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The Bard of Bengal — A Tribute to Rabindranath Tagore

Presented by WA Poets Inc & Batayan Inc, Saturday, 29 June 2024 | The Wetlands Centre Cockburn

I ast winter, The Wetlands Centre Cockburn became the setting for a luminous cultural gathering as WA
Poets Inc and Batayan Inc joined forces to present The Bard of Bengal—a heartfelt tribute to the
legendary poet, philosopher, and polymath Rabindranath Tagore.

Over 100 guests gathered at the Centre on Saturday, 29 June 2024, to honour Tagore’s timeless legacy
through poetry, music, dance, and reflection. The atmosphere was vibrant with anticipation, and the program
unfolded with arare blend of artistic depth and cultural intimacy.

The evening opened with a welcome from Ana Terrazas, General Manager of The Wetlands Centre
Cockburn, whose words set the tone for a deeply resonant celebration of artistic and cultural exchange. A
particularly memorable moment of the evening was the presence of His Worship Mayor Logan Howlett and
Mrs. Patricia Howlett, whose attendance underscored the significance of the occasion. The Mayor addressed
the gathering with warmth and sincerity, reflecting on Tagore’s message of unity and shared humanity.

The event was hosted by Lakshmi Kanchi, Chair of WA Poets Inc, who guided the evening with grace and
attentiveness. The vote of thanks was delivered by Anu Banerjee of Batayan, whose closing remarks reflected
the sense of shared pride and joy in bringing this vision to life.

A highlight of the night was the panel discussion featuring Dennis Haskell, Krishna Sen, and Srijato
Bandyopadhyay (joining via Zoom from India). Their conversation offered rich, intergenerational
perspectives on Tagore’s legacy—touching on his poetic influence, humanist philosophy, and continuing
relevance across cultures. [t was a moment where language, history, and imagination met in dialogue, echoing
the global spirit of Tagore himself.

Among the evening’s standout moments were:

—  Soulful musical performances by Shaouli Shahid and Surja Mazhar, who brought Tagore’s songs
to life with grace and emotion

— A rich visual and auditory montage tracing the poet’s extraordinary journey and enduring
relevance

—  Animmersive virtual tour of Shantiniketan led by Tanmoy Chakraborty

— A Panel discussion that delved into Tagore’s philosophy, poetic vision, and contemporary
resonance, featuring Srijato, Krishna Sen, and Dennis Haskell

—  Stirring dance interpretations by Humaira-Rahman Barua, whose choreography embodied the
emotional breadth of Tagore’s verse

—  Poeticrenditions by Rachel Hull and local writers, including readings from Gitanjali
— LightIndian refreshments, fostering a warm sense of community and shared appreciation

Attendees also had the opportunity to purchase specially imported editions of Gitanjali, Tagore’s Nobel
Prize-winning poetry collection. Copies quickly sold out, attesting to the poet’s enduring appeal.

The Bard of Bengal was more than a tribute; it was an act of collective remembrance and cultural
transmission. It brought together artists, scholars, and community members in a shared space of reverence,
dialogue, and beauty. As Tagore once wrote, “Let your life lightly dance on the edges of Time like dew on the
tip of aleaf.” This evening did just that.
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Indrani Mondal
Rakto Karobi—A Persistent, Modern Dilemma —Thoughts then and Now

Rakto Karabi is one of the most discussed and most analyzed plays written by Bengal Poet Laureate
Rabindranathe Tagore, in the early twentieth century. It is interesting to note that over the years this play
has been adopted and presented with experimental variations and different styles by several renowned theater
groups mostly from Bengal, even though poet himself had cautioned against interpreting this piece as a
stylized allegory . The play was translated in English, also in the early twentieth century, by the Poet Laureate
himself, with the title Red Oleanders. The English version of the play got a lukewarm reception as it was
considered too symbolic for a stage performance by Western critics.

When I read Rakto Karobi as a student and tried to understand its significance, here's what my thoughts
were. Rakto Karobi seemed metaphoric and non-substantial to me on first read. Soon I realized it was mostly
about a war of worlds - the colossal strength of the world of industrialization, very evident in the early
twentieth century, against the much neglected because subtle and outdated, strength of the world of
agriculture. Though this war of worlds was the backdrop of the play and at the center of'it, I couldn't find much
action packed depictions of the war itself except in snippets and suggestions. It just had this basic theme of the
tension of these two ideologies of blatant materialism and mindfulness, which though drawn to each other,
can never meet and reconcile due to their inherent differences. This straightforward war of worlds was made
complex by portraying it through a war of words in a love hate relationship dynamic. For me the tide of
evocative language and wordy dialogue hampered the pace of the play's performance. I missed the actual
incidents of conflict and drama that usually characterizes staged plays.

