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An Illustrious Life

The great Indian poet, Rabindranath Tagore (7 May 1861
- 7 August 1941), sobriquet Gurudev, was a Bengali
polymath. As a poet, novelist, musician, and playwright,

he reshaped Bengali literature and music in the late-19th and
early-20th centuries. As author of Gitanjali and its "profoundly
sensitive, fresh and beautiful verse", in 1913 being the first non-
European to win the Nobel Prize in Literature, Tagore was perhaps
the most important literary figure of Bengali literature. He was
a mesmerising representative of the Indian culture whose influence
and popularity internationally perhaps could only be compared
to that of Gandhi, whom Tagore named 'Mahatma' out of his deep
admiration for him.

A Pirali Brahmin from Kolkata, Tagore was already writing
poems at age eight. At age sixteen, he published his first substantial
poetry under the pseudonym Bhanushingho (Sun Lion) and wrote
his first short stories and dramas in 1877. Tagore denounced the
British Raj and supported independence. His efforts endure in his
vast canon and in the institution he founded, Vishva Bharati
University.

Tagore modernised Bengali art by spurning rigid classical
forms. His novels, stories, songs, dance-dramas, and essays spoke
to political and personal topics. Gitanjali (Song Offerings), Gora
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(Fair-Faced), and Ghare-Baire (The Home and the World) are his
best-known works, and his verse, short stories, and novels were
acclaimed for their lyricism, colloquialism, naturalism, and
contemplation. Tagore was perhaps the only litterateur who
penned anthems of two countries: Bangladesh and India: Amar
Shonar Bangla and Jana Gana Mana.

Family Background and Early Influences

Rabindranath Tagore was born on 7 May 1861. At some time
towards the end of the seventeenth century, his forefathers had
migrated from their native lands to Govindpur, one of the three
villages which later came to constitute Calcutta. In the course of
time, the family came to acquire property and considerable business
interests through the pursuit of commercial and banking activities.
They had particularly benefited from the growing power of the
British East India Company. Rabindranath's grandfather,
Dwarkanath Tagore, lived lavishly and broke the Hindu religious
ban of those times by travelling to Europe, just like his
contemporary, Rammohan Roy, the nineteenth century social and
religious reformer.

Roy started a religious reform movement in 1828 that came
to be known as the Brahma Samaj Movement. Rabindranath's
grandfather supported Roy in his attempts at reforming Hindu
society. Dwarkanath's son, Devendranath Tagore, also became a
staunch supporter of the Brahma Samaj Movement. In order to
encourage its spread, in 1863 he established a meditation centre
and guest house on some land about 100 miles from Calcutta at
a place called 'Shantiniketan', the Abode of Peace.

Although deeply steeped in Hindu and Islamic traditions,
Tagore's family contributed large sums of money for the
introduction of Western education, including colleges for the study
of science and medicine. This peculiar situation explains the
combination of tradition and experiment that came to characterise
Rabindranath Tagore's attitude to life.

Rabindranath's father was one of the leading figures of the
newly awakened phase of Bengali society. He had been educated
at one stage in Rammohan Roy's Anglo-Hindu school and had
been greatly influenced by Roy's character, ideals and religious
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devotion. Debendranath Tagore was well versed in European
philosophy and, though deeply religious, did not accept all aspects
of Hinduism. He was to have a profound influence on his son's
mental and practical attitudes.

Rabindranath was the fourteenth child of his parents. His
brothers and sisters were poets, musicians, playwrights and
novelists and the Tagore home was thus filled with musical,
literary and dramatic pursuits. The family was also involved with
diverse activities at the national level.

Important changes were taking place in Bengal at the time
Rabindranath was born. Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar had been
attempting to reform the position of women in society. Schools
using English as the language of teaching were being established,
alongside the traditional Sanskrit schools. Vidyasagar had
established Bengali-medium schools at different places in Bengal
with little or limited government support. He had also established
a centre to train teachers for these schools. Rabindranath attended
this school and, as he says himself, owed his love of Bengali
language and literature to it. He was also sent to a number of
English-speaking schools, but he did not like their teaching style
and had no wish to be taught in a foreign language.

He gradually withdrew from formal schooling when he was
around 14 years old. The remainder of his education was carried
out at home through his own personal efforts and with the help
of tutors in various subjects. He also had lessons from professionals
in wrestling, music and drawing. The manner of his early schooling
was to leave a deep impression on him.

When Rabindranath was 12, his father took him to
Shantiniketan, the meditation centre established in 1863. During
their brief stay there, Devendranath gave his son lessons in Sanskrit,
astronomy and the scriptures that formed the basis of his reformed
religion. After these lessons were over, Rabindranath was free to
roam among the fields and forests. This routine continued when
father and son journeyed on and stayed at Dalhousie in the
Himalayan foothills. After lessons in Sanskrit, English literature
and religion, the would-be poet explored the mountains and forests.
Life in close proximity to nature was unknown to him in the urban
surroundings of Calcutta.
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The close and affectionate contact between teacher and pupil
that he felt when his father taught him was also completely absent
in Calcutta. It was this childhood experience of the willing pupil
enthusiastically following lessons given by his father in the manner
of a noble teacher among agreeable surroundings that guided
Rabindranath in establishing a school at Shantiniketan in 1901.

