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 ‘Where the mind is without fear and the head is held high 
Where knowledge is free 
 Where the world has not been broken up 
Into fragments 
By the narrow domestic walls. 
Where the words come out from the depth of Truth 
Where tireless striving stretches its arms 
Towards perfection 
Where the clean stream of reason has not lost its way 
Into the dreary dessert sand of dead habit 
Where the mind is led forward by thee 
Into ever-widening thought and action 
Into that heaven of freedom, my father, 
Let my country awake’. (Geetanjali: song offering’, poem no. 35. p. 43) 

 

Rabindranath Tagore (1860-1941) was the first Asian recipient of the Nobel Prize for 

literature in 1913. He was not only a great poet but a multi-talented personality. Devi Prasad 

describes his personality, ‘he was a painter, a play-writer, a genius in the art of the stage, an 

inspirer and actives worker in the freedom struggle of his country, a social reformer, in short 

a person with many qualities and skills. He was known as Gurudev, a title with which 

Mahatma Gandhi often addressed him.’(Prasad D.2014, p.xiii) 

When Rabindranath was born India was under British rule and persons like Raja Raammohan 

Roy were already fighting for social reforms. Devi Prasad elaborates this point, ‘British 

colonial rule in India was at its most powerful when Rabindranath Tagore was born, and it 

was the period when Indians had begun the struggle to regain their lost self-esteem. Tagore 

was born in a distinguished family of highly artistic and literary talents. He had best of both 

the worlds- Indian tradition and European. Taught by his own personal experience 

Rabindranath had understood that the educational system the British has enforced on India 

was meant only to train people to work as clerks in their offices. The British Raj may not 

have fully succeeded in this enterprise of theirs, but it is true that there was a very long 
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period during which the educated Indians did not realize that the English education had 

separated them from their own cultural foundations.(Prasad D.2014,p.1) 

Founding an Asrama school here at Santiniketan by Rabindranath Tagore was well 

summoned by Dr. Zakir Hussain in an article in Nayee Talim; he says, ‘the thing that Poet 

missed during his early education was the wholeness of the world. And that is the basis of his 

education philosophy. He had said that the function of his education is to make the individual 

aware of the unity of truth.’(Prasad D.2014, p.xiii) 

 
Plate 1 Rabindranath Tagore, Rabindra-Bhavana Archive, Acc. No.11561 

Santiniketan was an answer to all the questions raised by the education policies in colonial 

rule. In the year 1890 Rabindranath Tagore wrote an article’ shikhrarher-pher’,(Kripalani 

K.R.1941,p.227) in which he pointed out the flaws of the prevailing system of the education  

introduced by Britishers which, instead of developing, stunted the minds of the growing 

generation. Forcing the child at a very early age to master the intricacies of the foreign 

language (Kripalani K.R. 1941, p.227). Santiniketan initiatives was to use mother tongue as 

the medium of instruction and attempted to form a class of people who would respect their 

own traditional knowledge (Dutta P. 2015, p.3). Through Santiniketan Rabindranath Tagore 

wanted to create an atmosphere in which all the senses of man are in complete harmony with 

nature and its surroundings. He says, ‘I prepare for my children a real home coming into this 
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world. Among other subjects in the open air under the shade of the trees they had their 

dramatic performance, activities that were expressions of life.’(Gupta U.D. 1970, p.284) 

 

Thus, Rabindranath Tagore started his school at Santiniketan with only five children on 22nd 

December 1901. It was founded to create a fearless and free atmosphere for children. Here 

the children came in close contact of nature. Gradually it became a community of students, 

teachers, workers, and occasional visitors (Dutta P. 2015, p.1). He believed that man lives on 

three inter-connected levels-the body, the mind and the atma i.e., the realm of love, of 

harmony. These correspond about the ancient Indian ideas of Karma, Janna and Bhakti. Each 

of these domains was given equal importance and programmers devised to develop all of 

these in a child in Santiniketan. (Dutta P. 2015, p.4)   

 
Plate 2 Open Air Class at Santiniketan, Photograph by Edward Hoppe. 

