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Sugata Bose

¢¢ ACH COUNTRY of Asia will solve its own historical

problems according to its strength, nature and need,”
Rabindranath Tagore said during a visit to Iran in 1932, “but the lamp
that they will each carry on their path to progress will converge to
illuminate the common ray of knowledge...it is only when the light
of the spirit glows that the bond of humanity becomes true.” He was
one of the most creative exponents of an Asia-sense and conducted
intellectual, cultural and political conversations across Asia in the
early twentieth century. On his trip to China in 1924 Tagore preached
the virtues of close interaction among Asian cultures. Stung by the
passage of the Immigration Act of 1924 (commonly referred to as
the Orientals Exclusion Act) in the United States, some of Tagore’s

admirers even established an Asiatic Association in Shanghai to
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foster solidarity among all Asians. At Visva-Bharati, the university he
set up in Santiniketan, Tagore established the Cheena Bhavan (China
House) for the systematic study of Chinese literature, art and culture.
China has reciprocated by making Tagore the most translated foreign
writer into Chinese after Shakespeare.

In my book A Hundred Horizons 1 had claimed that Tagore
was an eloquent proponent of a universalist aspiration, albeit a
universalism with a difference." He was a key player in broad arenas
of cosmopolitan thought zones of the early twentieth century
and wished to contribute to the shaping of a global future. His
cosmopolitanism flowed not from abstract reason, but from the
fertile ground of local knowledge and learning in his own language.
Tagore was a powerful critic of worshipping the Nation as God and
was horrified by the crimes committed by modern nation-states.
Yet he loved the land that had nurtured him and never abandoned a
basic anti-colonial stance. He simply did not want Indian patriots to
imitate European nationalists.

Tagore was an immensely versatile creative genius—a poet,
novelist, short-story writer, playwright, composer of songs and dance

dramas, essayist and painter. Tagore, the poet, came to the attention

1 Sugata Bose, A Hundred Horizons: the Indian Ocean in the Age of Global
Empire (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006).
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of the Western world once he embarked on a voyage to Europe and
America in 1912 with a manuscript of Gitanjali (Song Offerings) that
won him the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1913. Tagore’s devotional
verse at that time struck a chord with a section of Europe’s literati,
including William Butler Yeats, disenchanted with the crass
materialist excesses of Britain’s Edwardian age and seized by a sense
of impending apocalypse in the immediate pre-World War I era.
A fifteen-year old Subhas Chandra Bose wrote about Tagore to his
elder brother Sarat on September 17, 1912, lamenting “how indifferent
Bengal has been in showering laurels upon him and has suffered
his genius, super-human though it is, to lie in the shade of neglect,
whereas a foreign people, speaking an alien tongue and cherishing
ideas and sentiments, diametrically opposed to ours in some cases,
have lifted him up from this shade to sunshine and have extolled him
as the greatest poet the world has produced”. Tagore had composed
most of his Gitanjali poems during a period of deep despondency
brought on by an unrelenting series of deaths of loved ones in his
private life and the disillusionment bred by the decline of Bengal’s
Swadeshi movement in the public domain. The rare, austere beauty
of about half of the Gitanjali collection established Tagore’s fame as a
“mystic” in engrossed conversation with the Supreme Being and laid
the basis for a blinkered one-dimensional view of his genius.

Yet there were two other books of English translations of
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Tagore’s poetry that appeared in the same year, 1913, as Gztanjali.
These were The Crescent Moon and The Gardener. Zhang Yuan has
placed us in her debt by making fresh translations into Chinese
of the poems in these two books. In a famous poem “Duhsamoy”
(“A Dark Age”) Tagore had rendered the crescent moon in the
delicate Bengali phrase “ksheen shashanka banka”. The poetry book
titled The Crescent Moon mostly contained translations of Tagore’s
compositions published in the Bengali book Shishu (The Child). Few
poets have been able to capture a child’s imagination and the child-
mother relationship as Tagore did. It is apt that Zhang Yuan has
read these poems with her son while translating them into Chinese.
It should be mentioned that William Rothenstein noted “the poems
were more or less rewritten by Sturge Moore, not always to the
advantage of Tagore’s own translations, even though the English
be more correct”.’ The poems in The Gardener are some of the best
on the ambiguous borderline between divine love and human love.
Zhang Yuan’s annotations should enable Chinese readers to place
Tagore’s sensibilities in a comparative context.

I hope there will be more new translations of Tagore’s poems

into Chinese. The later poetry of Tagore bring to light the passionate

1 Tagore, Rabindranath, 1861-1941, Papers, ca. 1910-1918 and undated. MS
Eng 1159 (5). Houghton Library, Harvard University.
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Tagore, a poet who celebrated the wonders of this earth instead
of just pondering the mysteries of the other world and whose
irrepressible love of life was tinged with an acute awareness of its
inexorable limits and tragedies. The figure of woman is central to this
genre of Rabindranath’s poetry and appears in diverse manifestations,
especially in the pages of Purabi (1925) and Mahua (1929). She was by
no means absent in Rabindranath’s early poetry, but rather reappears
adorned in new guises, forms and styles in the evening of his life.
Tagore had always wanted to travel across national borders.
I trust Zhang Yuan’s translations of The Crescent Moon and The
Gardener into Chinese will enable a new appreciation of Tagore’s

poetry in a country for which the poet had great admiration.
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