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amdtpe
NOBEL PRIZE

Arhalayann and a lecture w0 Bratvro secaniany’”, in which

Tagore stated provocatively: "How can we unier this preat fie
is part of Hinduism, where-

A passage to Brgland, 1912-1913

agore’s son Rathindraath, who was closely sas0-
ciated with his Bher's work and sccompinied
himm on his 1912 voyage, has wrinen that a8 3
result of Ml health ‘doctors mnd fiends peevalled
vpon . (his faher] 1o ke 3 long seavoyage
and visit Furape for reatment and an opcration, f neces-
sary"d Ina lener o bis niece, wrinten from London on 6 May
1913, Tagore provides fusther evidence 8,2%?%
that fis mp w England and his subsequent new career in
mﬁggsﬁ,s@gaigéxﬁ&aé&
2 crazy ambition should possess one in such 2 weak sizie of
health,! Tagore writes ‘but believe me, 1 did not undenake
this task in 4 spinit of recldess beavado. | simply felt an urpe 16
gﬁéﬁ%%&iﬁguﬁg
ing and sertiments which had crested such a feast of joy with-
in me In these days pone by
Nirad € Chavdhuri has hinted ata
from Tagoce’s dissatishaetion with his reputation 10 his mathe: .
Bengal. "The ides of obuaining from the Bnglish lieraty
world,” wrires Chawdiionl, “what be tad ot x.newa in
Bengal must have beert wagaely present in his s
ggsgww:u%gésgé,
and more it conflict with his feliow

that only whie 15 dull and
18 7t5 ideal and its striving
belong 10 the work!but notto the Hindus?™ I her bogra
phy of Tagore, Una Das Gupta has winien tat in the
Gitanjall episode Tgore “siw God's hand”? And i an
address In mgg%%&h his departure @.‘
London, Tagore had < ®
though it was “without 2 particuler mission”,
e Jelt that bis visit was “an oppormnily gven by God for 2
imeeting of the races”. This idea is wso hinsed at, though not
fully pursued, by Dutn and Robinson in their edited vohioie
Of Tagore’s letters when they sugpest that he undertook his
Vovage pantly for medical freastment dnd “partly because he
getin wotich with Wesiern artists and intellecti:

r dive cmanating . .
i Howeer. such inimations seem unsatisfying us explany:

miay have decided 1o take up transiation work on Gltanalf as
2 way of convalescing during his perfod of liness in eardy
1912, bt he hakd boen encoursged to rnslate — particulurly
by the Londondsed art oritic AK Covnurswany - snce
about 1908, 4 period that comoided with Bgore’s growing
belief that 1 15 tirerature, ant and such Bke tha are the el
beidges viniing one country withanother” 19

Tagore's first point of contacr with & Ieitish metropolitan
inveliectual in 1912 was thus with Rothersirin. As Tagore's
son wrote, “We hardly knew ansbody ercept Mr Rothensteln,
gmqugaiiﬂgﬁésgﬁaxﬁﬁg
before "% That mecting bad mben place & the Tagore's
house in the Jorshanko district of Cadonta when

Kothenstein this day

Existing historical accounts and interpeetations of Bgore’s. in

1912 visit to London do not do ustice 10 the significance of
his motrvations, which grew out of 3 major shift in his think:

ing that followed the violencr of the suwadeshf period, The [

w@eameﬁeﬁuwuunﬁ}%gggga

emergee ina the imperial metropolian publicsphere o
. A i o

H a5 X o I trisd
i1 2 pencil That this wncle was o of the

a

2 wh %ge\ﬁﬁwia&?&ia%ﬁa

language theoris and otic. Most significantly of ol the
archive for this period can be read 2 revealing the first eract:
ment of Tigre’s grand design for repairing the damage done
by colonialism 10 the relationship between East gnd West,

