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FOREWORD!

When 1 was given an opportunity of hearing Ratan Devi sing
some Ipdian songs, I felt uneasy in my mind. I never could
believe. it possible for an Englishwoman to give us any music that
could be hailed as Indian. I was almost certain that it was going
to be something that defies all definitions, and that I was expected
to sit listening to some of those contemptible tunes that a foreigner,
without the power to discriminate and paticnce to learn, usually
picks up in India.

I remembered the unlucky day in my early boyhood, when I
was asked b;: some English ladies to sing. I happened to know
a tunc of a non-descript kind which had the reputation, with us,
of being of Italian origin, and I confidently sclected that one in the
hope of its being readily appreciated by my audience. I produced
an outburst of merriment, quite unexpected in its irrepressible
suddenness, and I was ecmphatically assured that it might be
anything but Italian.

Since then, if asked to sing before Europeans, I boldly took
my chance and dealt with Indian songs of unexceptionable
character. The result used to be less disastrous, but hardly more
satisfactory. So I came to the conclusion that mere tunes cannot
stand by themselves, and unless given with some idea of the
musical system to which they belong, lack all their lustre and
meaning. In recent times the attention of Europe has been drawn
to all branches of Oriental arts, and I have witnessed the sight of
Europeans listening to Indian music with deep interest. But all
the same, it is always difficult to know if their appreciation is not
altogether fantastic, and until you hear them sing or play, and
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thus come into the touch of their heart, you cannot realise their
true feeling.

It is a well-known fact that history is prone to repeat its
jokes; and while I was dreading lest it should again be my turn
to be the victim of its second perpetration of thc one I was
subjected to years ago, only with slight variations this time,
Ratan Devi began by singing a few European folk-songs with the
piano accompaniment. They were delightful, and I prayed in my
mind that she should end the cvening as she had begun, with
the music familiar to her. But fortunately for me, my prayer
was not granted.

Ratan Devi left her piano and sat on the floor, squatting down
in Indian fashion, and took up the tambura on her lap. After
the first few notes my misgivings were completely dispelled. The
tuncs she sang were not of the cheap kind that can easily adapt
itsclf to the uninformed taste of any hasty foreign traveller,
satisfying his shallow curiosity. They were Bchag, Kandra,
Malkaus,—sung with all their richness of details, depth of modula-
tions and exquisite feeling. The times that she observed were the
usual difficult ones in Indian music, the cadence which is never too
obvious or the division of beats too emphatic. Neither tunes nor
times were the least modified to make them simpler or to suit

them to the European training of the singer.

Though the music was immaculately Indian, yet Ratan Devi’s
voice was her own, and it could not possibly be mistaken for that
of any Indian ustad. In our country the exccution of a song is
considered to'be of minor importance. India goes to the extreme
of almost holding with contempt any finesse in singing, and our
master singers never take the least trouble to make their voice
and manner attractive. They are not ashamed if their gestures
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are violent, their top notes cracked and their bass notes unnatural.
They take it to be their sole function to display their perfect
mastery over all the intricacies of times and tunes, forms and
formalitics of the classic traditions. Those of the audience who
have the human weakness to demand something more, who are
not cordent with the presentation of a music with its richness of
forms and play of power, but whose senses have to be satisfied as
well, are held to be bencath the notice of any self-respecting
artists. They think it to be the duty of the hireling musicians of
dancing partics to cater for the enjoyment of fastidious dandies
whose eyes and ears are apt to take offence at the least touch of
roughness. Anyhow, the cultivation of the flawless perfection of
the exterior has been severely neglected in India.

The ideal is otherwise in Europe. A stupendousl): vast amount
of energy is constantly occupied in this country in perfecting out-
ward details in everything, the least deviation from which takes
away from the value of a thing much more than it deserves. Here
the stage arrangement must be extravagantly perfect and the
artist in the pride of the intrinsic merit of his art cannot afford
to pay his respect to the public by appearing careless in the least
detail of execution. As Europe is willing to pay a very high price
for this, perhaps she has got her reward.

