Inauguration of “Tagore in Kantha” Exhibition 

by Ambassador of India, H.E. Ms. Bhaswati Mukherjee,
as part of commemoration of the 150th Anniversary of Gurudev Rabindranath Tagore:

The Hague, 27th January 2012

H.E. Mr. Rabin Baldewsingh, Deputy Mayor of the Hague
Dear Colleagues and Friends of Rabindranath Tagore in the Netherlands,

My distinguished colleagues from Diplomatic Corps,

Excellencies, Ladies & Gentlemen,


It is with a feeling of homecoming that I welcome you all today to the inauguration of this unique, first ever Exhibition of “Tagore in Kantha” at the Town Hall in the Hague.  The Municipality with the strong support of His Excellency the Mayor and Deputy Mayor Rabin Baldewsingh had already in May 2011, the month of Gurudev’s 150th Birth Anniversary, facilitated the location of a beautiful bronze bust of Gurudev at the Hague Public Library in this very building, one floor above.  By doing so, Gurudev’s 91 year journey from the Hague was brought to a full circle.  I invite you all who have not done so to go to the Library and see the bust.  Thus the Town Hall has been disseminating from 6th May 2011 onwards, the message of Rabindranath Tagore, more relevant than ever before in today’s troubled world.
2.
I bring you all, a day after India’s 63rd Republic Day greetings from India’s Hon’ble Minister of Culture Kumari Shelja, who could not be with us today, since she is inaugurating in Paris Tagore’s original paintings which have left India for the first time and which the Embassy had hoped would be exhibited at the Van der Togt Museum in Amstelveen.  I am sure that one day these paintings would also come to the Netherlands.  
3.
Today, Exhibition would not have been possible without the strong support and patronage of the Hon’ble Minister of Culture of India and my distinguished colleagues in the Ministry of Culture, particularly, my dear friend Secretary (Culture) Shri Jawhar Sircar and Joint Secretaries Shri Vijay Madan and Shri Sanjiv Mittal.  I would also like to thank my colleagues in the Embassy and in particular First Secretary (PIC) Shri Satender Kumar for his tireless efforts in organizing the Exhibition with colleagues at the Hague Municipality.  All the culinary arrangements and the wonderful Kebabs which follow, have been made by “India Palace” under the guidance of Master Chef, Shri Raju Bhatnagar who is with us today.
4.
All of you are familiar with the message of Gurudev.  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.
5.
So, why is this Exhibition unique?  It is because in reviving the Kantha tradition, a type of traditional embroidery popular in West Bengal (India) and Bangladesh, Tagore succeeded in reviving traditional handicrafts which today had been fine-tuned into designer apparel-wear.  This form of embroidery originated in middle-class Bengali households with housewives mending and reinforcing old clothes with streams of thread drawn from the colourful borders of their old sarees and creating simple designs with them.  Tagore was a protagonist of women empowerment and the depiction of Tagore Tales in Kantha became a trail blazing celebration of both.  It was his concept of rural reconstruction that had inspired his daughter-in-law, Pratima Devi, to go into the Santhal villages, and resurrect Kantha, in the last century.
6.
This was then taken up by my friend, Curator Shamlu Dudeja who could not be with us today.  She used the self-help Enterprise, a rural NGO to persuade workers in the interior of rural Bengal to make Kantha textiles in their free time.  Shamlu’s conceptual genius, basing the Kantha creations on the same platform as the Bard himself, for the first time ever, is proof of her high caliber as one of the daughters of Bengal, having lived in Kolkata for almost 50 years, although born outside Bengal.
7.
Many of the paintings which are here today and which are reflected in the catalogue which you are all invited to read, demonstrates Shamlu’s genius of honouring Gurudev’s memory.  She conceived a brilliant idea, a truly unique one, to honor Tagore's memory in an unusual manner by inspiring her Kantha artisans to transcreate episodes from Tagore’s works on tussar panels. The result was a stunning series of Kantha stitch paintings depicting tales from Tagore's writings.  There is the spirited princess Chitrangada and the court dancer Shyama with her undying love for Bajrasen.  Kripan is the depiction of the allegory in which the King of all kings confounds a beggar by asking him for alms, and, then, there is the memorable story of Kabulliwallah.
8.
There is a message emanating from this Exhibition articulated by the Father of Indian Nation, Mahatma Gandhi, which was repeated by Her Majesty, the Queen, in her New Year message to the nation.  Gandhiji had said, “There is enough in the planet for every man’s need but not for every man’s greed.”   Gurudev’s views pre-dating Gandhiji, highlighted in his various works and also in his Kantha experiment, his commitment to promoting eco-ethical human living and sustainable develoment.  These are based on the ancient Indian philosophy and embedded in the Upanishads.  
9.
I invite you all to enjoy the Exhibition and to write your comments in the Visitor’s  Book and to reflect on the future – a sustainably developed world based on these noble principles, articulated by Gurudev and Mahatma Gandhi.  Those of you who are interested in knowing more about Kantha, I would invite you to visit the Kantha website which is also indicated in the catalogue.
10.
Let me conclude from a lesser known poem from the Gitanjali for which Gurudev had been awarded the Nobel Prize.  Tagore had translated Gitanjali from Bengali to English and this is particularly evocative of his message.

“It is he, the innermost one who wakens my consciousness with his deep hidden touches.
It is he who weaves the web of this Maya in evanescent hues of gold and silver, blue and green and through its folds let us peep at his feet at whose touch I forget myself”

The colours that Gurudev spoke of are here with us today at this magnificent Kantha Exhibition.

I now welcome Deputy Mayor Rabin Baldewsingh to say a few words and inaugurate the Exhibition.

Jai Hind!
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