In 1878, when he was 17, he was sent to London by his father
to qualify for the Indian Civil Service or as a lawyer. He took his
matriculation examination and then joined University College,
London. He came to like his lessons in English literature, and became
exposed to British social life and Western music, both of which
he enjoyed. But he returned home suddenly after some eighteen
months without completing his education. However, he did gain the
impression that human nature was perhaps the same everywhere.

Back in India he continued with his personal education and his
creative writing and music. His Sandhya Sangeet (Evening Songs),
a volume of Bengali verse, came out in 1882. It was at about this
time that he had a kind of mystical experience that led him to
appreciate the unity of all that exists and himself as an integral
part of it. In the same year, he wrote his famous poem Nirjharer
Swapna Bhanga (The Awakening of the Fountain). He became
aware of his unusual talent as a poet. Between 1884 and 1890
various volumes of his poems appeared, together with a profuse
output of prose articles, criticism, plays and novels.

Tagore married when he was 23. At this stage, beyond his
literary pursuits, he had begun sharing his father's religious
responsibilities. In 1890 he made a second trip to the United Kingdom,
but came back after a month to look after the family estates.

This responsibility opened up new vistas of inspiration for
him. Whereas his previous literary work had been primarily based
on imagination, he now came to acquire a direct and intimate
experience of the wretched life led by the poor Bengali peasants.
This new experience led to the composition of Galpaguccha (A
Bunch of Stories) (1900), and the many letters he wrote to his
niece, subsequently published as Chhinnapatra (Torn Letters) and
Chhinnapatravali (A Collection of Torn Letters), considered to be
landmarks in the writing of Bengali prose and in describing the
countryside of Bengal.
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Tagore was overwhelmed by the economic, social and political
misery in which the peasants lived. He gave a description of them
at a later date:

Our so-called responsible classes live in comfort
because the common man has not yet understood his
situation. That is why the landlord beats him. The
money-lender holds him in his clutches; the foreman
abuses him; the policeman fleeces him; the priest
exploits him; and the magistrate picks his pocket.

These conditions, he thought, cannot be changed by appealing
to the religious sentiments of the landlord, policeman or money-
lender. In human society, necessity is a greater force than charity.
The first requirement therefore is that people should discover the
bond that holds them together as a society. If there is one path
likely to achieve this, it is education. Tagore realised from his own
experience of the farmers' attitudes and their social behaviour that
strength can be generated only in a self-reliant village society
developing its own locus of power and its own momentum of
growth. He turned again and again in various contexts to this
theme of local self-reliance, local initiatives, local leadership and
local self-government centring on cooperative ways of life. This
could be the basis for reorganising India's fragmented rural society,
and could serve as an instrument of welfare. Tagore realised that
education and village councils or panchayats were the only
available instruments of economic and social change, and that the
villagers should obtain various forms of expert help from outside
to accomplish this change. As he says: 'Poverty springs from
disunity and wealth from cooperation. From all points of view
this is the fundamental truth of human civilization.'

As a young landlord managing his family's rural estates,
Tagore came to realise the possibilities of introducing education
and cooperation to transform rural life. Thus, he began to turn his
thoughts towards the problems of education. He spoke publicly
on 'The Vicissitudes of Education' in which he made a strong plea
for the use of the mother-tongue. His first experiments in teaching
also date from this period. He started his own school in Seliadah,
the headquarters of his estate, to which he sent his own children
to be taught by teachers in various subjects, including an
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Englishman to teach them the English language. He also started
organising cooperatives, schools and hospitals in the villages of
his estates and tried to introduce improved farming methods. All
these efforts for rural reconstruction went on while he pursued
his creative writing. Tagore called this the period of his Sadhana-
preparation, reflection, austerity and self-education for an active
social life. He lived either at Seliadah or on his houseboat on the
river Padma, visiting villages, talking to people and listening to
their problems. Tagore's later educational experiments arose from
this experience.

In 1901 he left Seliadah where he had undertaken these
experiments and moved to Shantiniketan where, with his father's
consent, he started a boarding school. The Brahamacharyashram
(or Ashram) School was inaugurated on 22 December 1901 with
only a few pupils, his son being one of them, and with an equal
number of teachers. It was to be run on the pattern of teachers
and pupils living together amidst natural surroundings and
willingly accepting an austere standard of living, often working
with their own hands. Of the five teachers, three were Christians-
two of whom were Catholics and the third was his son's English
teacher from Seliadah. The orthodox Hindus were offended by
this situation and he did not get any assistance from them. No
fees were accepted from students, all expenses being borne by
Tagore himself. In the course of time, this Ashram School expanded
as the poet's reputation grew.