Rabindra-Bhvana Archive. Acc. No.2735 
 

The key factor of the Santiniketan Asrama is freedom; freedom of expression, freedom of 

thought, freedom of exploring and experimenting artistic creation with different mediums 

and materials. As Tagore says, ‘in my institution I try to make provision for the aspects of 

freedom- freedom of mind, freedom of heart and freedom of will’(Tagore R. 1947,p.1). He 

explains the importance of freedom in his article A Poet’s school, he says, ‘Looking back 

upon those moments of my boyhood days when all my mind seemed float poised upon a 

large feeling of sky, of the light and to tingle with the brown earth in its glistening grass. I 

cannot help believing that my Indian ancestry had left deep in my being the legacy of its 
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philosophy which speaks of fulfillment through harmony with all things. For good or for evil 

it has effect of arousing a great desire in us for seeking our freedom, not in the manmade 

world but in the depth of the universe, and makes we offer our reverence to the divinity 

inherent in fire, water and trees, in everything moving and growing. The founding of my 

school has its origin in the memory of that longing for freedom, the memory which seems to 

go back beyond the sky-line of my birth.’(Tagore R. 1926, pp.202-203) 

 

Plate 3 Rabindranath Tagore interacting with Children’s at Santiniketan, 
Rabindra-Bhavana Archive.Acc.No. M.(ph)D103 

 

 

In the article Ideals of Education, Rabindranath Tagore says, ‘I was brought up in an 

atmosphere of aspiration for the expansion of the human spirit, we in our home sought 

freedom of imagination in our literature, freedom of soul in our religious creeds and that of 

mind in our social environment. Such an opportunity has given me confidence in the power 

of education which is one with life and only which can give us real freedom, the highest that 

is claimed for man, his freedom of moral communication in the human world’.(Tagore R. 

1929, p.73) 

Rabindranath Tagore’s ideals of education were best described by K. R. Kripalani, according 

to him there are nine major aspects of Tagore’s philosophy of education- 

1. The child should be brought up in such environment as would provide him with 

opportunities of direct and close contact with Nature.(Kripalani K.R. 1941,p.231) 
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2.  The child sense being more alert than his mind, teaching in its early stage should be, as far 

as possible through play and activity, so that the child enjoys as he learns.(Kripalani K.R. 

1941, pp.231-232) 

3.  Both through their work and through their play the children must be constantly trained in 

self-reliance and hardihood. (Kripalani K.R.1941, p.232) 

4.  Equal emphasis should be laid on individual initiative and on group or corporate-action, 

so that, along with self-reliance, a sense of community service and esprit de corps should 

also grow. (Kripalani K.R. 1941, p.232) 

5.  All the teaching should be through the mother-tongue so that child’s natural urge for self-

expression should not be impeded by the obstacles of unfamiliar sounds. (Kripalani K.R. 

1941, p.232) 

6.  When the children senses have trained to a proper awareness of his surroundings and he 

has learnt to observe and love nature his experience should then be made intelligible to him, 

at a later stage, in terms of scientific categories. (Kripalani K.R. 1941, pp.232-233) 

7.  Education to be real must be of the whole man, of the emotions and the senses as much as 

of the intellect. Music and the art which refine and heighten sensibility purge emotions and 

train one in the exquisite use of his natural instruments of self- expression, must be made to 

exercise their influence on the child for his infancy.(Kripalani K.R. 1941,p.233) 

8. While the child’s growing sensibility should be well grounded in an adequate appreciation 

of the best traditions of his people’s cultural heritage, his activities, as he grows up, should be 

linked with the economic life of the great mass of his countrymen. (Kripalani K.R. 1941, 

p.233) 

9. Though well-rooted in its own indigenous soil, the citizen-in-embryo’s social and moral 

consciousness should be extended to an appreciation of other people’s cultures and ideals of 

life as well. (Kripalani K.R.1941, p.233) 

All these above mentioned ideals of education can be easily analyzed in the daily routine of 

Santiniketan Asrama. Whether the celebration of festival or staging of Tagore’s drama these 
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ideals were the major part of each and every activity of the Asrama.  Rabindranath put major 

emphasis on creative activities in his school, Santiniketan, in addition to the objective of 

unity between the individual and nature, art, music and literature also provide the individual 

with possible outlets for getting rid of his or her destruction and anti-social tendencies. Art is 

considered influential for the growth of the inner self of the individual, thus giving feeling of 

fulfillment (Prasad D. 2014, p.24). Among the several aspects of personality development 

rhythm and grace are of basic importance. Art draws the individual to nature. It generates the 

tendencies towards beauty, grace and companionship in the individual personality.(Prasad D. 

