
Bolpur, West Bengal: With 
childhood memories of annual 
visits to the winter Poush Mela 
marking the harvest season, and 
the Basanta Utsav celebrating 
spring, this writer has long hoped 
to return to Shantiniketan, where 
Rabindranath Tagore founded the 
Vishwa Bharati University. This 
last week, after it was included in 
the UNESCO World Heritage list, 
we found reason enough to travel 
to the university town, originally 
established by Tagore’s father Ma-
harshi Devendranath Tagore, in 
Bolpur in West Bengal’s Birbhum 
district.

On a Sunday morning, after a 
quick cuppa, we headed for Shan-
tiniketan by car. Bolpur is about 
160 kilometres from south Kol-
kata, a distance, Google told us, 
could be covered in five hours. 
Sunday morning meant fewer cars 
on the road; we were soon on the 
Vidyasagar Setu with the Hooghly 

flowing below. There are trains 
too from Kolkata’s Howrah and 
Sealdah stations that take you to 
Shantiniketan’s Bolpur station in 
under three hours—on previous 
trips, one recalls Rabindra Sangeet 
playing from the loudspeakers at 
the train station, effectively trans-
porting you into the poet’s world.

After a wholesome breakfast 
of aloo paratha at the Azad Hind 
Dhaba at a Bharat Petroleum Pump 
in Gopalpur, we were back on the 
Durgapur Expressway (NH19), glad 
that we chose to travel at this time 
of the year, when the fields on ei-
ther side are dense with kash phool 
(kans grass), signalling autumn and 
the coming of the goddess in Ben-
gal. With only one more pit-stop on 
the way—at Saktigarh for a box of 
its famous lyangcha sweets—we 
were in Tagore’s university town 
by lunch time.
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↑ Moram Earth represents ‘responsible tourism’ which includes the involvement 
of local communities, use of indigenous produce, and protection and conservation 
of heritage; (top) A home-cooked mutton meal at Moram Earth
↓ Mitali Homestays combines influences of the Bengal style with its terracotta-
tiled terraces with those inspired by Mediterranean and Moroccan architecture

← 
The Santhal 
Family made 
by the artist 
Ramkinkar Baij 
in 1938, is the 
first modernist 
public sculpture 
in India, 
currently placed 
in the compound 
of Kala Bhavana 
in Shantiniketan

Returning after 15 years to sylvan 
Shantiniketan, declared a UNESCO 
World Heritage site last week, its core 
vision to fuel the arts and philosophy 
continues to thrive, amidst newer 
walls and unspoken boundaries

Continued on page 14

In the womb 
of peace

Sucheta Chakraborty

There was a time when 
people could visit the gardens 
at Ratan Kuthi [erected in 
1924 out of a donation by 
Trustees of Sir Ratan Tata  
to be used as a residence for 
scholars who stayed and 
worked at Shantiniketan]. 
There is no access to it.  
There are old dilapidated 
hostels, properties gifted  
to the university which have 
not been restored. We are 
hopeful that with the UNESCO 
recognition, things will  
open up. New funds might 
lead to repairs
Bidisha Tagore,  
proprietor of Amoli homestay



E
stablished in 1921 by the 
Nobel Laureate, the Viswa 
Bharati University has for 
years attracted visitors, 
holding an exalted place in 

the Bengali imagination.
The Rabindra Bhavana museum 

is a good place to start, introduc-
ing the visitor to Tagore’s manu-
scripts, correspondence, paintings 
and sketches, books and journals, 
photographs, items used by him, 
and a replica of the Nobel Prize, 
which was stolen in 2004. Then, 
there are the stately Tagore hous-
es on the Uttarayan complex, the 
Ashram complex with the Shantini-
ketan Griha and the stained-glass 
prayer hall, and hallowed institutes 
of the university like Kala Bhavana, 
Sangit Bhavana and Bhasa Bhavana, 
many of these decorated by cele-
brated artists like Ramkinkar Baij 
and Nandalal Bose.