I at once realised this when I heard Ratan Devi sing. There
was not a sign of effort in her beautiful voice, and not the least
suggestion of the uncouthness we are accustomed to in our singers.
The casket was as perfect as the gem.

Sometimes the meaning of a poem is better understood in a
translation, not necessarily because it is more beautiful than the
original, but as in the new setting the poem has to undergo a
trial, it shines more brilliantly if it comes out triumphant. So
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it seemed to me that in Ratan Devi’s singing our songs gained
something in feeling and truth. Listening to her I felt more
dearly than ever that our music is the music of cosmic emotion.
It deals not primarily with the drama of the vicissitudes of
human life. It does not give emphasis to the social enjoyment of
men. In fact, in all our festivities the business of our music
seems to me to bring to the heart of the crowded gathering the
sense of the solitude and vastness that surrounds us on all sides.
It is never its function to provide fuel for the flame of our gaiety,
but to temper it and add to it a quality of depth and detachment.
The truth of this becomes evident when one considers that Sahana
is the ragini specially used for the occasion of wedding festivals.
It is not at all gay or frolicsome, but almost sad in its solemnity.
Our riginis of springtide and rains, of midnight and daybreak,
have the profound pathos of the all-pervading intimacy, yet
immense aloofness of Nature.

Ratan Devi sang an a/ap in Kandra, and 1 forgot for a moment
that I was in a London drawing-room. My mind got itself trans-
ported in the magnificence of an eastern night, with its darkness,
transparent, yet unfathomable, like the cves of an Indian maiden,
and I seemed to be standing alone in the depth of its stillness
and stars.

! foreword to Thirty Songs from the Panjab and Kashmir recorded by
Ratan Devi with introduction and translations by Ananda K. Coomaraswamy:

four hundred and five copies printed for the authors at the Old Bourne
Press ; published, February 1913. .
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CONVERSATIONS

TAGORE AND ROLLAND

Villeneuve, 24 June, 1926.

RoLtanp: Have you heard anything of Gluck? He lived in
the I§th century. Among modern European composers he has
the largest amount of what I may call the Greek feeling, retain-
ing in music only what was serene and beautiful, and eliminating
with austere severity everything that was superfluous. Before
him European music was somcthing like medieval Gothic
architecture. It possessed great exuberance of spirit, but was apt
to get lost in a mass of details. The reform accomplished by
Gluck at t.he cnd of the 18th century, just before the outbreak
of the French Revolution, was coming back to pure line and pure
form. He was a German, or rather a Bohemian, who lived much

in France where he was well appreciated.

Tacore: I have always felt the immense power of your
European music. I love Becthoven and also Bach. I must
confess, it takes a good deal of time to understand and tho-
roughly appreciate the idiom of your music. As a young boy
I heard European music being played on the piano; much of
it I found attractive, but I could not enter fully into the spirit
of the thing. Do the different countries of Europe have pecu-
liar features of their own in their music? For example, has
Italian music any special characteristics? Is the general spirit
different from that of German music?

Rovanp: Very different indced. A good deal of modern
European music had originally come from Italy but became
completely changed in its development. In the south the music
shas more beauty, but as you go to the north it becomes more
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and n'lore complex. In the old Italian music of the 16th cen-
tury you find delicate lines and shades, and the beauty of
melody is prominent; in the north there is more emotion.
Among modern composers Puccini has great gifts but lacks in
taste, and I think modern Italian music is rather spoiled and
extravagant. In old Italy the composer and poet were both
seeking for purity.

after some more discussion about music

Tacore: I want to ask you a question. The purpose of art
is not to give expression to emotion but to use it for the crcation
of significant form. Literature is not the direct cxpression of any
emotion. Emotion only supplies the occasion which makes it
possible to bring forth the creative act. A Grecian urn is not
the representation of any particular emotion which is at all
important: but it gives form to some definite urge of the artist’s
mind. In European music I find, however, that an attempt is
sometimes made to give expression to particular emotions. Is
this desirable? Should not music also use emotion as material
only, and not as an end in itself?