2014, p.24) 

This idea can be better understood in the words of Rabindranath Tagore, ‘a large part of man 

can never find its expression in the mere language of words. It must therefore seek for its 

other-language-lines and colours, sounds and movements. Through our mastery of these we 

not only make our whole nature articulate, but also understand man in all his attempts to 

reveal his innermost being in every age and clime’ (Tagore R. 1947,p.4).  He further adds, ‘it 

is the duty of every human being to master, at least to some extent, not only the language of 

the intellect, but also that of the personality which is the language of Art’.(Tagore R.1947, 

p.5) 

As Rabindranath Tagore gave so much importance to creativity, it was almost impossible to 

think higher at Santiniketan without an Art School. He speaks of handwork, music and arts as 

vehicles of self-expression; he puts his emphasis mainly on the creative and artistic aspect 

(Basu A.2004,p.49). Rabindranath succeeded in creating an atmosphere here at Santiniketan 

which stimulates in every one of her inmates the desire for a sort of life in which the different 

elements of man are in complete harmony with nature and its surroundings (Chattopadhyay J. 

1947, p.23).  When Rabindranath was busy establishing his school at Santiniketan; he started 

a cultural society Vichitra at Jorassako House, Calcutta.  He asked Nandalal Bose and his 

friends to join the society. Here, they worked on literature, dance, drama, songs and practiced 

crafts of everyday life. But soon after only two years when Visva Bharati becomes 

Rabindranath’s priority Vichtra Club was abolished. And Santiniketan became the central 

point of Art activities from 1919 onwards.  One of the first students of Kala-Bhavana, 

Dhirendrakrishana Debvarma recalls the initial staring of the art school; he says, ‘the 
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foundation stone of Kala-Bhavana was laid in 1919 in house name ‘Dwarik’. In the 

beginning AsitKumar Halder takes the charge of Kala-Bhavana, he brings along with him 

three of his students from government art school. Later Shilpguru Nanadalal joins Kala-

Bhavana. I was the first student of Brahmvidhyalaya who joined the art institution; Kala-

Bhavana.’(Debvarma D. 2016, p.130) 

Rabindranath Tagore wanted to develop the Kala-Bhavana into a unique kind of Art 

institution, where artist-teacher and students get freedom and also explore many mediums at 

a time. He was very keen to bring Nandalal Bose as the head of this institution. In this regard, 

Rabindranath Tagore wrote letter to Abanindranath Tagore to spare Nandalal for Ashrama 

‘...first I have shifted my center of activities from Calcutta. Things did not work well at 

Calcutta because it did not take its root. I have faith in Nandalal Bose and we need him for 

the country. According to me he alone can create an atmosphere necessary for propagation of 

the new spirit of art that is so vital to the country as a whole’ (Chaudhury S. 1983, p.45). He 

found the width of vision and the genius to activate his concepts in Nandalal Bose who added 

to Tagore’s ideas a new definition and specificity. Nandalal Bose joins Kala-Bhavana in 

1920 and for next 35 years Nandalal Bose was tied inseparably with the story of this 

institution. Thus, the Kala-Bhavana developed under the guidance of Master Moshaiy, 

Nandalal Bose into a unique art institution where the art and the craft of daily life were on the 

same platform.  Nandalal Bose played key role in building creative atmosphere here at Kala-

Bhavana. 