Rotbenstein and the India Soclety
On 15 January, 1910, at the Royal Society of Arts, Ioadon,
William Rotherisizin and Emest B. Havell the former princ:
pal of the Calcutra School of An) attended 2 meeting on
Indian art education and the issue of "B ans”. Cutraged by
the titude of cermin members regarding the supposed inex-
isience of ‘Indian fine ans’ the two men proposed, there and
then, the creation of an *India Sodety” to educate the British
public about Indian art, music and tkerature. The Loodon
Indla Society was founded bter In the year by an assembled
group of artsts and intelfeemals that included Abanindeanath
Tagoee, Rebindcanath’s nephew and then Peesidont of the
Indian Sockety of Onental Art, Calcuny; the art oritic AK
Coomarsgwany, and the eminent industrial magrate and
philanthropiss St Raten Tata. The founders declired their
hetief that *the ascetic curlnire of Indlia, more panticulady in
the provieces of Painting, Sculprure, and Music, had in it ele-
ments of beauty and interest which in Burope and even in
smoden India were too litle understond and valued® 11 Yer
the Society was explicit and categorical In stating in ks obiec.
ggn%ﬁggggﬁﬂcﬁowwn
During the winter of 19101911 lady Christiang
Herringham — an expert copyist of Indian paintings — trav-
elled to Hyderabad 10 secuee, on behialf of the Sodiery, coples
of the remuaining Buddbist frescoes ound in the mous rock
temples of Alant. She wias accompanied by Rothenstein and
asisted by four Indlan artists: trained at the Government
School of Art in Calewtts under the supervision of
Abanindranath Tagore. After Hyderabud, BB Havell recom-
mended that Rothenstein travel 1o Caloutta wath
Abmnindranath 10 meet Tagore's other  nephew
Gaganendranath (1867:1938), also an anise working with
Indian mouks. It is vix this roue that Rothenstein Arst met
Tagore and made bis now famous set of portrait drawings 3

The summer season
Back in London, Rothenstein was eager to introdice Tigorr
10 his extensive network of literary fiends. Although
Rothenstein's primuary ocrupation was that of 1 painttr, he
was equally well known for hiaving “ao instingt for the most
effertive way of sening careers in motion and for recopnising
g@&gsgﬂlggg&»%
warks widely diverpent from his own tasies™. 10 Somewhat
bewiklered by London's sesthing metropolls, Tigore called
upon Rothenstein at his Hampstead residence almost imme.
diately upon his arrival and offered him his Gltangolf rans.
lations. Rothenstein has written thiat Tagore "begged” that he
would accept them; 7 Tegore's acoount s somewhar Giien
ent: 1 handed him my mamiscript with some diffidence. {
could hardly believe the opinion he expressed afier poing
through k. He then made over the mantscript to Yeats"18
Rothenstein Is to some degree 1 unique character
amongst the feures wha 1ook it upon themselves o com-
municate or represent Tagore 1o Weskern audiences (primar-
ily WB Yeatx, CF Anidrews and F] Thompson) for, 2t well 25
having one foot firmly In the camp of Londoa's tikerary intel-
bigentsta (unlike Andrews and Thompson), Rothenstein 2lso
qualifies a5 genuine "Indisnis™. As opposed 10 holding
ondy ¢ rather absteaet fscination foe things Ordental;
Rothenstein took 2 perine and active part in aiming
seaitre what he saw as 1 better futute for India Todheniein
sought to clevate Inclia's smtus in the eyes of the West and
shiwed concern for Indin's poliical mravaids. Nevertheless, he
also remained somethting of "liberal imperialist”, seeking to
improve Britain's relarionshiip with India (s nunifested tn
projects such as the India Soclety), but niot to chalenge or
fundamentally question British political rule, Indeed, this
position was manifest in the animating phidosophy of the
gw%%%ﬁr.&agg
rufed”, ,
FRexthensiein hud thus passed WB Yeats the
@aﬁme&_&%ﬁgﬁgwg;
had for years™ =Y "We have seen.” 50 Yeats wrott in
duction 1o the 1913 Macmitan edition of Gitanal
own image ... ougwice g ifin 2 dream 21