RoLianD: A great musician must always use emotion as
substance out of which beautiful forms are created. But in
Europe musicians have had such an abundance of good material
that they tended to overemphasise the cmotional aspects. A
great musician must have poise, for without it his work
perishes.

Tacore: Take the opera Il Traviata. Is it not too
definite? Does it not try to describe everything in too definite
terms.

RoLtanp: Yes, it is a defect of our music, especially since
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the beginning of the 19th century, after the romantic work of
Becthoven was written and particularly after Wagner.

Tacore: In India we have the other extreme. The singer
often takes too much liberty with the music. In pictures and
in literature the outward form is fixed, but music requires for
its iferpretation the human voice ; even in instrumental music
you have the human hand which is very flexible. The singer
must therefore be a true artist and not merely an artisan. In
India the composer has to depend a great deal on the singer
to make the music complete by his rendering but unfortunately
the singer often overshadows the composer by his own
variations.

RoLranpe  This-was also the state of affairs in Europe at the
time of Handel. In old Italian music, interpreu;tion was left
to the singers, the composers always leaving many things inde-
finite. In the popular comedies of Italy the music given by
the composer was simply a kind of sketch. The player impro-
vised, filled in, and often sang extempore, sometimes to the
accompaniment of the composer. Every time both sorgs and
music were different, and a good deal has naturally vanished.

Tacore: That is a characteristic of music, much of it
vanishes. A good deal depends on the singer; its medium is
a living channel.

Routanp: In those days singers were terrible tyrants, espe-
cially in the south. In the north we had greater precision; the
northern tradition is to have things as definite as possible.

Tacore: Yes, that also is necessary. Your modern music
is now well organised and harmony keeps the music pure, free
from adulteration and counterfeits, as the currency of a country
B kept pure by the mints.
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RoLtanp: But don’t you think it is only music which is
petrified that can be kept pure in this way? Music which is
living cannot be kept completely unchanged.

after some time

Tacore: You know, I am not mercly a writer of verse; I am
keenly interested in music and I myself compose songs. I have
always felt puzzled why there are such great diffcrences in musi-
cal form in different countries. Surely music should be more uni-
versal than other forms of art, for its vehicle is easy to reproduce
and transmit from one country to another.

Rouranp: In every country music passes through several
stages. The differences observed at any particular time may
possibly be due to a difference of the particular stage'of develop-
ment. Music has its childhood, growth and decay. The first
song of emotion finds expression through a form which is
scarcely adequate, then comes a perfect harmony between
emotion and external form, and finally a certain formalisation,
a stereotyping and decay. If life continues, a new overflow and
a new cycle begins again.

Tacore: It is the same in every form of art; in literature
also we find that a new urge creates its own form. After some
time a form which was once new becomes old and worn through
constant usage and is no longer adequate.

RoLranp: Yes, and so with life also. We have the eternal
flow from form to form.

Tacore: Master-minds create new forms. Then come men
without gift who imprison art in rusty fetters, and a time comes
for breaking through bonds again.

RoLtanp: In Europe we are in the last phase: we feel we
are imprisoned in a cage. .
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Tacore: Yes, perhaps you have become too intellectualised ;
everything which is vital and humane is getting killed.

Routanp: There is a tendency for our whole life to dege-
nerate into a huge mechanical organisation.

Tacore: Its signs are appearing everywhere over the face
of ysur beautiful old Europe. We find everywhere the same
mask, monotonous and devoid of beauty. The Italian cities
which I visited are all becoming too modern in their appearance.
But Florence was beautiful ; the people there retained a certain
detachment of mind which appealed to me very strongly.
Without this dctachment the life of art cannot exist.

RoLanp: Yes, they still have a more rustic side to their
life. Lataly, Florentines have been looking back to their
ancestors. This is probably the secret of Florence 'being a great
artistic centre.