 

Around this time, we come across a series of craft movements in west as a reaction to rapid 

industrialization (Dutta P. 2015, p.50). Arts and Crafts movement of Britain led by William 

Morris, Art Nouveau, the European Art movement and the most important Bauhaus, an 

institution as much as a movement was founded in Weimar in 1919 headed by the German 

architect Walter Gropius(Dutta P. 2015,pp.50-51). Their first proclamation declared, ‘let us 

create a new guild of craftsmen, without the class distinction which raise an arrogant barrier 

between creative artists and industrial world’. (Dutta P.2015, p.51) 
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Plate 4 Kala-Bhavana Girls at Work, Rabindra-Bhavana Archive.Acc.No.14854 
 

The Bauhaus and Kala Bhavana, the art school at Santiniketan, were two institutions that 

played seminal roles in art and design education in the early twentieth century. Several of 

their teachers and students made individual contributions to the modern art of Europe and 

India. Both Bauhaus and Kala Bhavana were products of a certain rethinking in art education 

undertaken in response to specific social and cultural conditions. An initiative that was 

possibly mooted by Rabindranath, and realized through the efforts of Stella Kramrisch and 

Johannes Itten, who were then teaching at Santiniketan and Bauhaus respectively, brought 

about the first coming together of the modern artists of the east and the west on a common 

platform in Calcutta in 1922.(Kumar R.S.) 

 

Both the Bauhaus and Santiniketan attempted to meet the short comings of education. These 

two institutions which came up at the same time differed considerably in philosophy as well. 

The Bauhaus made use of machines to develop industrial designs indicating at an artist’s 

place in industrial society. Santiniketan considered that the language of the hand was more 

important in Indian context.  The major breakthrough both Gropius and Nandalal made in art 

education was that, in place of specialization in one field, they established an inter-alia 

relationship between art and crafts and between art and society. They stood up against the 

general rot, refused to follow the art school convention and with insight saw beyond their 

times. (Som S. 1983, p.56) 
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The foundation of Visva-Bharati was laid on 23rd Dec, 1918 and it started functioning from 

3rd July, 1919. Visva-Bharati was launched at a function in Amrokunjo, Santiniketan on 23rd 

Dec, 1921 (Dutta P.2015, p.85). Visva Bharati, which Rabindranath describes as Visva 

Needam, the ‘nest for the whole universe’. For a long time he had been feeling the need for a 

place in India which should be a meeting place for all the cultures of the East, where all the 

traditions of art and philosophy would be able to keep in touch with each other. He had 

visualized this centre as a home for scholars, philosophers and artists from the west, who 

would also feel it to be their home. (Prasad D. 2014, p.37) 

 Visva-Bharati was divided into two sections 1. Purbo Bibhag- the school section and 2. 

Uttor Bibhag- the research section (Dutta P. 2015, p.85). Departments of (i) Language and 

literature, (ii) Philosophy, (iii) Arts and (iv) Music were established. Bidhushekhar Shatri 

announces Visva-Bharati’s academic structure in1921. (Dutta P. 2015, p.85) 

1. The Visva-Bharati is for higher studies. 

2. The system of examination will have no place whatever in the Visva-Bharati, nor is there 

any conferring of degrees. 

3. Students will be encouraged to follow a definite course of study, but there will be no 

compulsion to adopt it rigidly. The courses to be followed were of not less than six years, and 

it will be divided into two parts, the first being for general efficiency and the second for 

higher efficiency.(Dutta P. 2015, p.85) 

Bidhushekar Shastri describes the structure of Kala-Bhavana, the department of Arts;  

18. The course to be followed in this department is of not less than six years, and it will be 

divided into two parts, the first being for general efficiency and the second for higher 

efficiency. 

19. Instruction in Drawing and Painting is given here according to the Indian Art School of 

art. There is an Art Gallery as well as an Art Library attached to this department. (Dutta 

P.2015, p.88) 
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In 1922 Nandalal Bose became principle of Kala- Bhavana. This was the beginning of a long 

period of devoted service in an atmosphere singularly suited to art. If Santiniketan owes 

much to Nandalal for his patient and devoted building up of a fine art school, Nandalal also 

owes much to Santiniketan to the very progressive and liberal ideas of the poet, to the natural 

beauty of the Asrama set amidst rural Bengal and to the students and co-workers who came 

there and formed a loyal and devoted band (Appasamy J.1966, p.30). Nanadalal turned Kala-

Bhavana into a unique kind of institution by virtue of his personality and sterling qualities of 

his character. Tagore himself commented proudly, “This is neither an Art School nor a cage, 

this is a home”. He also said, “This is the spiritual abode of Art”.(Dutta H. 1971, p.33) 
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