Life at Shantiniketan left its impression on the poet's literary
work. He wrote about India's past and present, and stories of
noble self-sacrifice. He published more realistic novels such as
Choker Bali (Eyesore) (1901), Naukadubi (The Wreck) (1903) and
Gora (1910). He was trying to discover the eternal India that
succeeds in achieving unity amidst a bewildering diversity of
races, cultures and religions.

In 1912 Tagore left for the United Kingdom once again. Some
of his poems and writings had already been translated into English
and had attracted the attention of the well-known English painter
Sir William Rothenstein and the poet W. B. Yeats. He made such
an impression on the British writers and intellectuals that he was
at once accepted as a great poet and intellectual. He was awarded
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the Nobel Prize for Literature in November 1913 and came back
to India after visiting the United States of America, delivering
there his 'Sadhana' lectures (The Realisation of Life, 1913). In 1916
Tagore went abroad again to Japan and then to the United States
of America delivering lectures, published later in two volumes as
Nationalism (1917) and Personality (1917).

This international experience gave him a new idea, that he
must bring his country into contact with the world at large. He
felt that overemphasis on narrow nationalism led men and
countries into paths of conflict. There should be an institution that
emphasised the unity of the world's cultures and streams of
knowledge. He considered Shantiniketan to be that institution. He
was thus already contemplating the foundation of Vishva Bharati,
an international centre of culture and humanistic studies.

The foundation stone of Vishva Bharati was laid on 24 December
1918. A separate institution called Shantiniketan was established
in 1921.

Early Life (1861-1901)

The youngest of the surviving children, Tagore was born in
the Jorasanko mansion in Kolkata of parents Debendranath Tagore
(1817-1905) and Sarada Devi (1830-75). Tagore family patriarchs
were the Brahmo founding fathers of the Adi Dharm faith. He was
mostly raised by servants, as his mother had died in his early
childhood; his father travelled extensively. Tagore largely declined
classroom schooling, preferring to roam the mansion or nearby
idylls: Bolpur, Panihati, and others. Upon his upanayan initiation
at age eleven, Tagore left Kolkata on 14 February 1873 to tour
India with his father for several months. They visited his father's
Shantiniketan estate and stopped in Amritsar before reaching the
Himalayan hill station of Dalhousie. There, young "Rabi" read
biographies and was home-educated in history, astronomy,
modern science, and Sanskrit, and examined the poetry of Kalidasa.
He completed major works in 1877, one a long poem of the Maithili
style pioneered by Vidyapati. Published pseudonymously, experts
accepted them as the lost works of Bhanusimha, a newly discovered
17th-century Vaisnava poet. He wrote "Bhikharini" (1877; "The
Beggar Woman" — the Bengali language's first short story) and
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Sandhya Sangeet (1882)-including the famous poem "Nirjharer
Swapnabhanga" (The Rousing of the Waterfall).

A prospective barrister, Tagore enrolled at a public school in
Brighton, East Sussex, England in 1878. He read law at University
College London, but left school to explore Shakespeare and more:
Religio Medici, Coriolanus, and Antony and Cleopatra; he returned
degreeless to Bengal in 1880. On 9 December 1883 he married
Mrinalini Devi (born Bhabatarini, 1873-1900); they had five
children, two of whom died before reaching adulthood. In 1890,
Tagore began managing his family's vast estates in Shilaidaha, a
region now in Bangladesh; he was joined by his wife and children
in 1898. In 1890, Tagore released his Manasi poems, among his
best-known work. As "Zamindar Babu", Tagore crisscrossed the
holdings while living out of the family's luxurious barge, the
Padma, to collect (mostly token) rents and bless villagers, who
held feasts in his honour. These years 1891-95: Tagore's Sadhana
period, after one of Tagore's magazines-were his most fecund.
During this period, more than half the stories of the three-volume
and eighty-four-story Galpaguchchha were written. With irony
and gravity, they depicted a wide range of Bengali lifestyles,
particularly village life.

Shantiniketan (1901-32)

In 1901, Tagore left Shilaidaha and moved to Shantiniketan
to found an ashram which grew to include a marble-floored prayer
hall (The Mandir), an experimental school, groves of trees, gardens,
and a library. There, Tagore's wife and two of his children died.
His father died on 19 January 1905. He received monthly payments
as part of his inheritance and additional income from the Maharaja
of Tripura, sales of his family's jewellery, his seaside bungalow
in Puri, and mediocre royalties (Rs. 2,000) from his works. By now,
his work was gaining him a large following among Bengali and
foreign readers alike, and he published such works as Naivedya
(1901) and Kheya (1906) while translating his poems into free
verse. On 14 November 1913, Tagore learned that he had won the
1913 Nobel Prize in Literature, becoming the first Asian Nobel
laureate. The Swedish Academy appreciated the idealistic and —
for Western readers — accessible nature of a small body of his
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translated material, including the 1912 Gitanjali: Song Offerings.
In 1915, Tagore was knighted by the British Crown. He later
returned his knighthood in protest of the massacre of unarmed
Indians in 1919 at Jalianwala Bagh.