Tacore: 1 first heard European songs when I was 17-year
old, during my first visit to London. The artist was Madame
Nilsson!, who uscd to have a great reputation in those days.
She sang nature-songs, giving imitation of birds’ cries, a kind
of mimicry, which appeared extremely ludicrous to me. Music
should capture the delight of birds’ songs, giving human form
to the joy with which a bird sings. But it would not uy w0 be
a representation of such songs. Take the Indian rain songs.
They do not try to imitate the sound of falling raindrops. They
rekindle the joy of rain-festivals, and convey somcthing of the
feeling associated with the rainy season. Somehow the songs
of springtime do not have the same depth; I do not know why.

Rouanp: When are your spring festivals held?

Tacore: In Bengal towards the end of February and in
early March when the southern spring-breeze begins to blow;
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the days are hot while nights are cool and pleasant. This is
also the season for the peasant to start work in the field. Is it
purely association which gives beauty to the rain-songs? Or
is it something which is really inherent in them? It is true
that we get accustomed to hear rain-melodies more frequently
in the rainy season ; it is possible, these tunes bring back to our
mind the joy and delight of the rainy season itself. But then
the spring and summer melodies possess equally strong associa-
tions and yet they do not stir us so profoundly.

Rowanp: Perhaps the melodies themselves have peculiar
differences.

Tacore: In poetry a particular work possesses a subtle
atmosphere of its own literary associations. The peculiar value
of such words will never be intelligible to foreigners; they
cannot be appreciated as being supremely beautiful by merely
listening to them, or even by merely understanding their literal
meaning, for the association will be lacking.

In English take the following lines from Keats:
. magic casement opening on the foam

of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn.

If 1 translate it into Bengali, it would become meaningless ;
it would have no significance for Bengali readers: ‘... magic
casement, opening on the foam of perilous seas, in faery lands
forlorn’ The phrases lack in living association to our people.
Similarly it is possible that a certain clause, a certain grouping
of notes, gradually acquires a value through growth of associa-
tion. We may have musical phrases acquiring new values like
words in literature through long continued usage.

Rouanp:  This kind of image formation occurs in European

music, for example, in Bach whose careful phrasings have been
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carefully studied. Much of the beauty of his music is due to
the use of certain musical forms which he borrowed from the
earlier music of the 17th and 18th centuries and which he used
effectively with the instinct of a genius. In pastoral' music,
certain groupings are used continually which are even now in
vogué If these particular groupings are used in non-pastoral
music, even then they would create an atmosphere of pastoral
life. It is probable that your associations of rain-songs are also
brought about in the same way.

Rolland was much interested in Indian music
and asked many questions.

Roruwanpg, What are your chief instruments?

Tacore: The Vina which gives extremely pﬁre notes: it
has not the flexibility of the violin, but preserves the purity of
our mclodies in a characteristic way.

He was still thinking about the suggestiveness of

literature and came back to Keats.

Tacore: Although Keats cannot be translated into Bengali,
I can understand the beauty of his poems. We lack the proper
associations to start with, but after some familiarity with the
ideals and with some knowledge of the surroundings in which
these poems were written, we also can acquire the facility of
appreciating them. So in spite of individual or geographical
peculiarities of form, there is something which is universal in
poetry. It requires education and also the growth of familiarity,
but, given these things, poetry can be appreciated by every one.
Similarly, what is pleasant to the European ear must have
something in it which is universal. Indian music also must have

an appcal to foreigners who have the necessary training.

D



niefow

RoLranp: Yes, after getting away from the part which is
merely superficial or fashionable. Certain peculiarities belong
only to the surface which reflect the passing fancy of a particular
time.

Tacore: In pictures, or in plastic art, the material consists
of the representation of things which are in a way famihar to
most people and can easily be apprehended by every one. But
phrases in music are not familiar; so when we build up an
architecture of music the whole thing appears fantastic to a
foreigner. This is why it is much more difficult for a foreigner

to understand foreign music than to appreciate forcign art.

After a little while, the poet went on to speak about the sources

. of inspiration in art and literature.

Tacore: The starting point for all arts, poetry, painting
or music, is the breath, the rhythm which is inherent in the
human body and which is the same cverywhere, and is there-
fore universal. I belicve musicians must often be inspired by
the rhythm of the circulation of blood or breath. A very
interesting study would be a comparison of four tunes of diffe-
rent countries. With more developed music things become

more complex, and the underlying similarities cannot be
systematically traced.

