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Abstract:

This article examines the aesthetic, semiotic, pedagogical, and ecological roles of floral ornaments (phuler goyna) in the
costume design of Rabindra Nritya, the dance-drama tradition established by Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941). Building
on Tagore's ideas about nature-based art and Santiniketan's outdoor learning style, the study argues that the flowers in
Tagore's dance-dramas (Rabindra Nritya Natya), especially Chitrangada, Shyama, and Chandalika, have a purpose that goes
beyond just making things look better. Flowers serve as embodied metaphors and semiotic signs that help with rasa
(aesthetic mood), bhava (feeling), character psychology, and the passage of time through the seasons. The study brings
together information about the festival culture of Santiniketan, especially Basanta Utsav and Poush Mela, as well as
performance histories, to show how making floral decorations by hand became an established practice that linked craft
pedagogy with stage aesthetics. The article looks at character arcs and scenography to show how certain flowers (such
palas, shiuli, and kadam) and color schemes (including white, yellow-orange, and clay palettes) stand for purity, change,
desire, and community rebirth. It also shows a current eco-aesthetic: the return of fresh flowers in a time of fake spectacle
and fast fashion. The conclusion posits that floral ornaments embody a vibrant heritage that integrates dancing, costume
design, craftsmanship, and ecological consciousness, so fulfilling Tagore’s enduring claim that art should function as a
dialogic, nature-oriented kind of existence.

Keywords: Rabindra Nritya; floral decorations; costume design; Tagore; Santiniketan; Basanta Utsav; Poush Mela; eco-
aesthetics; performance semiotics; craft pedagogy; rasa theory.

1. Introduction: Dance, Nature, and the Beauty of Wearing Things on Your Body

If you only think of dance as structured movement, you're missing out on how it may express thoughts and feelings.
Tagore's new style of dance-drama, Rabindra Nritya, didn't follow strict rules and instead encouraged a smooth blending of
text, song, gesture, costume, and setting. The genre puts a lot of emphasis on what can be called "sensorial coherence,"
which is the harmony of visual, aural, tactile, olfactory, and seasonal elements. In this sensory economy, floral decorations
(phuler goyna) play a big role. They are not additional components but significant co-authors.

The setting of Santiniketan is an important part of this story. The site was created as a "ashram-school™ that combined
classrooms with trees, fields, and seasons. Tagore stressed that education should grow in unison with nature. Basanta Utsav
(Spring Festival) and Poush Mela are two examples of festival culture that provided a public space for practicing and
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improving sensory and seasonal performance logics. As part of their aesthetic instruction and community ritual, student

performers made floral crowns, garlands, wristlets, and hairpieces by hand at these performances. Contemporary narratives
of Santiniketan celebrations underscore the importance of yellow attire and floral adornments during spring, featuring palas
blossoms meticulously crafted into crowns and hairstyles, thereby enveloping individuals in the season's vivid hues.
HolidifySantiniketanVisva Bharati

This article provides a comprehensive analysis of floral ornamentation in Rabindra Nritya through five interconnected
dimensions: (1) philosophical (Tagore’s nature-focused aesthetics), (2) semiotic (the significance of flowers in
performance), (3) costume design (fabric, color scheme, and movement compatibility), (4) craft pedagogy (handcrafting as a
form of education), and (5) eco-aesthetics (modern sustainability and sensory ethics). It also includes character-specific
analysis of Chitrangada, Shyama, and Chandalika, in which flower choices represent the growth of identity, desire, and
spiritual change. For historical context, we reference the performances of the dance-dramas from the late 1930s, which are
well-documented in recent academic work and reliable studies. Critical Stages/Scenes critiquesindia Art Review

2. Tagore's Aesthetic Philosophy: Nature as a Collaborator

Tagore's artistic perspective sees nature not just as a background, but as an active participant in conversation. His teaching
style and art at Santiniketan were meant to bring together literature, music, and dance. In each stanza, flowers stand for
beauty, commitment, and short-lived beauty. Think about what "Tomay sajabo jatane kusum-ratane™ (I will delicately
decorate you with floral gems) means: decorating someone is not a sign of vanity, but of love. The bloom is both a symbol
and an event; its life, smell, and shortness of life are what make up the message.