's house 1912 the
mau&ﬁ_...&.mm on1 7 Jily 1912 wats 1o prowe the sem-
Rothensiein had managed to amsemble a host of London

intinute with Tagore, devoting the ress of his Hie (from 1913
oawards) to service & Tagore's avbram in Shantintkeran.
Revoliacting that night, Rothensiein wrole in his memiors
that "the youing poets came 10 Sit at Tagore's feet, Ear Pound
{he mios ssiduotily” 23 Tt was pleasant 10 see homage pakd
30 readily to a0 Indian,” he continues, “lor nothing of the
kinct had happened before”.24 Amoog these men, Years and
Fara Pound had the influence to “make ot bresk” 8 poet; and
they decided they would *make” Tigore. Exacty what they
madke of him, and why, is significant i undenstanding certain
aspects of Beitish culrural ke during this period, and the per-
ceptions that inseliectuals such as Yeats and Pound had of the
“Fast”, It & also mportant if we 2r¢ to properly comprehend

Tagore’s subsequent reputation in the Vest.
1n a revealing article placed in the infuental Formighdly
Review in March 1913, Bara Pound peaised Tagore’s poetry
for both ks asthetic and technical qualiies. Seemingly igno-
rant of the policics of Bengal and rgore’s controversial
standing in his native land, Pound wrose that he (Tagore) i
“thelr great poet and thels great musician »s well. He fus
made them their national soog, their Marsellaise, If
Oriental nation can be said 0 have an equivalent o such an
anthem”. Tagore's “Golden Bengal” is wholly Eastern, yet i
.. to mive the cromd” and “ull the
The idea of Tagoee's poetry and song
containing “the properties of action” obviously contradicts
established stereotypes of the Onental 25 placid and static;
#deas to which Found soon repms. "And yet there i In hie,”
Joens Co 1oL seen 10 (TDE (en prodviced by stort o
by igniion, bt seemt t0 Sow the worwel fubt of s navd.
. 1o ot radRcions And

has 1 “ourious votnm .
?&V&&&cﬂ

instrumentalised for their owm ends. The dhyective was cul-
tural and lnsetiectual renewal; 2 way ot of the mechanised,
deadening weight of modernity that was cnishing man's cre-
atve spict. For Pound, the “discovery” of Tagore meant that
“we” — that i 3 narrow section of London's culmrd elke,
usually meaning those with a fondness foe aristocratic social
orders and s weakness for imagined pasts — *ave found our
new Greeee™, “1 firl i these poems” he addds, “2 sort of uk-
miate coonmon serise; 2 reminder of one thing and of forty
thiings which we are ever lcely to lose sight of in the confu-
sion of our Wesiern e, in the racket of our cities, in the jab-
bet of mamifacured Bteratiure, b the vorex of advertise-
VEERS me?
For Yeats, the “discovery” of Tapore — and India more gen-
L B Ve Stateanan |

erally — was 2 simulus © the reawakening of Celiic myst.
cism that would Invigorate Irish nationatism and its bid for
showed any such concern foe the polinics of Indin or the
peoblem of colonialism in general. In faet — echoing
Rothensein's and Andrews sentiments showt reciifying and
soothing relations hetween coloniser and colonised - Yeats
wrott 0 Ednmind Gosse in Nosember 1912, regarding
Tagree's proposed election 1o the comminee of the India
Soclety, that: “From the English point of view it would be 2
fine thing t do, 2 piece of wise imperialiom, for he Is wor
stsipped 28 1o poet of Furnpe is .. 1 betieve: that if we pay
him honous, it wil be understoad that we hoaour India also
?Ewﬁaﬁggs&wégtxﬁ%
ozgsaaannﬁgta»g@%
and Br from unkersally acchimed wiiter in Ind®? For
now, it will suffice to say that Yeats shared Rothendiein'’s idez
that cultural diafogue could be part of 2 lberal imperalist
agenda. Yet for both Yeats and Pound, issues of colonialism
were ciearly of secondary importance, and there was scen
ingly no clear link established in thel minds between the
Irish and Indian predicaments.