! Christine Nilsson (1843-1922), Swedish prima donna.
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TAGORE AND EINSTEIN

August 1930.

Tacore: 1 was discussing with Dr. Mendel today the new
mathematical discoveries which tell us that in the realm of
infinitesimal atoms chance has its play: the drama of existence
is not absolutely predestined in character.

EmnsteN:  The facts that make science tend toward this view
do not say good-bye to causality.

Tacore: Maybe, not; but it appears that the idea of
causality is not in the elements, that some other force builds
up with them an organized universe.

EINsTEIN:  One tries to understand in the higher plane how
the order i8* The order is there, where the big clelr.lents combine
and guide existence ; but in the minute elements this order is
not perceptible.

Tacore: Thus duality is in the depths of existence— the
contradiction of free impulse and the directive will which works
upon it and evolves an orderly scheme of things.

EmsteiN: Modern physics would not say they are contra-
dictory. Clouds look one from a distance, but, if you see them
near, they show themselves in disorderly drops of water.

Tacore: 1 find a parallel in human psychology. Our
passions and desires are unruly, but our character subdues
these elements into a harmonious whole. Does something
similar to this happen in the physical world? Are the elements
rebellious, dynamic with individual impulse? And is there a
principle in the physical world which dominates them and puts
them into an orderly organization?

Ewnsten: Even the elements are not without statistical
order ; elements of radium will always maintain their specific
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order, now and ever onward, just as they have done all along.
There is, then, a statistical order in the clements.

Tacore: Otherwise the drama of existence would be too
desultory. It is the constant harmony of chance and determina-
tion which makes it eternally new and living.

EnstEIN: I believe that whatever we do or live for hus its
causality ; it is good, however, that we cannot look through it.

Tacore: There is in human affairs an clement of elasticity
also—some freedom within a small range, which is for the expres-
sion of our personality. It is like the musical system in India,
which is not so rigidly fixed as is the western music. Our
composers give a certain dcfinite outline, a system of melody
and rhythmic arrangement, and within a certain limit the
player can improvise upon it. He must be one with the law
of that particular melody, and then he can give spontaneous
expression to his musical feeling within the prescribed regula-
tion. We praise the composer for his genius in creating a founda-
tion along with a superstructure of meclodies, but we expect from
the player his own skill in the creation of variations of melodic
flourish and ornamentation. In creation we follow the central
law of existence, but, if we do not cut ourselves adrift from it,
we can have sufficient freedom within the limits of our personality
for the fullest self-expression.

Emsteiv: That is only possible where there is a strong
artistic tradition in music to guide the people’s mind. In
Europe, music has come too far away from popular art and
popular feeling and has become something like a secret art
with conventions and traditions of its own.

Tacore: So you have to be absolutely obedient to this too
complicated music. In India the measure of a singer’s freedom
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is in his own creative personality. He can sing the composer’s
song as his own, if he has the power creatively to assert himself
in his interpretation of the general law of the melody which he
is given to interpret.

EinsTEIN: It requires a very high standard of art fully to
realiz the great idca in the original music, so that one can
make variations upon it. In our country the variations are often
prescribed.

Tacore: If in our conduct we can follow the law of goodness,
we can have real liberty of self-expression. The principle of
conduct is there, but the character which makes it true and
individual is our own creation. In our music there is a duality
of freedom*and prescribed order. .

EINsTEIN:  Are the words of a song also free? I mean to
say, is the singer at liberty to add his own words to the song
which he is singing?

Tacore: Yes. In Bengal we have a kind of song— Kirtan
we call it—which gives freedom to the singer to introduce
parenthetical comments, phrases not in the original song. - This
occasions great enthusiasm, since the audience is constantly
thrilled by some beautiful, spontaneous sentiment added by the
singer.

EinsteiN:  Is the metrical form quite severe?

Tacore: Yes, quite. You cannot exceed the limits of versi-
fication ; the singer in all his variations must keep the rhythm
and the time, which is fixed. In European music you have a
comparative liberty about time, but not about melody. But in
India we have freedom of melody with no freedom of time.