Tagore's admiration for floral adornment is influenced by three philosophical ideas:

1. Humanism and Relationality: Tagore posits a fluid relationship between the self and the universe; the dancer's
adorned body represents a convergence of nature and narrative. So, the ornament isn't just a thing; it's a way for the
senses to connect.

2. Upanishadic Ecology: Brahman is everywhere in the living universe; beauty is not something to own but
something to be involved in. Wearing flowers shows that you know the world is alive.

3. Aesthetic Ethics: Tagore often cautions against excessive ornamentation that conceals the nuances of emotion.
His preference for "simple richness"—handwoven textures, organic colors, and authentic materials—grounds
costume design in moderation and importance.

In Rabindra Nritya, these principles appear as a semiotics of freshness: a living garland that has its own weight, smell, and
withering. Flowers are temporary, which means they are transitory. They can also be used in theater; near the end of a
performance, a crown that is slowly withering can create melancholy.  This strategy is similar to the way Santiniketan
teaches students about festivals. In this way, students learn that the depth of art comes from being in tune with materials,
seasons, and spaces, not from trying to dominate them. Descriptions of festival customs and institutional calendars confirm
the importance of seasonal festivals, particularly Basanta Utsav and Poush Mela, as crucial settings for aesthetic education.
Visva BharatiUtsav

3. The Semiotics of Flora: Color, Essence, Smell, and Gesture

Floral ornaments function as dynamic indicators. In Indian aesthetic theory, rasa (aesthetic mood) arises from the interplay
of vibhava (determinants), anubhava (consequents), and vyabhicari bhava (transient emotions). Flowers can work on all
three levels:
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e A white garland is a sign of ritual purity or mourning, whereas an orange palas crown is a sign of spring's joy and
amorous blossoming.
e Putting a flower on or taking it off means acceptance, resistance, or change.
e As fleeting emotions: a single flower in the hair may signify lighthearted shyness (lajja), while scattered petals can
symbolize freedom.

Color and Meaning:

Tagore uses white as a flexible color that stands for purity, giving up something, and mourning. The yellow-orange
spectrum, called "basanti,” stands for youth, life, and springtime.  Natural greens and browns go well with pastoral
landscapes, giving them a country feel.  Descriptions of Santiniketan's spring festival talk about how everyone wears
matching yellow clothes, often with flowers, which makes the whole campus look colorful. Holidify

Smell and touch.

Fresh flowers, on the other hand, add a scent to the room that synthetic decorations don't. A moving object gives off a
smell; the smell and the rhythm work together to form synesthetic memories. Designers need to balance the weight and
movement of decorative parts. The density of the petals at the front of the crown makes it easy for them to slip during
spins. The wrist garlands shouldn't flap or get in the way of the hasta lines. Tagore believes that design is closely related to
the ideas of movement.

Gesture and Flora as Representational Components.

Flowers can also be used as props in a scene. For example, a garland represents consecration, while a discarded garland
represents rejection or renunciation. The meaning comes from cultural memory: in Bengal, garlands mean welcome,
marriage, victory, or devotion. Tagore uses these basic conventions but changes them to fit his poetry.

4. Costume Dynamics in Rabindra Nritya: Material, Movement, and Constraint

Tagore's costume aesthetics avoid heavy fabrics in favor of breezy silks, cottons, and handloom blends—materials that
embody the light and air of Santiniketan. The goal is not luxury but expression: the cloth should show off dynamic shapes
without sticking or getting in the way. Minimalist jewelry is all about being expressive, and floral decorations add a
seasonal touch.

Pattern and color scheme.