In 1921, Tagore and agricultural economist Leonard Elmhirst
set up the Institute for Rural Reconstruction, later renamed
Shantiniketan (Abode of Peace) in Surul, a village near the ashram
at Shantiniketan. Through it, Tagore bypassed Gandhi's symbolic
Swaraj protests, which he despised. He sought aid from donors,
officials, and scholars worldwide to "free village[s] from the
shackles of helplessness and ignorance" by "vitalising knowledge".
In the early-1930s, he targeted India's "abnormal caste
consciousness" and untouchability. Lecturing against these, he
penned untouchable heroes for his poems and dramas and
campaigned — successfully —to open Guruvayoor Temple to Dalits.

Twilight Years (1932-41)

To the end, Tagore scrutinised orthodoxy. He upbraided
Gandhi for declaring that a massive 15 January 1934 earthquake
in Bihar — leaving thousands dead — was divine retribution
brought on by the oppression of Dalits. He mourned the endemic
poverty of Kolkata and the accelerating socioeconomic decline of
Bengal, which he detailed in an unrhymed hundred-line poem
whose technique of searing double-vision would foreshadow
Satyajit Ray's film Apur Sansar. Fifteen new volumes of Tagore
writings appeared, among them the prose-poems works Punashcha
(1932), Shes Saptak (1935), and Patraput (1936).

Experimentation continued: he developed prose-songs and
dance-dramas, including Chitrangada (1914), Shyama (1939), and
Chandalika (1938), and wrote the novels Dui Bon (1933), Malancha
(1934), and Char Adhyay (1934). Tagore took an interest in science
in his last years, writing Vishva Parichay (a collection of essays)
in 1937. His exploration of biology, physics, and astronomy
impacted his poetry, which often contained extensive naturalism
that underscored his respect for scientific laws. He also wove the
process of science, including narratives of scientists, into many
stories contained in such volumes as Se (1937), Tin Sangi (1940),
and Galpasalpa (1941).
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Tagore's last four years were marked by chronic pain and two
long periods of illness. These began when Tagore lost consciousness
in late-1937; he remained comatose and near death for an extended
period. This was followed three years later, in late-1940, by a
similar spell, from which he never recovered. The poetry Tagore
wrote in these years is among his finest, and is distinctive for its
preoccupation with death. After extended suffering, Tagore died
on 7 August 1941 (22 Shravan 1348) in an upstairs room of the
Jorasanko mansion in which he was raised; his death anniversary
is mourned across the Bengali-speaking world.

Travels

Between 1878 and 1932, Tagore visited more than thirty
countries on five continents; many of these trips were crucial in
familiarising non-Indian audiences with his works and spreading
his political ideas. In 1912, he took a sheaf of his translated works
to England, where they impressed missionary and Gandhi protege
Charles F. Andrews, Anglo-Irish poet William Butler Yeats, Ezra
Pound, Robert Bridges, Ernest Rhys, Thomas Sturge Moore, and
others. Indeed, Yeats wrote the preface to the English translation
of Gitanjali, while Andrews joined Tagore at Shantiniketan.

On 10 November 1912, Tagore began touring the United States
and the United Kingdom, staying in Butterton, Staffordshire with
Andrews's clergymen friends. From 3 May 1916 until April 1917,
Tagore went on lecturing circuits in Japan and the United States
and denounced nationalism. His essay "Nationalism in India"
was scorned and praised, this latter by pacifists, including
Romain Rolland.

Shortly after returning to India, the 63-year-old Tagore accepted
the Peruvian government's invitation to visit. He then travelled
to Mexico. Each government pledged US $100,000 to the school
at Shantiniketan (Vishva Bharati) in commemoration of his visits.
A week after his 6 November 1924 arrival in Buenos Aires,
Argentina, an ill Tagore moved into the Villa Miralrio at the
behest of Victoria Ocampo. He left for India in January 1925. On
30 May 1926, Tagore reached Naples, Italy; he met Benito Mussolini
in Rome the next day. A warm rapport ended when Tagore
criticised Mussolini on 20 July 1926.
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On 14 July 1927, Tagore and two companions began a four-
month tour of South East Asia, visiting Bali, Java, Kuala Lumpur,
Malacca, Penang, Siam, and Singapore. Tagore's travelogues from
the tour were collected into the work "Jatri". In early-1930 he left
Bengal for a nearly year-long tour of Europe and the United
States. Once he returned to the UK, while his paintings were being
exhibited in Paris and London, he stayed at a Friends settlement
in Birmingham. There he wrote his Oxford Hibbert Lectures and
spoke at London's annual Quaker gathering.