As my understanding and appreciation of Tagorian literature matured, I soon realized that Rakto Karobi
was penned by a playwright who was also a versatile romantic poet and a profound philosopher. Thus hislove
of language and word nuances would be apparent in his play, needless to say. Also humans were fast losing
touch with Nature and the craze for materialistic possessions was often at the cost of ignoring Nature's healing
powers and its crucial role in the wholistic wellbeing of society. The poet had environmental issues on his
mind and was trying to interest his audience in that cause. The characters that had seemed disembodied to me
when I first read the play, soon took on new depth and dimension.

Ranjan though never seen in the play, became a tangible emblem of the always loved and adored simple,
pure life, untainted by greed of material might. Nandini stood for the sensitive and discerning mind that could
figure out the value that Ranjan personified. She needed to symbolize that precious awareness through the
tender natural wealth and abundant color of red oleander or Rakto karobi flowers, the poet's direct reference to
treasures in Nature. The passion with which Nandini awaits and pursues Ranjan takes this conflict of
perspectives as the background of the play, to the level of a love story. The love story in turn spills over to a
much wider plane of finding the true meaning of what happiness is for each of'us in our lives.

The poet playwright's emphasis remains all along that true and quintessential joy lies in acknowledging
the role of simplicity, humility and naturalism in our human existence, away from momentary satisfactions
that physical grandeur brings. Tragedy strikes when the valuable, ever sought after ideal is slaughtered by
conniving materialists and Ranjan is assassinated by double crossing, power hungry materialist middlemen
and war lords.

Raja, personifies material might, which gives him ultimate strength to control. He is always depicted as
behind a screen or a barrier to symbolize his distance from regular petty workers of the soil and poor laborers
whose hard work and rigorous toil make him rich and give him the power torule. In this way, Isoonrealized
that in this multilayered play of tensions and tug of war of power, the word wars filled with intense rapid fire
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conversations loaded with double meaning, were really very interesting and often gripping. Even though the
poet himself had forbidden reading between the lines of this play and finding loaded underlying meaning, it
was easy to see Rakto Karobi is a play with a purpose and a definite message. The interplay of different
philosophies in the play are there because there were also raising crucial questions in the poet philosopher's
sensitive, thoughtful mind.

In the past Rakto Karobi 's focus to me was the love story of Nandini and Ranjan who passionately tried to
find and hold on to each other knowing full well that worldly forces would always keep them apart.

But later on and specially now, the character of Raja seems most realistic and true to the times. This role
of the king who sits atop all the material wealth his underlings acquire for him is the most tormented persona
of all in the play. He can never be satisfied with what he is and has, as he is constantly questioned by the
earnest Nandini who dares to defy his strength and openly adores what Ranjan stands for. Her ardent hope
and conviction that the pure and the good will eventually triumph, fascinates him and eventually raises doubts
in his mind about the veracity of his wealth and sovereignty. His ego is hit hard when he finds that his own
henchmen, fearing his weakening towards Nandini's philosophy, symbolized poetically by her lovely Rakto
karobi, have fooled him into killing Ranjan, the very symbol of his antithesis and Nandini's ideal. It makes
him question his position of ultimate power that he had hitherto believed in. Unable to bear the guilt and truly
swayed by what the naturalists believe in, he joins Nandini and her followers ready to fight materialism and
find anew all inclusive way of life where man and nature can live in harmony and there is no greed.

This conclusion clearly hints at Tagore's faith in naturalism showing the way to temper materialist surfeit
with purity and simplicity a very modern wholistic approach to life and living. So it is not hard to see that
Rakto Karobi is more than a play, it is a declaration of Tagorian philosophy which had its firm roots in the
ancient Upanishadic values of simple living and high thinking, which could temper the terrors and power
games that too much materialistic wealth and forceful control bring.

Indeed it was this model on which Tagore later built his brainchild and his greatest legacy Vishwa Bharati
University, in Shantiniketan. The mission of this school is to provide education and vocational training that
reflect a harmonious blend of traditional values and modern science in contemporary learning, encompassing
global participation and universal accord.

Indrani Mondal studied in Calcutta and Jadavpur Universities, India, and holds a PhD in Philosophy and

Social Studies. A freelance writer in both English and Bengali, over the last decade Indrani has written

fiction, nonfiction and poetry, mainly on social and cultural issues facing immigrants and has published

: three books of poetry “Fugitive Wings”, “Pratidin Sati Hoi” and “Raater Sarir”. She is an active member of
. theChicago Creative Circle.
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N one salutation to thee, my God, let all my
senses spread out and touch this world at thy
feet.

Like a rain-could of July hung low with its
burden of unshed showers let all my mind bend
down at thy door in one salutation to thee.

Let all my songs gather together their diverse
strains into a single current and flow to a sea of
silence in one salutation to thee.

Like a flock of homesick cranes flying night
and day back to their mountain rests let all my
life take its voyage to its eternal home in one
salutation to thee.

— Rabindranath Tagore
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