Bgore’s primary fonction was a1 2 reminder of 2 forgor-
ten Baropean past, and thus they peofiered an interpretation
of Gitanial that, s has been angued elsewhere, “denies the
exigence of o separate hisiory and (] culture difierent from
gi?g&.&%*%%mg&ﬁ?a‘%

moody or andful, in the words of Emest Rins, o0e of
Tagore's carliest Wesiern blographers?! In some senses,
inteBectuals such us Yeats and Pound merely refacted many
of the idess shout India that permeated the Bitish nevsps-
per's reviews of Tigoe’s work and his visit, Like Pound and
Yers 2 November 1912 review of Grtanjal in the Thmes
Literary Supplement went 50 fir as to see Togore's poetry 3.
3 positive infuere upon 4 decadent British poetic seene
tha “lacked idess” and “effused coldaess owards God, val:
ues and nature”. Tagore's efforts (o creste 1 of
emokion and iden” represented wekcome input ,
By contrzst, my reading of this encounter suggests that
what Yeats and Pound were unwilling 10 accept was Tagore's
didacticism. This was clear 25 early 28 1913, when, ina review
of The Gardener - Tigore's second collection of English ne
guage poeims — in the feminist el Freewvoman, Pound

ﬁﬁ&%ﬁs%&%§§. rouble
™) ars o
Lowser 4 fine artys .iﬁﬁniii
el ol oo
v o) ol resi v i D skl

At this early stuge, Found was willing to blame the so-
called sentimentalists, “The lang entrenchied view of the time
was, of course, that art and politics 11l st separate ce-

g«ungganggnﬁgqﬁ
in Beitain, bt not a poliical Rabindranath.”

intens0ns 10 lecture and eduscate: the Western reading public
on topics such as colonialism, pationaksm and the modem
manion state woukd become clear by the late 19105, and
accordingly the interest from men such as Yeats and Pound

rendy todzy. The most significunt ooe was the idea tha the
English version of Gianjali was not in fact Tapore’s work, bt
wis dependent spoa Yeais’ pansdation. Sir Yalentine Chirol -
an infamouts impertalist reactionary and Calontiahesed coeres
spoadent for The Thmes - led public accusanons that Tapore
was essentially aking credit for someone elee’s labowr, and
“Bigore wrowe to Thomas Sturge Moore in eady 1914 express-
o s e e i
report e front a barri X nie
z&?«%n&&agx?i:ﬁa%\o\&s
Ber. Valentine

The politics of the prize

The frisiton of Tagore's westem voyage in 1912 came with his
receipt of the Nobel Prize in late 1913, and unsurpeisingly it
was this even that provoked the largest number of column
inches. By this time, Tagore had retumed to

where news of the accobade reiched bim by

had turmed from patronising 0 hostile: “Unfortunately
Togore does niot acknowiedge his del 10 Christianity,” wrote
The Spectajor on 14 Febroary, and implicily “asserts that
Il hss mothing 1 o froem Burope o6 the spirical side.*
Tagore, they claimed, was 5o obviously Influenced by
Chiistian teaching that 1o claien his work “as an unaided prod-
1t of Wadic inspiration was wrong”, In fact, it “veils 0 hostil:
inexcusable ingratikude o his debt to Western teach.
The story behind the awarding of the Nobel Prize 1o
gfggaggze&sg
few conspiracy theories —~ many of which st have some cur- Wit regard o the transiations, the evidence s mied. ! ¢