There (addressing relations between the British and Indians,
a topic he would grapple with over the next two years), Tagore
spoke of a "dark chasm of aloofness". He visited Agha Khan III,
stayed at Dartington Hall, and toured Denmark, Switzerland, and
Germany from June to mid-September 1930, then the Soviet Union.
Lastly, in April 1932, Tagore-who was acquainted with the legends
and works of the Persian mystic Hafez-was hosted by Reza Shah
Pahlavi of Iran. Such extensive travels allowed Tagore to interact
with many notable contemporaries, including Henri Bergson,
Albert Einstein, Robert Frost, Thomas Mann, George Bernard
Shaw, H. G. Wells and Romain Rolland. Tagore's last travels
abroad, including visits to Persia and Iraq (in 1932) and Ceylon
(in 1933), only sharpened his opinions regarding human divisions
and nationalism.

Works

Though known mostly for his poetry, Tagore also wrote novels,
essays, short stories, travelogues, dramas, and thousands of songs.
Of Tagore's prose, his short stories are perhaps most highly
regarded; indeed, he is credited with originating the Bengali-
language version of the genre. His works are frequently noted for
their rhythmic, optimistic, and lyrical nature. Such stories mostly
borrow from deceptively simple subject matter: common people.

Novels and Non-fiction

Tagore wrote eight novels and four novellas, among them
Chaturanga, Shesher Kobita, Char Odhay, and Noukadubi. Ghare
Baire (The Home and the World) — through the lens of the idealistic
zamindar protagonist Nikhil-excoriates rising Indian nationalism,
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terrorism, and religious zeal in the Swadeshi Movement; a frank
expression of Tagore's conflicted sentiments, it emerged out of a
1914 bout of depression. The novel ends in Hindu-Muslim violence
and Nikhil's (likely mortal) wounding. Gora raises controversial
questions regarding the Indian identity. As with Ghore Baire,
matters of self-identity (jati), personal freedom, and religion are
developed in the context of a family story and love triangle.

In Jogajog (Relationships), the heroine Kumudini-bound by
the ideals of Siva-Sati, exemplified by Dakshayani-is torn between
her pity for the sinking fortunes of her progressive and
compassionate elder brother and his foil: her exploitative, rakish,
and patriarchical husband. In it, Tagore demonstrates his feminist
leanings, using pathos to depict the plight and ultimate demise
of Bengali women trapped by pregnancy, duty, and family honour;
simultaneously, he treats the decline of Bengal's landed oligarchy.

Others were uplifting: Shesher Kobita (translated twice as Last
Poem and Farewell Song) is his most lyrical novel, with poems
and rhythmic passages written by the main character, a poet. It
also contains elements of satire and post-modernism; stock
characters gleefully attack the reputation of an old, outmoded,
oppressively renowned poet who, incidentally, goes by the name
of Rabindranath Tagore. Though his novels remain among the
least-appreciated of his works, they have been given renewed
attention via film adaptations by Satyajit Ray and others: Chokher
Bali and Ghare Baire are exemplary. Their soundtracks often feature
rabindrasangeet. Tagore wrote many non-fiction books, writing on
topics ranging from Indian history to linguistics. Aside from
autobiographical works, his travelogues, essays, and lectures were
compiled into several volumes, including Europe Jatrir Patro (Letters
from Europe) and Manusher Dhormo (The Religion of Man).

Short Stories

The "Sadhana" period, 1891-95, was among Tagore's most
fecund, yielding more than half the stories contained in the three-
volume Galpaguchchha, itself a group of eighty-four stories. They
reflect upon Tagore's surroundings, on modern and fashionable
ideas, and on mind puzzles. Tagore associated his earliest stories,
such as those of the "Sadhana" period, with an exuberance of
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vitality and spontaneity; these traits were cultivated by zamindar
Tagore's life in villages such as Patisar, Shajadpur, and Shilaida.
Seeing the common and the poor, he examined their lives with
a depth and feeling singular in Indian literature up to that point.

In "The Fruitseller from Kabul", Tagore speaks in first person
as a town-dweller and novelist who chances upon the Afghani
seller. He channels the longing of those trapped in mundane,
hardscrabble Indian urban life, giving play to dreams of a different
existence in the distant and wild mountains: "There were autumn
mornings, the time of year when Kings of old went forth to
conquest; and I, never stirring from my little corner in Kolkata,
would let my mind wander over the whole world. At the very
name of another country, my heart would go out to it ... I would
fall to weaving a network of dreams: the mountains, the glens,
the forest .... ". Many of the other Galpaguchchha stories were
written in Tagore's Sabuj Patra period (1914-17; also named for
one of Tagore's magazines).