Jewel tones and metallics are common in traditional forms, but Rabindra Nritya prefers matte finishes, blocks, and batiks
that are inspired by nature. In festival settings, performers dressed in matching yellow saris and dupattas create a colorful
harmony, and the flowers provide bright touches. Accounts of Basanta Utsav emphasize this visual unity, as ladies "adorn
their hair with palas flowers," confirming both the color scheme and the use of flowers. Tale of Two Backpackers

Compatibility of Motion.

Before they may utilize crowns (mukut), garlands (malad), and wristlets (kankan), designers must do pre-tests of the
ornaments and the choreography, which includes side bends, turns, and floor work. This is to make sure that the ornaments
stay in place without using pins that could hurt someone. To keep from being stuck and too hot, the density of flowers is
often lower at the neck. These design decisions are subtle yet important in Tagorean aesthetics, where delicacy is valued.
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5. Santiniketan as a lively workshop: parties, art, and community

The institutional calendar of Santiniketan, which is maintained by Visva-Bharati, calls festivals "learning times." Poush
Mela (late December) and Basanta Utsav (spring) mark a cycle of song, dance, and crafts that is the basis for Tagorean
theater. Official and curated descriptions stress how Visva-Bharati put these events together and how it combined learning
with fun. Visva BharatiSantiniketan

The Spring Festival, Basanta Utsav.

Tagore rethought the spring festival as a humanistic celebration of color and music that was different from Holi but still had
a conversation with it. Students and dancers mostly wear yellow ("basanti") clothes and put palas$ in their hair and crowns,
which makes the campus look like a colorful garland. Modern cultural magazines and trip ethnographies always mention
flower decorations as an important part of clothing on the day, bringing the body into harmony with the season and the
music. HolidifyTale of Two Backpackers

Poush Mela, or the Harvest-Brahmo Commemoration.

The Poush Mela is a celebration of both the harvest and the Brahmo roots of the ashram.  Folk music (baul, kirtan),
handicrafts, and performances outside make the area lively. It's a place where flower decorations mix with rural
craftsmanship. Historical records put Poush Mela in the communal memory of Santiniketan. The fair has been held (with a
few exceptions) since the late 1800s, and it has grown throughout time, with performances as a key part. Wikipedia

Aesthetic instruction in craft pedagogy.

Students at Santiniketan must gather, sort, and arrange flowers because of the school's "do-it-yourself" attitude. The
method is as important as the outcome; pupils learn rhythm and moderation through touch, smell, and time. This way of
teaching—Iearning by making things with natural materials—gives the students sadhana (practice). Festival descriptions
and campus culture sections always stress how art, nature, and performance are all interwoven. Santiniketan

6. Character-Specific Floral Semiotics in Dance-Dramas

Tagore's three late dance-dramas—Chitrangada (1936), Chandalika (1938), and Shyama (1939)—exemplify how
embellishments strengthen narrative structure. Many scholarly studies and histories of theater back up these dates and the
works' focus on women.

Critical Stages/Scénes critiquesindia Art Review

6.1 Chitrangada: From Strong to Weak

Tagore's main character is a warrior-princess who wants Arjuna's love. She eventually learns that being true to herself
means accepting herself.  The difference between the two outfits shows how Chitrangada has changed: the martial
Chitrangada has few flowers and streamlined lines, while the romantic Chitrangada has lots of flowers, bangles, and an
ornate tikli. The change is not just on the surface; it is also symbolic. The appearance of flowers means being open and
gentle. When the warrior comes back to claim her identity, floral restraint comes back; in this case, the less decoration
means being real.  Researchers examining Tagore's performance aesthetics particularly emphasize the female-centric
complexity and visual brevity in his later dance-dramas. Critical Stages/Scénes critiques
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6.2 Shyama: As pale as an injury and an observer