Jorent abonit Yaars 1 think Yeats vt shar w%;mxm

awwxw? revisons Bt
i i v
Fiele true ther Yos toudes e made £
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e 4 of Oriental excperts to assass the rest of fis prodiuc-

it fact road Tagore it Bevgal; ot there s vo mivation tht

st s il of s eovpertise it the matter!®0

Contrary o Espark’s assertions, there is in fict some £vie
dence that Tigore was read in the ooginal Bengali. Thee
works in Bengali — Nalvedya, Kbeya and Gitanjali - were
recetved by the Nobel Ebrary on 18 July, 1913, The English
Gitmnjali was composed froe these theee Benpl texs. The
Nobel commitice, consisting of just fve members, vas the
body responsible foe deliberating the merits of proposed
candicates and subsequently ntaking recommendations for
%Eﬁsmﬁ%s%mﬁ&g.s_w&,uﬁ
committee incloded Harald Hpme (chalman), Xad Alfred
Metin and Erik Axe] Kardfelde. A fourth member was Hand
Hilderhrand who died in February and was replaced by Per
Hallstrim, The fifth mentber was & notable Swedish novelist
and ran of letiers, Esais Rpnér the younger, who, o
Espenark points out, had knawiedge of Bengall Exactly how
proficient his command of Bengall was is diffcuk 1o estb
lsh, but from an investigation ol the acressions regisier, we
ggggés«ggg
mentioned above i August 191371 1n cesponse 10 this fict
i is perhraps worth making two fanther points: first, it is hard
to imagine why Tegrér would have tken Bengali s ot of
the libeacy if he could not read them; and setond, In 2 com-
mitee consisting of just five people — and particularly given
Tognér's high standing within Swedish inteliecrual circles — it
s also reasonable 1o sssume that if Rgnér did read Tagore in
the ociginal Bengall, his reading and lnierpretation of its mer.
its would fave had some bearing on the commitiee's delib
erations.. The riotion that the Nobel commlitee had access,
via Tegnér, to the: three oniginal Bengali composvents of the
Birval English Glianjall 1s signiBicant, for it reduces the impor-
tance of Yeas® “collaborative” mle.

Similarly, the idea that the Nobe! Prize of 1913 was award-
#d tn Tagore solely on the basis of Ghanall o needs to be
called into question, foe It hus iended to give aedence toan
interpretation of Tagore 28 someons wha lacked the depth
necessary  produce wock of much diversiy. In fact, the
1913 presentation speech given by the dforevacntioned
Hanald Hjiime, Chairman of the Nobel Committee of the
Swedish Academy, tells a differers story, Hime said that
Gltanjall was “one of ... [Thgore's} wocks that especially
arrested the sttention of the seleaing aities”, but be also
mentions that The Gardener (1913) and Lynics of Love and
Life (1913} came before the committee, and that throvgh
these “we see another phase of his personality, now subject
10 the akernately sl and tortuiring experiences of youth-
ful ove, riow prey to the feelings of longing and joy that the
vicissitudes of life give rise 1o, the whole Inierspersed never-

Throughout his ke Yeats would continue b0 refer 10 the gig-
nificance of the changes he made 10 Tagore's work. Ope of
the last documented conversations Yeats had with an Indian
schotar about Tagore took plsce & Yeats' Kiversdale cotmage in
the Dublin Hills on 1 June 1937 Durng the exchariges
between Yeats and Abinssh Chandra Bose - a young Bengall
scholar who had recently completed 2 PhD 2t Tinity College
on mysticisnt in East and West - Yeais s reported (0 hove reaf.
femed, yet ain, that *he ueed 10 ask Tigore to give a literal
transkation of the ordgiol [Gitanjali] in certain cases and
10 make it come nearer the Wesien mode of
expression” 39 That Yeats would have sought such changes
g?ﬂﬁa&ggg%;ggg
write o speak in animated Enghsh™™ As we hawe seen,
“Bgore was somewhat ambivalent 3s 10 the extent of Yexs'
role. Witliam Rochensiein, by conirast, was unequivocal: *1
{mow that it was sakd in Indlia th the sisccess of Giltamall was
owing 1o Years' rewriog of Tagore's Enplish. Thatthis
k false can easily bt proved. The ooginal of Gilanjalt in
Bengall 18 in my possession. Years did here and
there supgest changes but the main (e was printed as |
hands™47 And even for those who were

theless with glimpsses of 2 higher world”22 Hisme sk rokers
10 Glimipses of Bengal Life (1913), and the reconds of the
Nobel Library show that' the committee received English
transiations of this text priot 0 its detision to award Tagore
the prize. ‘The borrowing register shows that The Gardener
and Glimpses of Bergal Life were frequently withdrwn by a
number of commitice members in lae October and cady
November, with one committee member borrowing
Glimpses of Begal Life 35 lute a5 13 November We 4o
know that, aecorting 0 a statement isied 1o the Swedish