Until a few years ago, visitors 
were allowed entry into the various 
schools and structures of the Ash-
ram complex. After the COVID-19 
outbreak, however, the university 
had locked the gates to the two main 
entrances, one before the Upasana 
Griha, and the other opposite Ra-
bindra Bhavana. Security guards 
continue to turn away visitors. 
“Tagore’s philosophy was to break 
walls and here we are building walls 
and creating boundaries,” Bidisha 
Tagore, an ex-student of Kala Bha-
vana and proprietor of one of Shan-

tiniketan’s new homestays, tells us. 
“You can’t block people out of their 
own heritage. There are these stun-
ning murals by Somnath Hore and 
Nandalal Bose, grand frescoes by  
KG Subramanyan at the Kala Bha-
vana—won’t people get to see them 
anymore?” she asks. “There was a 
time when people could visit the 
gardens at Ratan Kuthi [erected in 
1924 out of a donation by Trustees 
of Sir Ratan Tata to be used as a res-
idence for scholars who stayed and 

worked at Shantiniketan]. There is 
no access to it. There are old dilap-
idated hostels, properties gifted to 
the university which have not been 
restored. We are hopeful that with 
the UNESCO recognition, things 
will open up. New funds might lead 
to repairs.”

Amar Kutir, located on the banks 
of the Kopai River, was established 
in 1927 by revolutionary Sushen 
Mukherjee and is a cooperative 
unit that produces leather goods 
and kantha stitched saris among 
other crafts. Sonajhuri haat, or-
ganised inside the ‘Sonajhuri’ for-
est whose trees shed their ‘golden’ 
flowers in winter, sells handmade 
jewellery, leather and handloom 

WHERE TO EAT
Kasahara: Situated within 
the university campus, the 
café is a tribute to Kimtaro 
Kasahara, a Japanese artisan, 
one among a team of Buddhist 
artisans commissioned by 
the Government of India 
to restore the Bodh Gaya 
temples, who later taught 
woodwork and gardening to 
students in Sriniketan, the 
rural reconstruction centre of 
Viswa Bharati, and designed the 
Japanese-style gardens in the 
Uttarayana complex. They offer 
quick and hearty meals, ranging 

from luchi torkari, biryani and 
fish thalis to tasty and popular 
Chinese items like fried rice, 
chowmein and chilli chicken.

Bonolakshmi: Those looking 
for a home-style Bengali meal 
should stop at the Bonolakshmi 
canteen. While they offer 
popular Bengali fare like shukto, 
alu posto and kosha mangsho, 
Bonolakshmi is also the centre 
of a small cottage industry and is 
famous for its ghee, pickles and 
mango and guava jams available 
at their store.

bags, embroidered sarees, wick-
er chairs, and spiced and pickled 
wood apples and guavas. There are 
also local Baul singers and Santhali 
tribes dancing Lungi Panchi dance.

 

T
here isn’t a dearth of plac-
es to stay when visiting 
Shantiniketan (see box).

About 2 km north of the 
Viswa Bharati campus, 

surrounded by flowering trees 
and a lush fruit and vegetable gar-
den, is Mitali Homestays. This is a 
large family home, originally built 
in 1968. Sushil Dey, an ICS officer 
along with his architect wife In-
dira had returned to Bengal after 
a long period abroad in New York 
and Rome, in order to enjoy the 
peaceful rural surroundings of 
Shantiniketan. They built a home 
that combined influences of the 
Bengal style with its terracot-
ta-tiled terraces, and windows and 
arches inspired by Mediterranean 
and Moroccan architecture. “We 
have been growing organic produce 
here for 15 years, which are used for 
the guests’ meals and distributed 
among the staff. There is also a 
boutique [DesignAsia] with clothes, 
jams, jellies and soaps made by the 
Mitali staff who have been work-
ing with us for a long time,” hosts 
Krishno and Sukanya Roy tell us.  