Tagore's Golpoguchchho (Bunch of Stories) remains among
Bengali literature's most popular fictional works, providing subject
matter for many successful films and theatrical plays. Satyajit
Ray's film Charulata was based upon Tagore's controversial
novella, Nastanirh (The Broken Nest). In Atithi (also made into a
film), the young Brahmin boy Tarapada shares a boat ride with
a village zamindar. The boy reveals that he has run away from
home, only to wander around ever since. Taking pity, the zamindar
adopts him and ultimately arranges his marriage to the zamindar's
own daughter. However, the night before the wedding, Tarapada
runs off-again. Strir Patra (The Letter from the Wife) is among
Bengali literature's earliest depictions of the bold emancipation of
women. The heroine Mrinal, the wife of a typical patriarchical
Bengali middle class man, writes a letter while she is ravelling
(which constitutes the whole story). It details the pettiness of her
life and struggles; she finally declares that she will not return to
her husband's home with the statement Amio bachbo. Ei bachlum:
"And I shall live. Here, I live".

Haimanti assails Hindu marriage and the dismal lifelessness
of married Bengali women, hypocrisies plaguing the Indian middle
classes, and how Haimanti, a sensitive young woman, must-due
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to her sensitiveness and free spirit-sacrifice her life. In the last
passage, Tagore directly attacks the Hindu custom of glorifying
Sita's attempted self-immolation as a means of appeasing her
husband Rama's doubts. Musalmani Didi examines Hindu-Muslim
tensions and, in many ways, embodies the essence of Tagore's
humanism. Darpaharan exhibits Tagore's self-consciousness,
describing a fey young man harbouring literary ambitions. Though
he loves his wife, he wishes to stifle her own literary career,
deeming it unfeminine. Tagore himself, in his youth, seems to
have harboured similar ideas about women. Darpaharan depicts
the final humbling of the man as he acknowledges his wife's
talents. As do many other Tagore stories, Jibito o Mrito equips
Bengalis with a ubiquitous epigram: Kadombini moriya proman korilo
she more nai — "Kadombini died, thereby proving that she hadn't".

Poetry

Tagore's poetry-which varied in style from classical formalism
to the comic, visionary, and ecstatic-proceeds from a lineage
established by 15th- and 16th-century Vaishnava poets. Tagore
was awed by the mysticism of the rishi-authors who-including
Vyasa-wrote the Upanishads, the Bhakti-Sufi mystic Kabir, and
Ramprasad Sen. Yet Tagore's poetry became most innovative and
mature after his exposure to rural Bengal's folk music, which
included Baul ballads-especially those of bard Lalon. These-
rediscovered and popularised by Tagore-resemble 19th-century
Kartabhaja hymns that emphasise inward divinity and rebellion
against religious and social orthodoxy. During his Shilaidaha
years, his poems took on a lyrical quality, speaking via the maner
manus (the Bauls' "man within the heart") or meditating upon the
jivan devata (living God within). This figure thus sought connection
with divinity through appeal to nature and the emotional interplay
of human drama. Tagore used such techniques in his Bhanusimha
poems (which chronicle the romance between Radha and Krishna),
which he repeatedly revised over the course of seventy years.

Tagore responded to the mostly crude emergence of
modernism and realism in Bengali literature by writing
experimental works in the 1930s. Examples works include Africa
and Camalia, which are among the better known of his latter
poems. He occasionally wrote poems using Shadhu Bhasha (a
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Sanskritised dialect of Bengali); later, he began using Cholti Bhasha
(a more popular dialect). Other notable works include Manasi,
Sonar Tori (Golden Boat), Balaka (Wild Geese-the title being a
metaphor for migrating souls), and Purobi. Sonar Tori's most
famous poem-dealing with the ephemeral nature of life and
achievement-goes by the same name; hauntingly it ends: "Shunno
nodir tire rohinu pori/Jaha chhilo loe gelo shonar tori" — "all I had
achieved was carried off on the golden boat-only I was left
behind."). Internationally, Gitanjali is Tagore's best-known
collection, winning him his Nobel Prize. Song VII of Gitanjali:

Free-verse translation by Tagore (Gitanjali, verse VII):

"My song has put off her adornments. She has no
pride of dress and decoration. Ornaments would mar
our union; they would come between thee and me;
their jingling would drown thy whispers."

"My poet's vanity dies in shame before thy sight. O
master poet, I have sat down at thy feet. Only let me
make my life simple and straight, like a flute of reed
for thee to fill with music."

Tagore's poetry has been set to music by various composers,
among them classical composer Arthur Shepherd's triptych for
soprano and string quartet, as well as composer Garry Schyman's
"Praan", an adaptation of Tagore's poem "Stream of Life" from
Gitanjali. The latter was composed and recorded with vocals by
Palbasha Siddique to accompany Internet celebrity Matt Harding's
2008 viral video. In 1917 his words were translated adeptly and
set to music by Richard Hageman (an Anglo-Dutch composer) to
produce what is regarded as one of the finest art songs in the
English language: Do not go my love (Ed. Schirmer NY 1917).

