPER SCULPTURE, GAMES TO
UNDERSTAND SCIENCE OR
HISTORY OR ANY SUBJECT ARE
SOME POSSIBILITIES.

DISCUSSION AND DISCOURSE —
REMOVE THE MISPLACED STRESS
ON ‘MEMORISED’ LEARNING.

FOR EXAMPLE CREATE STUDENT
CIRCLE TIMES TO BRING
TOGETHER GROUPS, ENCOURAGE
DISCUSSION AND LEARNING WILL
FOLLOW.

GENERAL REVIEWS — ASSESSMENT
BETWEEN PRIMARY AND MIDDLE
SCHOOLS WITHOUT EXAMINATIONS.

(Contributed by Supriyo Tagore, Santiniketan)
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The Importance of Tagore's Tdeals Today

AW\N-}yﬂ\ Sen writes n 'Tﬂ\gore and His Tndia'

Education and Freedom

Tagore identified the lack of basic education as the fundamental

cause of many of Tndia's social and economic afflictions:

“In my view fhe imposing fower of misery wiicl foday vests on tle
leard of Tndia Las s sole foundation n fle absence of education.
Caste divisions, religious COV\—(:\]C-[>5, Aversion {0 work, precavious

economic conditions — all Centre on this single Lactor.

Tagore was concerned not only that there be wider opportunities Lor
education across the COV\V\-[W)I (esPeC'ud\Hy m rural aveas wierve sClools
weve few), but also +Lad e sclools 4Lemselves be more lively and
enjoyable. He Limself Lad dropped out of sclool early, largely oud
of boredom, and LAad never botlered fo earn a diploma. He wrode
ex+ens}vely on Low sclools slhould be made move attractive 4o boys
and girls and dlLus more productive. His own co—educadional sciool
at Santiniketan Lad many progressive features. The emplasis Lere
was on self-motivation ratler than on disCipline, and on fostering

mtellectual Cw}osHy vather than compeditive excellence.



Tndia Todﬂ\y

Tﬂ\gore would see ]H}-FemCy and e v\egked of education not Ov\\y as e
man source of Tndia's continued social backwardness, but also as a
great constraint on the possibility and react, of economic development
wn India (as Lis writings on rural development forcefully make clear ).
Tagore would also Lave strongly {felf the need for 4 greater commitment

Aand 4 greater sense of urgency in removing endemic poverty.

At te same fime, Tagore would undoubtedly find some sadisfaction n
he survival of democracy in India, in ifs relatively {ree press, and in
general fle freedom of mind' $1ad post-independence Tndian politics

has, on the Whole, managed {0 maintain.

Tagore was concerned that people not be dominated by mackines, but
ke was wot opposed fo making good use of modern feclwology. “The
mastery over the maching Le wrote m Crisis i Cwvilization, “by
which +he Britfish have comsolidated +ueir sovereignty over fleiw vast
empive, has been kept 4 sealed book, 4o wiicl, due access Las been
denied fo {Lis Lelpless country.” Rabindranadl, Lad 4 deep intfevest in
the envivonment = Le was parficularly concerned about deforestation
and mitiated a “festival of free—planting” (w}ksw\mpm\ﬂQ as early

as 1928.
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To My Country

Wiere The Mind is Wittout Fear
Wiere the mind is without {fear and the head is held Ligh
Wiere knowledge is free
Wiere {he world Lias not been broken up into fragments
By navvow domestic walls
Wiere words come out from {ie depti, of frudi,
Wiere tiveless striving stredcles its arms fowards perfection
Wiere $le clear stream of veason Lias not lost s way
Into fle dreary deserd sand of dead Labid
Wiere e mind is led forward by flee
Tndo ever—widening thought and action
Tnto f1at Leaven of freedom, my Fatier, lef my country awake.

For Tagore it was of the highest importance that people be able to live, and

reason, in freedom. His attitudes toward politics and culture, nationalism and

internationalism, tradition and modernity, can all be seen in the light of this belief.
- Amartya Sen, Tagore and his India
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Azim Premji University

Azim Premji University has a clear social purpose - to make significant
contributions towards a just, equitable, humane and sustainable
society. The University aspires to do this through the development of
talent and the creation of knowledge which can facilitate significant
improvements in education and allied development areas.

The roots of Azim Premji University lie in the learning and experience
of a decade of work in elementary education by Azim Premji
Foundation. The University is one of the Foundation’s key responses
to the constraints and challenges confronting the education and
development sectors in India.

Azim Premji Foundation

Azim Premji Foundation is a not for profit organization working
towards deep, large scale and institutionalized impact on the quality
and equity of education in India, along with related development
areas (e.g. health, nutrition, governance and environment).

The Foundation has established permanent institutions that work
towards improvements in education and allied developmental areas
at multiple levels, in an integrated manner.



The ‘People and Ideas’ initiative of Azim Premji University, is an attempt to
explore the ideas, lives and works of the many social reformers, artists, scientists,
philosophers and educationists who have influenced us deeply. During this
process we hope to develop a platform to understand, engage with and discuss
the ideas that have fundamentally shaped our vision and philosophy.

We begin this series with a graphic novel on Rabindranath Tagore’s ideas and
philosophy of education. Tagore is an educator for all times and his ideas are as
relevant today, as they were when he lived.
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