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Before we begin

This study material should not be, under any circumstances, treated as an adequate substi-
tute for the prescribed text, which in this case is, The Home and The World. This material is
deisgned only as a supplementary reading to help you in formulating your own responses to the
novel.It is important to remembers that reading literature is a creative process in itself. Each reader
in the process of reading, brings to bear on the text, his’her own experiences and concerns thereby
adding to the meaning and richness of the text. So it is important to enjoy the text and fomulate your
own responses before you consult any other ‘critics” response to the text.

Having said that, I would also like to alert you to the fact that responding to literary texts
in an academic way is a slightly different proposition. In literary studies all responses are valid
only if they are supported by evidence, both internal (from within the text) and circumstantial
(the circumstances under which the author lived and wrote). Hence it is often necezssary to
read, apart from the text, other supplementary material to understand the circumstances that
contributed, indirectly though, to the text in question.

A student of literature, then, is expected not only to be familiar with the prescribed text in
question, but should also posses a fair degree of acquaintance with the circumstances (socio-eco-
nomic political and literary) of the author and his writings. In short a student of literature should be -
able to present an informed response to a literary text. Further, while presenting an argument you
could strengthen your position by citing a few other ‘critics’ who have responded to the text in
question in the same way as you do now. Thus it is also important that you read a few essays by
other critics on the text in question. But you must formulate your own responses (it has to be an
informed response) before you read other “critics’, because often enough students tend to get over-
whelmed by established ‘critics’.

Let us begin here

This study material is divided into two parts. Part [ contains you some discussions about the
contexts of the author and the novel in a sequantial fashion. Further you will also find a number of critical
essays in the Reading Material on The Home and the World, which will provide you with material on
the background (contexts) as well as the novel. You must make judicious use of these critical essays.

In Part I of this study material you will find discussions on the formative influences on R.N.
Tagore, Tagore and the Bengali novel, Tagore as a novelist and Tagore’s response to the Swadeshi
Movement in Bengal. We will go over parts of his family history in so far as it shaped tl.. personal-
ity of Tagore. We will also have useful discussions on the rise of the Bengali novel and Tagore’s
contribution to it. In addition there is a short evaluation of Tagore as a novelist. In all there are seven
sub-sections included in Part I. All the seven sub-sections are stand alone sections and can be read
independently. However [ would like to believe that the best way to do it is to read the introductior
and then sub-sections 21.22,23 followed by a reading of the novel and then to follow it up with th:
other sub-sections.

Part 11 consists of a discussions of the novel in a sequential. chapter by chapter manner. It
strongly recommended that part Il is approached only after you have completed a ciose reading ¢
the novel. These discusions of the novel take up the issues of the theme, characterization and tl
narrative technique. Though adequate care has been taken to present a broad view. it is quite po



sible that you might come across comments that you might find yourself disagreding with. Please
feel free to disagree. | must point out that these discussions are only meant to guide you through the
text and point out the important thematic and structural features of the text.
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1.0 Aims and Objectives

This study material will introduce you to Rabindra Nath Tagore and his novel. The Home
and The World. We would like to faster an appreciation of The Home and The World and Tagore

by:

- * Explaining the circumstances under which Tagore wrote the novel.

* Placing the novel within the context of the emerging novel form in Bengal.

* Critically examing the novel from the point of view of theme, characterisation and technique of

narration.

After you have worked through the unit you will be able to:

-
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* explain the various socio-political and literacy contexts which shaped the novel.
* analyse the literary and biographical elements which influenced Tagore as a novelist.

* analyse Tagore’s attitute towards Swadeshi, Nationalism and Women as depicted in The Home
and The World.

* evaluate Tagore’s contribution to the Bengali novel and Tagore as a novelist.
* make and justify statements about the themes and meanings in The Home and The World.
* draw character sketches of the major as well as minor characters in the novel.

1.1 Introduction

Rabindranath Tagore

I hope we can begin this lesson with the assumption that the name Rabindranath Tagore
and his achievements would be familiar to most Indians and especially the student of litera-
ture. Remarkably multifaceted, Tagore excelled in almost all areas of creative activity. He was
a great poet and was the first Asian to have bagged the Noble Prize for literature in 1912. His
short stories are some of the finest stories ever written. Most students would be familiar with
stories like ‘The Kabuliwala’ and ‘The Post Master’. If you are not familiar with them then you
could take a little time out and read some of his stories. | am sure you will enjoy them. Tagore
was also a fine painter. His paintings, enigmatic at times, especially his self portraits, started a
new modernist trend in Indian painting. One of the reasons for his continuing popular appeal,
at least in Bengal, is his songs, popularly known as Rabindra Sangeet. You can gauge the
popularity of these songs from the fact that they have become an integral feature of the Bengali
cultural landscape. Anyone travelling by the Kolkatta Metro Rail can see his paintings and
hear his songs at the Metro Stations.