Theatre

At age sixteen, Tagore led his brother Jyotirindranath's
adaptation of Moliere's Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme. At age twenty,
he wrote his first drama — opera-Valmiki Pratibha (The Genius
of Valmiki) — which describes how the bandit Valmiki reforms
his ethos, is blessed by Saraswati, and composes the Ramayana.
Through it, Tagore vigorously explores a wide range of dramatic
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styles and emotions, including usage of revamped kirtans and
adaptation of traditional English and Irish folk melodies as drinking
songs. Another notable play, Dak Ghar (The Post Office), describes
how a child-striving to escape his stuffy confines-ultimately "fall[s]
asleep" (which suggests his physical death). A story with
worldwide appeal (it received rave reviews in Europe), Dak Ghar
dealt with death as, in Tagore's words, "spiritual freedom" from
"the world of hoarded wealth and certified creeds". During World
War II, Polish doctor and educator Janusz Korczak selected "The
Post Office" as the play the orphans in his care in the Warsaw
Ghetto would perform. This occurred on 18 July 1942, less than
three weeks before they were to be deported to the Treblinka
extermination camp. According to his main English-language
biographer, Betty Jean Lifton, in her book The King of Children,
Dr. Korszak thought a great deal about whether one should be
able to determine when and how to die. He may have been trying
to find a way for the children in his orphanage to accept death.

His other works-emphasising fusion of lyrical flow and
emotional rhythm tightly focused on a core idea-were unlike
previous Bengali dramas. His works sought to articulate, in Tagore's
words, "the play of feeling and not of action". In 1890 he wrote
Visarjan (Sacrifice), regarded as his finest drama. The Bengali-
language originals included intricate subplots and extended
monologues. Later, his dramas probed more philosophical and
allegorical themes; these included Dak Ghar.

Another is Tagore's Chandalika (Untouchable Girl), which was
modelled on an ancient Buddhist legend describing how Ananda-
the Gautama Buddha's disciple-asks water of an Adivasi
(untouchable) girl. Lastly, among his most famous dramas is
Raktakaravi (Red Oleanders), which tells of a kleptocratic King
who enriches himself by forcing his subjects to mine. The heroine,
Nandini, eventually rallies the common people to destroy these
symbols of subjugation. Tagore's other plays include Chitrangada,
Raja, and Mayar Khela. Dance dramas based on Tagore's plays
are commonly referred to as rabindra nritya natyas.

Music and Art

Tagore composed roughly 2,230 songs and was a prolific
painter. His songs comprise rabindrasangeet (Tagore Song), an
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integral part of Bengali culture. Tagore's music is inseparable
from his literature, most of which-poems or parts of novels, stories,
or plays alike-became lyrics for his songs. Influenced by the thumri
style of Hindustani music, they ran the entire gamut of human
emotion, ranging from his early dirge-like Brahmo devotional
hymns to quasi-erotic compositions. They emulated the tonal colour
of classical ragas to varying extents. Though at times his songs
mimicked a given raga's melody and rhythm faithfully, he also
blended elements of different ragas to create innovative works.

For Bengalis, their appeal, stemming from the combination of
emotive strength and beauty described as surpassing even Tagore's
poetry, was such that the Modern Review observed that "there is
in Bengal no cultured home where Rabindranath's songs are not
sung or at least attempted to be sung … Even illiterate villagers
sing his songs".

Arthur Strangways of The Observer introduced non-Bengalis
to rabindrasangeet in The Music of Hindustan, calling it a "vehicle
of a personality … [that] go behind this or that system of music
to that beauty of sound which all systems put out their hands to
seize." Among them are Bangladesh's national anthem Amar
Shonar Bangla and India's national anthem Jana Gana Mana,
making Tagore unique in having scored two national anthems.
He influenced the styles of such musicians as sitar maestro
Vilayat Khan, and the sarodiyas Buddhadev Dasgupta and
Amjad Ali Khan.

At age sixty, Tagore took up drawing and painting; successful
exhibitions of his many works-which made a debut appearance
in Paris upon encouragement by artists he met in the south of
France-were held throughout Europe. Tagore-who likely exhibited
protanopia (colour blindness), or partial lack of (red-green, in
Tagore's case) colour discernment-painted in a style haracterised
by peculiarities in aesthetics and colouring schemes. Tagore
emulated numerous styles, including craftwork from northern
New Ireland, Haida carvings from the west coast of Canada (British
Columbia), and woodcuts by Max Pechstein. Tagore also had an
artist's eye for his own handwriting, embellishing the scribbles,
crossouts, and word layouts in his manuscripts with simple artistic
leitmotifs, including simple rhythmic designs.
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Political Views

Tagore's political thought was complex. He opposed
imperialism and supported Indian nationalists. His views have
their first poetic release in Manast, mostly composed in his twenties.
Evidence produced during the Hindu-German Conspiracy trial
and later accounts affirm his awareness of the Ghadarite
conspiracy, and stated that he sought the support of Japanese
Prime Minister Terauchi Masatake and former Premier Okuma
Shigenobu. Yet he lampooned the Swadeshi Movement,
denouncing it in "The Cult of the Charka", an acrid 1925 essay.
He emphasised self-help and intellectual uplift of the masses as
an alternative, stating that British imperialism was a "political
symptom of our social disease", urging Indians to accept that
"there can be no question of blind revolution, but of steady and
purposeful education".