Shyama is a story about love, regret, and giving up one's own life. In many shows, white flowers, like garlands or braided
hairpieces, create a visual paradox by showing purity and sadness at the same time. White is not the luxury of bridal wear
or the emptiness of asceticism; it is a delicate garment over a moral wound. As the story gets more intense, the mala shows
how alone Shyama is morally. The garland's eventual loosening or removal could signify abandonment or atonement. The
constraint aligns with Tagore's reported inclination for minimalism in performance critiques of that period. Critical

Stages/Scenes critiques

6.3 Chandalika: From a Wildflower to a White Garland

Prakriti, the "untouchable™ girl who becomes spiritually enlightened, is first surrounded by uncontrolled wildflowers and
leaves, which symbolize social isolation and emotional struggle. After becoming enlightened via compassion, she moves
on to pure white garlands, which are a simple yet powerful sign of purification and re-identification. In a Tagorean context,
this signifies not an obliteration of origin but a transvaluation—wherein the same entity is now associated with a different
ethical framework. Feminist and intercultural readings of Tagore's dance legacy bring out the subject of self-assertion,
while in-depth studies of the dance-dramas recognize Chandalika's criticism of caste and her concentration on changing

from the inside out. Tiikm Publishing

7. Six Seasons (Ritus), Six Moods: Design of Time

Tagore's theater always recalled the sky. There are six seasons in Indian aesthetics: Vasanta (spring), Grisma (summer),
Varsa (monsoon), Sarada (autumn), Hemanta (pre-winter), and Sisira (winter). Each season has its own plants and
emotional effects. The celebrations of Santiniketan fit in with this environment. Summaries of Basanta Utsav talk about
the bright colors and plant life of spring. Travel ethnographies and cultural platforms talk about how yellow clothes and

floral wreaths are used in a unique way. Holidify

e Spring (Vasanta): palas (Butea monosperma) canopies, marigold embellishments—rasa of §rngara (romance/play).

e Monsoon (Varsa): kadam flowers—Ilonging, separation; dance becomes gentler, decorations are more delicate, and
petals are sometimes held in hand to "catch" rain.

e Autumn (Sarada): shiuli (Nyctanthes arbor-tristis)—nighttime respect and peaceful joy; white petals with saffron
centers show twilight colors.

e Pre-winter/Winter (Hemanta/Sisira): tuberose, jasmine, and marigold bring warmth to the cold; whites and golds
are good for peace and ceremonial.

Seasonal design is based on dramaturgical logic, not just following trends in decoration. People who know a lot about
Bengal's plants can tell the difference between a Shyama performed in Sarada with shiuli and one performed in spring.
Cultural groups and official websites explain festivals in Santiniketan by focusing on the seasonal aspects of the activities.

UtsavVisva Bharati

8. Making Phuler Goyna: A Craft Guide and a Thoughtful Look

Handmade flower decorations are a good example of Santiniketan's shilpa-charcha (craft practice). The process is both
technical and thoughtful at the same time.

8.1 Tools and Materials

e Palas, shiuli, kadam, jasmine, and marigold are flowers that bloom at different seasons.
e Soft cotton thread or fine jute; thin florist wire (used only a little).
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e Scissors, dull needles, hairpins with points that are safe, and bags made of breathable cloth.

e A nice-looking, shaded work area; basins of water to keep the stalks hydrated.

8.2 The Reason for the Methodology and Design

1. Picking and Sorting: Choose flowers that are not open yet or that have just opened, then sort them by size and color
to keep the rhythm.

2. Mapping: Draw arcs for the crown and garland. Put less big flowers at the back of the head and more medium
flowers along the forehead line to keep them from slipping.

3. Stringing: Put the flowers in around the calyx, but not in the middle of the petals. Use a mix of small and medium

blooms for texture.

Anchoring: Add a thin elastic or ribbon to the crowns and test them by tilting, bending, and rotating the heads.

Store decorations in a moist muslin pouch until the right time. Lightly mist them (don't soak them).