EnsteiN: Can the Indian music be sung without words?
Gun one understand a song without words?
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Tacore: Yes, we have songs with unmeaning words, sounds
which just help to act as carriers of the notes. In North India
music is an independent art, not the interpretation of words
and thoughts, as in Bengal. The music is very intricate and
subtle and is a complete world of melody by itself.

EmnstEIN: It is not polyphonic? ™

Tacore: Instruments are used, not for harmony, but for
keeping time and for adding to the volume and depth. Has
melody suffered in your music by the imposition of harmony?

EINsTEIN: Sometimes it does suffer very much. Sometimes
the harmony swallows up the melody altogether.

Tacore: Melody and harmony are like lines and colours
in pictures. A simple lincar picture may be completely beautiful ;
the introduction of colour may make it vague and insignificant.
Yet colour may, by combination with lines, create great pictures,
so long as it does not smother and destroy their value.

EmstEIN: It is a beautiful comparison ; line is also much
older than color. It seems that your melody is much richer in
structure than ours. Japanese music seems to be so.

Tacore: It is difficult to analyze the effect of eastern and
western music on our minds. I am deeply moved by the western
music—I feel that it is great, that it is vast in its structure and
grand in its composition. Our own music touches me more
deeply by its fundamental lyrical appeal. European music is
epic in character; it has a broad background and is Gothic in
its structure.

EnsTEIN: Yes, yes, that is very true. When did you first
hear European music? '

Tacore: At seventeen, when I first came to Europe, I came
to know it intimately, but even before that time I had heard

Ve 8



TAGORE AND EINSTEIN

European music in our own household. I had heard the music
of Chopin and others at an early age.

EnsTEIN:” There is a question we Europeans cannot properly
answer, we are so used to our own musicc. We want to know
whether our own music is a conventional or a fundamental
human feeling; whether to feel consonance and dissonance is
natural or a convention which we accept.

Tacore: Somchow the piano confounds me. The violin
pleases me much more.

Emnstein: It would be interesting to study the effects of
European music on an Indian who had never heard it when
he was young.

Tacore;, Once I asked an English musician to analyze for me
some classical music and explain to me what efements make
for the beauty of a piece.

Einstein: The difficulty is that the really good music,
whether of the East or of the West, cannot be analyzed.

Tacore: Yes, and what deeply affects the hearer is beyond
himself.

Emstemn: The same uncertainty will always be there about
cverything fundamental in our experience, in our reaction to art,
whether in Europe or in Asia. Even the red flower I see before
me on your table may not be the same to you and me.

Tacore: And yet there is always going on the process of
reconciliation between them, the individual taste conforming to

the universal standard.
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TAGORE AND H. G. WELLS

Geneva, June 1930,

Tacore: Music of different nations has a common psycho-
logical foundation, and yet that does not mean that national
music should not exist. The same thing is, in my opinion,
probably true for literature. \

WeLLs:  Modern music is going from one country to another
without loss— from Purcell to Bach, then Brahms, then Russian
music, then oriental. Music is of all things in the world the
most international.

Tacore: You see the point. I have composed more than
three hundred pieces of music. They are all scaled to the West
because they cannot properly be given to vou in your own nota-
tion. They would not perhaps be intelligible to your people,
even if I could get them written down in European notation.

WEeLLs: The West may get used to the music.

Tacore: Certain forms of tunes and mclodies which move
us profoundly seem to baffle Western listeners ; yet, as you say,
perhaps closer acquaintance with them may gradually Jead to
their appreciation in the West.

WEeLLs:  Artistic expression in the future will probably be
quite different from what it is today; the medium will be the
same and comprehensible to all. Take radio, which links together
the world. And we cannot prevent further invention. Perhaps
in the future, when the present clamour for dialects and national
languages in broadcasting subsides and ncw discoveries in science
are made, we shall be conversing with one another through a
common medium of speech yet undreamt-of.

Tacore: We have to create the new psychology needed for
this age. We have to adjust ourselves to the new necessities

and conditions of civilization. .
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