Tagore was much more than just a creative artist. His contribution to public life was
immense. Apart from being a champion of social and religious reform, he was a champion of
educational reform and rural development. He set up a school at Shantiniketan which subse-
quently became the Viswa Vharati University. He encouraged the setting up of co-operatives
and small scale industries. He even set up a bank, to provide micro finance and encourage rural
entrepreneurship. His enthusiasm for improving the condition of the rural poor continued until
his death in 1941. Political freedom was also one of his primary concerns throughout his life.
He was active in the freedom movement and was associated, off and on, with the Indian Na-
tional Congress. Gandhi and Tagore shared a warm relationship and had similar political phi-
losophies. But as far as Tagore was concerned he was more of a philosopher than a political
activist and hence remained on the margins of mainstream national politics. He expressed his
ideas in the essays and the books he wrote and the lectures he delivered all over the world. One
of the most important themes that concerned him was the issue of Nationalism. His essays on
Nationalism are prescribed for you and you would do well to read them.

Tagore was an advocate of peace and harmony. During the Swadeshi movement of Ben-
gal in which he took an active part and even led demonstrations on the then Calcutta streets, he
had to confront a growing cult of militant Nationalism. Though he admired their courage and
sense of sacrifice. he couldn’t disagree more with the young revolutionaries on their methods.
The violence perpretated by these revolutionaries militated against his humanism and he
withdrew to Shantiniketan for a long time. It is during this period of retreat that he wrote
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The Home and The World.

Tagore is often compared to Gandhi, not erronously either, for his advocacy of peace,
harmony and universal brotherhood. In fact it is this message of peace and universal brother-
hood coupled with his seer-like appearance which captured the imagination of the western
world. Poets like W.B.Yeats, (Yeats wrote the foreword to the collection of poems Gitan jali)
disillusioned with the crumbling value system of the modern world, found a new voice of hope
in. what they often termed. the mysticism of Tagore’s poetry. This enthusiasm, however. did
not last very long and Tagore came under some very hostile criticism, especially from the
marxist critic George Lukac’s.

The response to Tagore at home is marked by a certain kind of ambivalence. The pre
1912 Tagore was viewed with much suspicion. Coming from a family which owed a great deal
to the British for the rise in their fortunes, Tagore was often accused of being unpatriotic,
especially after he parted ways with the Swadeshi movement in Bengal. What compounded the
problem was his unconventional ways and ideas. Though Tagore had very little formal educa-
tion he was highly influenced by the western liberal humanist ideals and propounded these
ideals with enthusiasm. But in the charged atmosphere of Bengali Nationalism there wére hardly
any takers for his ideas. His creative writings of this period could be hardly characterised as
popular. In fact two of his novels. The Home and The World, and The Four Chapters received
very hostile reception and Tagore was branded as a lackey of the British Empire. It may not be
too far from the truth to say that Tagore did not receive much acclaim, critical or popular,
during his life time. It was only after his death in 1941 that his contribution to the Nation and
the creative field was fully appreciated and he was canonized as the foremost creative artist not
just of Bengal but of India as well. Since then he has received a lot of critical acclaim and
attention the world over. But his continuing popular appeal is largely due to his songs, (Rabindra
Sangeet) and his short stories. His novels, on the other hand, have not received as much atten-
tion. In fact, to a very large extent, Satyajit Ray, the noted film maker, has contributed a lot to
the revival of interest in his novels, by making a few full length feature films on them. It would
not be way off the mark to say that The Home and The World came to the lime-light, at least
outside Bengal, through the film ‘Ghaire Baire’by Satyajit Ray. But controversy seems to have
followed him throughout his life and even after his death. The latest being Kushwant Singh’s
assessment of Tagore, a few years back. which shook the literary establishment for quite some
time. It is quite tempting to ask a few questions here. What kind of a person he was? Why have
his writings generated so much controversy?

Interesting as the questions might seem, they can not be addressed with any degree of
sincerity in the space of this lesson. If you are interested you could begin with his biography by
Krishna Dutta and Andrew Robinson which is a very comprehensive and interesting read.
However what we could do is to outline some of the special circumstances which shaped the
man. We will reserve that discussion for the next section and content ourselves with just a
couple of remarks on Tagore here.