Changes for Dress Rehearsal: Cut the length down so it doesn't get caught; add an extra half-knot to the stress spots.

Ethical sourcing means using plants that are common in the area and avoiding rare or wild ones. It also means

composting the leftovers.

8.3 Training Performers’ Senses

N o ok

Putting together decorations improves hathkaj (hand dexterity) and manobhab (mental disposition).  The repetitive
threading, the fragrant cloud, and the sitting position all help you focus. Tagore thought of craft as a practice for
performance because of this. Accounts of the Santiniketan festival and institutional descriptions illustrate craft, music, and
dance as essential forms of education. Santiniketan

9. Scenography and the Floral Body: Light, Space, and Sound

Tagorean scenography is simple: trees make up the proscenium, nightfall gives the lighting cue, and the student chorus acts
as a moving chorus line. In this economy, flower decorations add the fine details that expensive sets are sometimes used
for in studio productions. A white garland catches the evening, and a palas crown turns a group dance into a field of
flames.  Sound design, such choral singing, ektara, and handclaps, adds to the sensory tapestry. Because they move
(bobbing, swaying, and shifting), floral ornaments look like moving punctuation from a distance, drawing everyone's
attention without making things messy.

10. New Interpretations: Sustainability and Intentional Aesthetics

Synthetic sequins, polyester composites, and fake flowers are often used in contemporary dance circuits to make the stage
more visible when the lights are very bright. The Tagorean answer is a planned aesthetic that includes handwoven textiles,
native dyes, little metals, and fresh flowers. This is not an old-fashioned way of thinking; it is a current way of thinking
about how to choose materials. Cultural portals and festival summaries show that the events in Santiniketan are focused on
nature, which is becoming more in line with ideas about sustainability. Utsav

There are three benefits to modern floral decoration:

1. Eco-materiality: Less plastic waste; can be composted when it's done.
2. Sensorial Integrity: Smell, touch, and subtle degradation all make something seem real and have an effect.
3. Community Craft: Working together to make things as a way to learn and bring people together.
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One last irony: what some people call "simple" often takes more skill and time. The trick lies in finding the right
balance: density without weight, color without glare, and allegory without kitsch.

11. Pedagogical Considerations: Teaching with Living Materials

Teachers of Tagorean dance traditions can include flower work as an important part of nritya-shiksa (dance education):

Module A (Season & Symbol): Learn to recognize plants in your area by season and think about their cultural and
emotional meanings.

Module B (Design & Movement): Work together on dance themes and check for stability and visibility.

Module C (Craft Ethics): getting materials, being aware of biodiversity, taking things out with respect, and
composting.

Module D (Documentation): sketchbooks with patterns for ornaments; journals that reflect on smell and emotion;
and photos of several versions.

Module E (Community Praxis): An intergenerational interaction where alumni and local craftspeople teach knots
and patterns; a display at the festival.

The goal is to improve material literacy: students should be able to understand a flower's strengths and weaknesses, just like
they learn about their bodies in dance class.

12. Comparative Analysis: Lei, Ikebana, and Balinese Temple Dance

The floral semiotics in Rabindra Nritya are based on what people do around the world.

The Hawaiian Hula Lei represents welcome, love, and identity. The materials used change depending on the island
and the event. Like Tagore's mala, the lei is a moving sign that ties the body to the things around it.

Japanese Ikebana: Ikebana is mostly a static art form, yet its respect for line, asymmetry, and seasonality is similar
to the compositional rules that govern Tagorean crowns and garlands.

The Balinese Temple Dance has floral headpieces that show role, caste, and ritual intent. Fresh flowers connect the
dancers to the temple's sacred ecology.

These kinds of similarities don't mean that there are no distinctions; they show that flowers provide meanings that cloth and
metal alone can't show.