Such views enraged many. He narrowly escaped assassination
by Indian expatriates during his stay in a San Francisco hotel in
late-1916. The plot failed only because the would-be assassins fell
into argument. Yet Tagore wrote songs lionising the Indian Non-
cooperation Movement and renounced his knighthood in protest
against the 1919 Jalianwala Bagh Massacre. Two of Tagore's more
politically charged compositions, "Chitto Jetha Bhayshunyo" (Where
the Mind is Without Fear) and "Ekla Chalo Re" (If They Answer Not
to Thy Call, Walk Alone), gained mass appeal, with the latter
favoured by Gandhi. Despite his tumultuous relations with
Gandhi, Tagore was key in resolving a Gandhi-Ambedkar dispute
involving separate electorates for untouchables, ending Gandhi's
fast "unto death".

Tagore lampooned rote schooling: in "The Parrot's Training",
a bird is caged and force-fed pages torn from books until it dies.
These views led Tagore, while visiting Santa Barbara on 11 October
1917, to conceive of a new type of university, desiring to "make
Shantiniketan the connecting thread between India and the world
[and] a world centre for the study of humanity somewhere beyond
the limits of nation and geography." The school, which he named
Vishva Bharati had its foundation stone laid on 22 December 1918;
it was later inaugurated on 22 December 1921. Here, Tagore
implemented a brahmacharya pedagogical structure employing
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gurus to provide individualised guidance for pupils. Tagore
worked hard to fundraise for and staff the school, even contributing
all of his Nobel Prize monies. Tagore's duties as steward and
mentor at Shantiniketan kept him busy; he taught classes in
mornings and wrote the students' textbooks in afternoons and
evenings. Tagore also fundraised extensively for the school in
Europe and the US between 1919 and 1921.

The Impact

Tagore's relevance can be gauged by festivals honouring him:
Kabipranam, Tagore's birth anniversary; the annual Tagore Festival
held in Urbana, Illinois, in the United States; Rabindra Path
Parikrama walking pilgrimages from Kolkata to Shantiniketan;
ceremonial recitals of Tagore's poetry held on important
anniversaries; and others. This legacy is most palpable in Bengali
culture, ranging from language and arts to history and politics.
Nobel laureate Amartya Sen saw Tagore as a "towering figure",
being a "deeply relevant and many-sided contemporary thinker".
Tagore's Bengali-language writings-the 1939 Rabindra
Rachanavali-is also canonised as one of Bengal's greatest cultural
treasures. Tagore himself was proclaimed "the greatest poet India
has produced".

Tagore was famed throughout much of Europe, North
America, and East Asia. He co-founded Dartington Hall School,
a progressive coeducational institution; in Japan, he influenced
such figures as Nobel laureate Yasunari Kawabata. Tagore's works
were widely translated into English, Dutch, German, Spanish,
and other European languages by Czech indologist Vincenc Lesny,
French Nobel laureate Andre Gide, Russian poet Anna Akhmatova,
former Turkish Prime Minister Bulent Ecevit, and others. In the
United States, Tagore's lecturing circuits, particularly those in
1916-17, were widely attended and acclaimed. Yet, several
controversies involving Tagore resulted in a decline in his
popularity in Japan and North America after the late-1920s,
concluding with his "near total eclipse" outside of Bengal.

Via translations, Tagore influenced Spanish literature: Chileans
Pablo Neruda and Gabriela Mistral, Mexican writer Octavio Paz,
and Spaniards Jose Ortega y Gasset, Zenobia Camprubí, and Juan
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Ramon Jimenez. Between 1914 and 1922, the Jimenez-Camprubí
spouses translated twenty-two of Tagore's books from English
into Spanish and extensively revised and adapted such works as
Tagore's The Crescent Moon. In this time, Jimenez developed
"naked poetry" (Spanish: "poesia desnuda"), a landmark
innovation. Ortega y Gasset wrote that "Tagore's wide appeal
[may stem from the fact that] he speaks of longings for perfection
that we all have ... Tagore awakens a dormant sense of childish
wonder, and he saturates the air with all kinds of enchanting
promises for the reader, who ... pays little attention to the deeper
import of Oriental mysticism". Tagore's works circulated in free
editions around 1920 alongside those of Dante Alighieri, Miguel
de Cervantes, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Plato, and Leo Tolstoy.

Tagore was deemed overrated by some Westerners. Graham
Greene doubted that "anyone but Mr. Yeats can still take his
poems very seriously." Modern remnants of a past Latin American
reverence of Tagore were discovered, for example, by an astonished
Salman Rushdie during a trip to Nicaragua.