At Moram Earth, which is 10 km 
from Bolpur station, the nearest 
train station being Prantik which 
is 6 km away, one is greeted with 
the traditional tribal welcome 

known as “daram”. Most of the staff 
members at the resort are from the  
tribal community.

Moram meaning “red soil” had 
its beginnings in an NGO called Art 
Illuminates Mankind that Gopal 
Poddar and Sonali Chakraborty 
founded 20 years ago, working with 
folk and tribal artists of the country. 
They felt the need for a permanent 
place, where they could work on de-
sign and community development, 
and Shantiniketan, given Birbhum 
district’s rich art and craft heritage, 
felt like the place to set it up. Started 
in 2012 as a development-focused 
initiative, concentrating on the 
advancement of and employment 
generation of economically and 
socially disadvantaged classes 
and training local artists, they now 
work with people from 82 villages. 
“Birbhum is not just about kantha 
and batik work. There are dozens 
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→ 
The exhibition 
Vision & Visuals: 
Jatindrakumar 
Sen showcases 
cartoonist 
Jatindrakumar 
Sen’s 
illustrations 
for the stories 
written by 
Bengali 
humourist 
Rajshekhar Basu 
better known by 
his pen name 
Parashuram

Continued on page 15

Continued from page 13

↑ Amoli opened 
two years ago 
to make up for 
the dwindling 
meeting points 
in Shantiniketan
← An adivasi 

village in the 
vicinity of 
Shantiniketan in 
Bolpur
↖ Surul Rajbari 
is famous for 
its traditional 
Durga Puja 
celebrations
↙ Handmade 
jewellery, 
leather and 
handloom bags, 
embroidered 
sarees, wicker 
chairs, spiced 
and pickled 
wood apples, 
and guavas are  
sold at the 
Sonajhuri haat

HIDDEN GEMS
Vision & Visuals, 
Jatindrakumar Sen: This 
exhibition, on view till October 
19 at Arthshila, Syambati in 
Shantiniketan, showcases 
cartoonist Jatindrakumar Sen’s 
illustrations for the stories 
written by Bengali humourist 
Rajshekhar Basu better known 
by his pen name Parashuram. 
Curated by sculptor KS 
Radhakrishnan, it displays 
original artworks for works like 
Birinchi Baba (the short story 
on which Satyajit Ray’s 1965 
film Mahapurush was based), 
Gaddalika and Bhushandir Mathe.

Surul Rajbari: This is a nearly 
300-year-old rajbari next to 
temples with superb terracotta 
carvings built by a businessman 
named Srinivas Sarkar in the 
1750s. Descendants of the family 
still reside in a section of the 
palatial home, which is famous 
for its traditional Durga puja 
celebrations.

Srijani Shilpagram: A 
cultural village of the Eastern 
Zonal Cultural Centre, it has 
been functional since 2009 
with nine museums in the form 
of nine cottages incorporating 
traditional architectural features 
and containing handicrafts of the 
nine EZCC member states.

FOR RESORT ENQUIRES
Mitali Homestays: +91 9433898067
Amoli: amoli.net; +91 9900504981
Moram Earth: moramearth.com;  
+91 9830378944



MADAME, these stone temples tell 
stories,” Chenappa MS, the on-site 
guide at Belur, had said. His words 
came racing back to this writer’s 
mind after we learned that the 
Sacred Ensembles of the Hoysalas 
—the temples of Channakeshava 
temple in Belur, the Hoysalesvara 
Temple in Halebidu, and the Kesha-
va Temple in Somanathapura, were 
officially inscribed as UNESCO’S 
World Heritage Site during the 45th 
session of the World Heritage Com-
mittee in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, on 
September 18. Belur and Halebidu’s 
temples were on the tentative list 
since 2014; all three were officially 
nominated by the Centre as India’s 
entry last year.