Baais Tegnet, Jr, could

came from Tagore's

ot intienate with the ficts ofthe case but jixdged Gitanalt oo
menit alone, it was felt that “no amount of cormee-
Qﬁ%m&:agﬁaﬁa&xsﬁﬁgniﬁw
[

The issue of transtation is significant i that i represents
way i which Tagore 23 writer and
thinker - a5 an ggenc in his own right, from a different, non-
Viesternt culruse — has become
web of individuals and influences in the West that provided
the context foe his rise 0 bme in 1912 and 1913, We hawe
already explored some of these themes: the “sccidental”
matre of his voyage 10 the West: the practical assistance
given to Tagore by friends such a5 Rothenstein; the alleged
help with transtation ofiered by Yeats; and the Cheistian een-
timents that had passed — by some mysterions process of
cummosts 0 Tagore’s payche andd enabled him o produce
GHlemjali. A frthir ise of some importance relates o the
bausis upon which Tapore was swarded the prize by the Nobel
commisiee, This is 50 because i remaing widely held and
that Tagore won the prze for Gllempli
1f this was 50— and i appears that Tagore himaelf
hebieved this to be the case — then the role of Yeas and oth-
ers i London who helped 1o promote Gllanjoli during
1912 and 1913 {men such 25 Thomas Sturge Moore, who as
2 mesmber of the Royal Sockety of Literature was responsibie
for Trgoee’s initial nonvination) appears to be crucial, If how-
ever, the Nobel comminee considered 2 wider range of mate-
vial, which was largely unseen (and certainly untouched) by
any London based crisic, then the importance of Gifemfad! is
diminished. The definitive rescarch work dealing with the
Nobel Prize in literature is Kielt Espmark's The Nobe! Prize in
Literature: A Study of the Criteria Bebind the Choices
{1991}, In bis discussion of the prize for 1913, Espmark has

yet another coample of the
gradually concealed by the

Tndian language and literanure”, but neverheless states that
Eewwgw%ng Tpore merits the Nobel
Prize. 2% The second report; submitied 10 the commiiriee on
W&Mﬁ&ﬁ& Emmiﬂ%ﬁﬂg from von
Stim acquisition of both Glimpses of Benpal

: ﬁ?g.ggé%ﬁsﬂﬁg
text. According 1o Hadlstrdm's judgement at the tene, Hit
ouglit to-be poasible o predict with fir certainty that the
admiring appreciation that has heen aocorded 10 Gitanfalf in
England and America will not be in the Jeast diminished by
The Gardener. On the contrary, & will
still more warmdy and sponsineotusty”.

I the event, Hallstrom was wipag. Nevertheless, the eve
dence presenied here shows — contrary to the received wis-
dom smongst both scademic stadents of Tagore and the
public at large — that b was not simply on the basis of
GHaalt that Tagore received the Nobel Prive, and that the
Nobel Committer did, via Eals Tegnér the younger, have
some aceess 10 Tagore In the otigingl Bengxdi, This detracts
from the overarching significance of Yeais' contributon, rais-
esihie profile of Tagore's works other than Gitanfalf and puts
him and his work in 2 more central historical position.

The misinterpremtion of evenis surrourding Gitanjali
r and the Nobel Prize has in many ways overshadowed Tigore
5 an histoncal actor - as an agent In his own right = and thus
. hes partly obscured the significance of his larger project of
Nrural comemunication which, as | have argued here,

This in tum has reduced the leved of present
o 10 Tagoee's theorising of the EastWest
e bis writings on the nation - in

Journal of the Humanities, Vol. 4, issue 8 [2007].
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