Throughout his life, Tagore was caught up in various contradiction and paradoxes, which
he tried to resolve in his writings and his life with varying degrees of success. These contradic-
tions. were mostly products of his early life as well as a unique kind of family history. Tagore,
once in 1930. told an audience at Oxford:

“The unconventional code of life for our family has been a confluence of three cultures.
Hindu. Mohammadan and British... I came into a world in which the modern citybred spirit of
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progress has just triumphed over the lush green life of our ancient village community. Though
the trampling process was almost complete... something of the past lingered over the wreck-
age” (Quoted in Krishna Dutta & Andrew Robinson. 1995, pp. 17)

Tagores life was a constant struggle to strike a balance between the new emerging world
and the enduring values of a past which was fast disappearing, between the liberal progressive
spirit of the west and the notion of a composite and unified existence.



2.0 Part - I (Contexts)

2.1 The Tagores of Jessore

The Tagores originally came from Jessore, halfway between Kolkatta and Dhaka. They them-
selves claim to have more than a thousand years of family history. They were always hindu and *-
brahmins at that. But later on they came to be known as the ‘Pirali Brahmins’. Legend has it that
some of the ancestors of Tagores were tainted by muslim contact when they were duped into tasting
beef by Pir Ali the Wazir of the Muslim governor of Jessore. Since then the Tagores remained on
the fringe of orthodox hindu society. The Tagores moved to Govindpur which subsequently became
an important trading city under the East India Company. The merchants from the company, while
addressing the Tagores, eould not pronounce the Bengali honorific *Thakur’ and mispronounced it
as Mister ‘Tagore’. And since then they have been known as Tagores. They acted as middle-men for
the company and soon enough became very rich.

There was a split in the family and two brothers, Darpanarayan and Nilomani, moved out
of Govindpur and built a house at Pathuriatghat on Hooghley. Of the two brothers Nilomani
(the great-great grandfather of Rabindranath Tagore) was offered a position with the imperial
administration away at Kolkatta. Nilomani moved to Kolkatta to take up the position. Soon
after there developed a rift between the brothers, possibly over money, though Tagore does not
refer to this incident in his memories, and there was a further split in the family. Nilomani
moved out of the Pathuriaghat home and built himself a house at Jorasanko, a little away from
the river. It was at this house, No. 6 Dwarakanath Tagore’s Lane, Jorasanko, that Tagore was
born on 7th May, 1861, almost three quarters of a century later. Since the split, the two branches
of the Tagores, one at Pathuriaghat and the other at Jorasonko, had little do with each other.

2.2 Dwarakanath Tagore

Of the Jorasanko Tagores, Dwarakanath, grandson of Nilomani Tagore and grandfather of
R.N. Tagore, was the most famous and dynamic of all. He was called ‘Prince Dwarakanath’, be-
cause he loved the good life and in fact lived like a prince. Dwarakanath lived through the expan-
sion and consolidation of British Rule in India. He benefited a lot, financially, from British Rule but
his attitude towards them was ambivalent. He was convinced that the East India Company was
exploitative in nature yet at the same time he believed that India could ill afford any government,
including self governance, other than the British Government at that point of time.

The contradiction within ‘Prince Dwarakanath’ were amply demonstrated in his life as
well. As a Zamindar he was business like and contributed a lot to the oppressive indigo system
promoted by the British which was proving to be ruinous for the peasantry. But as a patron and
philanthropist and entrepreneur he was way ahead of his times. There were hardly any chari-
table activities to which he did not contribute generously. He supported liberal newspapers and
the arts. One of his passions was theatre and he promoted it with great enthusiasm. As a busi-
nessman his ventures were the corner stones of the commercial structure of Kolkotta. He
launched the union bank, brought a coal mine near Shantiniketan and pioneered tea growing in
Assam. He promoted the Calcutta steamtug association and several other ventures. He was
very fond of travelling and cultivating writers and artists. It is interesting to know that one of
the writers he cultivated was Charles Dickens. They met several times over a period of five or
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six years. But Dwarakanath was a kind of enigma‘to the British novelist. Dickens attitude
towards the ‘Prince’ can be described as a curious mix of admiration and facetiousness. Dickens,
commenting on him in 1842 before they met, wrote *A Tiger with such a name as Dwarakanath
Tagore is not an everyday animal... Heis a live hieroglyphic. I give him up’ (Quoted in Krishna
Dutta,1995 p.25). Years later, after the death of Dwarakanath Tagore, Dickens wrote once
again, ‘Dwarakanath Tagore was called, the “Oriental Croesus’ and was well known in En-
gland.” (Ibid p. 25). Curiously enough Rabindranath Tagore would draw the same kind of re-
sponse from G.B. Shaw years later. We might as well ask what was it that the grandfather and
the grandson shared that evoked the same kind of response from British creative writers?