13. Toolkit for Practitioners: Useful Advice for Designers and Directors

Pre-Production Calendar: Plan your repertory around the plants that grow in your area (for example, plan
Chitrangada for late winter/spring to take advantage of palas).

Choose two main colors and one floral accent. Don't use too much saturation, as this goes against Tagorean
restraint.

Lighting: Amber and straw gels with a warmer tone make living flowers look better. Don't use too much, though,
because that can wash away whites or dull oranges.

Chorus Management: Set the density of the flowers so that the foreground seems sharp and the background gives
the impression of field texture.

If wilting serves a narrative purpose (like a planned visual "softening™), store backup garlands in damp muslin and
plan a mid-show transfer.
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o Safety and Care: People with allergies can choose hypoallergenic choices; pins are rounded; and there are breaks to

cool off during long performances.

14. Case Studies in Integrated Design

14.1 Chitrangada (Spring Staging)

e Color scheme: ivory and gold fabrics; palas crowns only for the romantic part.

e Gesture Integration: A short garlanding ceremony in which Chitrangada accepts her flaws; petals are released
during the last refrain to show that she accepts herself.

e Safety while moving: less weight on the crown while turning and a stronger inner ribbon.

14.2 Shyama (Fall Presentation)

e Color scheme: white-ash with soft gold; short strands of shiuli garlands.
e Semiotics: The color white stands for moral pain; the garland falls apart at the end.
e Acoustic/Visual: Twilight colors; a group dressed in soft white with few flowers.

14.3 Chandalika (Performance in the Monsoon)

e Color scheme: At first, it was made up of earthy greens and browns. After waking up, it changed to white.
e Plants: Wildflowers and leaves that lead to white jasmine and tuberose.
e Prop Logic: Prakriti did this as a ceremonial re-naming ritual to affirm herself.

15. The Contemporary Dance-Dramas and Archival Memory

Many recent surveys and histories of theater show that Tagore's three most important late dance-dramas—Chitrangada
(1936), Chandalika (1938), and Shyama (1939)—were first performed in the late 1930s, when the poet was in his seventh
and eighth decades of life. They are clearly centered on women and break new ground in form, creating an aesthetic where
music, dance, and minimalist but symbolically important design reach poetic intensity. Critical Stages/Scénes

critiquesindia Art Review

During this period, the festival culture and studio practice of Santiniketan had an impact on the stage. Student performers
practiced in open courtyards and groves, and the spirit of Basanta Utsav and Poush Mela was not just an atmosphere for the
art but also a way to express it. Cultural and institutional websites that keep track of these festivals show that the campus

calendar fits with Tagore's whole art of season and song. Visva BharatiUtsav

16. In Search of an Eco-Aesthetic Manifesto

Rabindra Nritya seems quite modern because its basic values are similar to those of recent conversations about
sustainability. Fresh floral adornment supports a form of stagecraft that focuses on degrowth: less plastic use, more local
sourcing; less superficiality, more meaning. In short, the manifesto says:

1. Let form follow the season.

2. Let the art of making things be your teacher.
3. Let constraint bring forth brilliance.

4. Let living things talk to each other.
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The cultural representations of Santiniketan's festivals demonstrate a vibrant milieu in which these ideas perpetually

rejuvenate public art. Santiniketan

Conclusion: The Bloom as Thought

In Rabindra Nritya, floral ornaments are not just decorations; they are symbols whose vibrancy, scent, and transience are

what make them important. They link Tagore's ideas about nature to the dancer's skill, use seasonal calendars to help
construct characters, and turn costumes into choreographic stories. As people breathe in the faint scent of shiuli at dusk or
look at the bright palas blossoms in the spring sun, they are in a theater where nature is not only shown; it is real. The
presence—compassionate, ethical, and collective—constitutes the legacy of Tagore’s creativity and the educational
philosophy of Santiniketan. In a time where fake things are common, the simple garland is nevertheless a revolutionary
idea: beauty as connection, ornament as gift, and dancing as receptivity.
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