If these destinations have 
pole-vaulted their way into your 
travel bucket list, we have good 
news, especially if you’re a time-
strapped traveller. The two sites 
that we had visited in 2018 (Belur 
and Halebidu) and a third, smaller 
site, Belavadi, which isn’t part of the 
inscription, can be covered in a day. 
Chikmagalur is the ideal starting 
point for this trail. 

As we drove down the Chikma-
galur-Javagal highway, we went 
past sleepy hamlets, paddy fields 
and lush topography that our geog-
raphy-loving travelling companion 
explained was “because it has a ro-
bust groundwater table.”

Halebidu is a typical temple 
complex—queues, sprawling 
lawns filled with picnicking fam-
ilies, an uninspiring ASI (Archae-
ological Survey of India) museum, 
and couples posing for pre-shaadi 
photos. The Hoysalesvara temple 
was built in AD1121 during the reign 
of Vishnuvardhana Hoysalesvara. 
The Shiva temple’s façades are a 
salute to the sculpting wizardry 

of artisans who made it resemble 
3D imagery. The extensive reliefs 
include sensuous apsaras, gods 
and goddesses from the great ep-
ics, guardian lions, and elephants, 
Nandi mandapas, and a mammoth 
dancing Ganesha at the entrance. 
Amidst this immersive experience, 
the odd eyesore offers a reality 
check—an unaesthetic patch-up 
job (by ASI) to recreate pillars that 
had been damaged over time and 
weather. Still, the high degree of 
craftsmanship that has survived 
centuries despite heavy footfalls 
deserves mention.

Belur (Beluru) was the first cap-
ital of the Hoysalas and is home 
to the Channakeshava temple 
complex. Its towering façade dra-
matically emerged against the 
afternoon sun as we drove into 

the quaint temple town. Located 
inside a rectangular complex, it 
took 103 years to complete (AD 
1220). Thankfully, the site’s exteri-
ors were devoid of stalls peddling 
kitschy knick-knacks that are com-
mon across most Indian religious 
places. Our upbeat mood was 
short-lived though, after we gave 
the richly carved façade a closer, 
longer dekho. Its main gopura 
was layered with multiple coats 
of chrome yellow paint! How the 
ASI, the designated protectors of 
this site, gave this a nod, we cannot 
comprehend. This Vishnu temple 
complex is a heady celebration of 
symmetrical miniature gopuras, 
musicians, and courtesans, as well 
as scenes from the Ramayana and 
Mahabharata, reminding us of sim-
ilar detailed panels in Angkor Wat's 
ensembles. Inside, the massive 
navaranga platform transported 
us to a time when devadasis would 
mesmerise temple audiences with 
their grace.

On our return, we silently prayed 
that these bedazzling examples of 
traditional temple architecture 
remain in good shape. While their 
celestial custodians will ably guard 
it from above, we hope their earthly 
counterparts ensure that god re-
mains in the details.

fiona.fernandez@mid-day.com

Temple run with 
the Hoysalas
FIONA FERNANDEZ

↑ The Hoysalas used soapstone to 
carve their temples including the 
Channakeshava Temple in Belur 
since it was supposed to be ideal for 
intricate, detailed carvings

NEED TO KNOW
Best time to visit:  
September to early March
Where to stay: Chikmagalur 
is your best bet with stay 
options from budget hotels and 
homestays, to luxurious spaces 
set in plantations overlooking the 
Western Ghats.
Nearest airport: Mangalore 
(152 km). If you have the luxury 
of time, take the nearly five-hour 
drive from Bengaluru (270 km) 
for its scenic, smooth roads  
via NH75.
Nearest railway station: 
Chikmagalur has a railway station 
with limited connectivity. Hassan 
(60km) and Kadur (40 km) are 
the nearest important rail heads.