Rabindranath Tagore, on surface at least, had very little to do with his grandfather.
because Dwarakanath had died fifteen years before he was born. But he had much in common
with his grandfather apart from appearance and looks. That is not to say that they did not have
any differences. In fact the differences were very sharp and essential. For instance Rabindranath
did not have his grandfather’s business acumen or his hard heartedness as a Zamindar. He did
not even have the flamboyance of Dwarakanath. But there were some striking similarities as
well. Rabindranath shared his grandfather’s love for the arts. He. like his grandfather, was
generous, loved travelling and meeting good minds. More significantly both shared a vision of
co-operation between the east and the west, an amalgamation of eastern spirituality and west-
ern material progress. Both had immense pride in their nation yet they also admired the disci-
pline and energy of the west. And both struggled to come to terms with the contradictions of
their vision.

2.3 Debendranath Tagore

The influence of Debendranath Tagore on his son Rabindranath was profound. In his early
life Debendranath was hardly any different from other rich spoilt Bengali boys of his time. But
slowly and slowly, as he grew up. ke was drawn towards Raja Rammohan Roy whom
Rabindranath described as the “best friend of my grandfather’. Ram Mohan Roy, as you must
be aware. was one of the leading intellectuals and reformers of his times. He is known prima-
rily for his activism against the obnoxious hindu practice of sati. He also founded the Brahma
Sabha which strived to free the hindu society from the bondage of caste and rituals. Based on
his interpretation of the Veda’s, the society tried to bring about reforms in the caste system.
idolatory and obsolete rituals which were debilitatory in their effects on the society.

Debendranath was one of the pillars of this movement in the second half of the nineteenth
century which his son. Rabindranath, was to take up in the late nineteenth century and early twen-
tieth century. Debendranath himself became a Brahmo only in 1843, though he had contemplated
on the idea for quite some time, having undergone an epiphanic experience after the death of his
grandmother. Subsequently, being a leader of this religious and social reform movement, he had to
struggle with the idolatrous practices of the Tagore household. A chance discovery of a shloka from
the Isopanishad was to have a profound influence on his life and sent him on a spiritual journey
which subsequently earned him the title ‘Maharshi’. The Shloka from the upanishad stressed on the
temporality of the world. and pointed out the path of renunciation of wealth and worldly pleasures
as the true path. Thus started his long association with the mountains where he retreated often to
find peace and fulfillment.




Like his father, Rabindranath was also deeply influenced by the idea that God was
immanent in all things. And this idea underpins a large body of his works. It is this belief in the
mysterious ways of God which found beautiful expression in Tagore’s poetry, that appealed so
much to the western intellectuals. But Rabindranath differed with his father in a significant
way. While his father saw the Upanishads as the highest achievement of Indian philosophy,
Rabindranath considered them incomplete and too intellectual for his taste. He believed that
love and devotion had. perhaps, a greater role to play in exploring the nature of reality. Love
and devotion, incidentally, are two of the major themes in his writings. You must have noticed
that love and devotion is a major theme in The Home and The World as well.

Debendranath combined his spiritual orthodoxy with a rare probity of behaviour in all his
social and business dealings. But he was finding it extremely difficult to carry the people along
with him in his reforms in the fairly conservative Bengali hindu society. Neither he nor his son
Rabindranath were iconoclasts like Dwarakanath Tagore and while they continued with some
hindu practices they did not agree with them. For instance though Debendranath was radical
enough to marry off one of his daughters in the Brahmo way, he still continued wearing the’
sacred thread and invested his son Rabindranath with one. But while Debendranath grew more
and more conservative with age Rabindranath became more radical with age.

Check your Progress 1

1. Tagore said that his family was situated at the confluence of three cultures. Hindu
Mohammadan and British. Illustrate this statement from Tagore’s unique family history.




2.4 ;I‘agﬁe and the-Benga_li Novel

The ‘novel’ was a new literary form and came into its own in Bengal around the middle
of the nineteenth century. Many scholars consider Bankim Chandra Chatterjee as the father of
the Bengali novel. Bankim was the high priest of this new literary form, and the publication of
his first novel, Durgeshanandini, serialised in his own monthly Bangadarshan, was quite a
literary event. Tagore. himself a remarkable novelist and one of the pioneers of the novel, was
profoundly influenced by Bankim. In Tagore’s words Bankim *took the Bengali heart by storm.’
The young Tagore waited with great longing to lay his hands on the journal and he writes in his
memoires:

“ Nowadays anyone who wishes may swallow the whole of Chandrashekar or
Bishabriksha (Poison tree) at a mouthful. But the process of longing and anticipating, month
after month, of spreading over wide intervals the concentrated joy of each short reading, of
revolving every instalment over and over in the mind while watching and waiting for the next;
the combination of craving and satisfaction, of burning curiosity with its appeasement: those
drawn out delights. none will ever taste again™ (My Reminscences,1917 pp. 89)

Bankim’s novels. with their coloquial prose style, were so popular that soon enough
there were a host of writers who took to novel writing. And predictably they were content to
immitate him. Bankim was a romantic at heart and most of his novels were historical romances
with larger than life characters. Thus Bankim missed the defining qualities of the novel form,
which was realism. His novels hardly ever engaged with the social issues developing in the
fast evolving Bengali society. His novels were backward looking, and more often than not,
looked back with nostalgia on an idealized past. He lacked a genuine appreciation of the vari-
ous shades of contempory reality and invariably ended up, perhaps due to his hindu-revivalist’
spirit. refashioning the old myths and legends and the idealized larger than life characters in
them. His early novels, Durgeshnandini (1865) and others. had very little to do with the social
reality and the complex forces at work which shaped the ways of the people. However Bankim
was one of the finest story teller of all times and his use of the colloquial tongue had earned
him. almost a cult status and wide readership.

With novels like Bishabriksha and Anandmath, Bankim attempts to come to terms
with the emerging social issues, and perhaps for the first time. attempts some kind of fictional
realism. Bishabriksha deals with the issue of remarriage of widows, which was legalised
largely through the efforts of Sir Iswar Chandra Vidyasagar. Anandmath on the other hand,
foreshadows the militant phase of the freedom struggle in its theme of rebellion. The theme of
the plight of a young widow in an orthodox hindu joint family was an engaging theme in the
later part of the nineteenth century. Bankim. with a finger on the pulse of the reading public,
followed the popular sentiment. Bankim was a fine craftman and there was very little to fault
him as far as the plot construction was concerned. But where Bankim’s fiction suffers is the
lack of sharply delienated characters. In a Bankim novel there is hardly any engagement with
the inward psychological struggle and complexities of the character. The character served the
cause of the plot or in other words. in his novel plot took precedence over character. The
failure to map the matrix of the inner changes in the character made his characters exaggerated
versions of popular stereotypes. Bankim also paid very little attention to the logical develop-
ment of the plot, relying too much on a generous dose of dramatic incidents to sustain the
interest in the story. Bankim also had the habit of intruding into the story with his authorial
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comments which makes his fiction judgemental. Though Bankim did a lot to introduce and
popularize the novel form, he had failed to realize the full potential of the new form. There was
- a need for someone to come along and give a new direction to the novel.

The young Rabindra Nath, as we have discussed earlier in this section, was highly im-
pressed by Bankims achievements and following Bankim had already written two romances
when he was in his twenties. However he was too much of an individualist to be carried away
by the popular fashion of the day. He moved away from fiction writing to the short story and he
produced a fairly large collection of stories during the 1890’s. Some of the stories are still
considered the finest in any language and 1 am sure you would be familiar with some of them.
He returned to the novel in 1902 with Chokher Bali (translated as Binodini). But this time it
was a mature and self assured Rabindranath, a different novelist with a technique and range of
subjects that would set the trend in modern bengali fiction. This was the new realistic novel
which would, later. become the standard form of novel writing in Bengal.

Tagore’s realism was a little different from the 19th century social realism of European
fiction. Tagore at heart, was no less a romantic than Bankim. But he wanted to avoid the ro-
mantic posturing and idealizing which marred most of Bankim’s novels. Tagore’s intense con-
cern for social and religious reform made him search for a new realistic mode of presentation.
But at the same time he was convinced that mere presentation of surface reality (like what you
find in European fiction). would be an inadequate method. There was a need to present the
truth of experience, to present the realm of experience of men and women in the real world.
Thus Tagore tried to present an adequate psycho-realistic exploration of the character in his
novels. He tried to work out a symbiotic relationship between the inner world of the characters
and the plot. Tagore’s method of dealing with the social issues of his times was to explore
these issues through the characters deep involvement and engagement with life. The plot works
itself out through the actions and reactions of the individuals and not so much due to external
happenings. Thus one can say that Tagore’s major contribution to the Bengali novel was to
introduce the element of psycho-realism and bringing in life like characters into the novel. He
also rescued the novel from the romantic sentimentality of Bankim and made it a kind instru-
ment for exploration of the socio-political and psychological realities of the people and their
world.

Check your Progress 2

1. Tagore was profoundly influence by Bankim yet he decided to move away from Bankim:s
style ol novel writing and chart out his own course. Why?”











































































































































