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 9 May 2011 at Leiden University

* * *
H.E. Hon’ble Mayor of the City of Leiden,

H.E. Mayor of the City of Amstelveen

Professor Rector-Magnificus & President of Leiden University

Faculty members and distinguished scholars,

Dear Friends of Rabindranath Tagore in Leiden,
I am honoured to stand here today at this temple of knowledge and education to commemorate not just the 150th anniversary of India and Asia’s first Nobel Laureate Gurudev Rabindranath Tagore but also to commemorate the end of a 91 year journey of Gurudev, who came to Leiden in 1920 and is returning today to stand as an eternal sentinel to the values of universal education so dear to him.

2.
Rabindranath Tagore was a prolific traveler and had considerable interest in the Netherlands.  The credit for introducing Tagore to Dutch readers goes to Fredrick van Eeden who first translated the Gitanjali in 1913.
3.
When I came to Netherlands in August ’10, one of my first visits was to Leiden University which has precious research and study material on Rabindranath Tagore and is one of the most reputed Indology centres in Europe.  Let me refer especially to Library of the Kern Institute situated in the University.  Leiden is also opening a Chair on Contemporary Indian Studies this fall.  This has also inspired interest in other Universities in the Netherlands for establishing similar chairs.
 But the Chair in Leiden will always be special as it is the one which has the blessings of Tagore.
4.
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.
5.
In this ambience of liberty and freedom that Leiden represents, his message of human dignity and the enduring human spirit will strike a special chord.  It is for this reason that he wrote his most powerful song, a favourite of Mahatma Gandhi: 
Jodi Tor Dak Shune Keu Na Ashe, Tabe 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.
6.
All of you know that Tagore 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.  He envisaged the institution as a meeting-ground of cultures.

7.
In my meeting with Mayor  Lenferink, I was told that Leiden is a city with the finest multiethnic, multicultural and multireligious ethos, a theme dear to Tagore. In his writings Rabindranath Tagore projected himself as an internationalist. Tagore differentiated consciously, trying to understand the character of each country and each people. But as a person inspired by Upanishads, he believed that underlying such diversity of character was a unity which was spiritual and pervasive.
8.
It is my proud privilege on behalf of Government and the people of India to gift Tagore in the form of this beautiful bust, created by the world famous sculptor and artist, Gautam Pal to the Leiden University.  Bringing the bust here was a complex process and would not have been possible without the support of my colleagues in Ministry of External Affairs and its Indian Council for Cultural Relations.  The bust would be an enduring symbol of what Tagore stood for in his lifetime and would remind us of his eternal legacy.
9.
On behalf of the Government and People of India, I would like to thank the city of Leiden and Leiden University for bringing Tagore’s 91 year journey from Leiden a full circle.  Standing in this beautiful courtyard surrounded by students and Faculty members, Gurudev will be a constant reminder that the path to knowledge should not be abandoned and that if the road is lonely but righteous, only righteousness should prevail.
Thank you,
Jai Hind. 

* * * *
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