WANT TO HEAR 
FROM YOU 
We are looking to 
visit and write about 
interesting places of stay 
and travel, near and far. If 
you wish to host us for a 
fair, engaging experience 
review, write to us at 
smdmail@mid-day.com

Secret find
Closest to Chikmagalur is the 
Veera Narayana Temple that 
rises like a stone citadel in 
the middle of the nondescript 
settlement of Belavadi. 
It was built in the trikuta 
(three-shrined) style in 1200 
AD by King Veera Ballala II 
using soapstone. Belavadi, 
according to legend, was 
where Pandava Bheema killed 
the demon Bakasura, and 
thus saved the village.

Here’s why the architecturally superior ensemble in 
south-west Karnataka, and India’s 42nd UNESCO  
World Heritage Site, is worth your while

of other folk and performance arts 
like dhol, dhaak, leto, bahurupi, 
chadar badar puppetry, raibenshe 
and folk literature like kobi gaan, 
baul gaan, pala and kirtan. When 
we speak of ‘responsible tourism’ 
here, it includes the involvement 
of local communities, use of in-
digenous produce, and protection 
and conservation of heritage,” 
Chakraborty tells us.

The resort has 14 rooms of dif-
ferent types starting with the tradi-
tional ‘matir bari’ or raw mud room. 
There are a range of activities that 
guests can participate in from batik, 
embroidery and pottery workshops 
and organic farming, to working on 
the charkha, feeding animals and 
cooking Santhal food. One wakes 
up to flute music wafting through 
the window as a local flautist drops 
by each morning, while a dotara 
player visits in the evenings. Swans 
and turkeys will turn up for the oc-
casional hello during mealtimes 
and tribal dances and Ayurveda 
massages can be requested. For 
guests visiting during the pujas, the 
hosts plan to guide people through 
tours of nearly 400-year-old pujas 
in nearby places like Hatserandi, Si-
uri and Labpur.

A more recent addition to the 
eco-inspired homestays in Shan-
tiniketan is Bidisha Tagore and 
Aloke Ghosh’s Amoli (precious). 
It has four guest rooms (with bal-
conies, walk-in wardrobe spaces 
and one room with an open-to-sky 
shower) and a café. Both Bidisha 
and Ghosh lived in Mumbai, before 
opening this homestay two years 
ago, with a team of locals they had 
trained. It has become a centre for 
companionship and interaction 
with artistes, writers, consuls and 
other guests visiting from different 
places. This writer and her accom-
panying friend ate at Café Amoli, 
which looked busy and inviting; 
we selected a dish of garlic prawns 
with herbed rice and a pork, coco-
nut rice and mango chutney dish 
out of its mainly continental-style 
menu, a revamped version of which 
will be available from October 1.

“Shantiniketan no longer has 
those treasured meeting points 
at the heart of the Shantiniketan 
village. Amro Kunjo or the Chaiti 
[which Nandalal Bose had con-
structed for display of artwork] 
are no longer accessible. So, this 
was filling up for that,” says Bidi-
sha, whose father is a descendant 
of the Tagore family and grew up 
in Jorasanko in Kolkata.

The establishment’s ethos 
centres on eco-friendliness and 
sustainability. The hand-written 
menus are used to make cut-out 
Christmas trees, Bidisha tells us, 
while shelves have been made out 
of scrap wood. As we sit chatting 
in her office which doubles up as 
a store, housing pieces by local ar-
tisans and designers, Bidisha, who 
has worked as an interior designer 
for close to two decades, points to 
refurbished furniture repurposed 
from the family’s former Shantini-
ketan home. A nature-centric spirit, 
tied to harmony and preservation, 
after all, has always been key.

smdmail@mid-day.com

Don’t miss the stunningly detailed 
dwarpalas at the grand entrances to 
the Hoysaleswara Temple

The Hoysaleswara Temple is 
considered one of the finest examples 
to display scenes from Indian 
epics and mythology. PICS/FIONA 
FERNANDEZ

Continued from page 14
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