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ABSTRACT
Rabindranath Tagore was a Bengali writer and the first opean to win the Nobel Prize for
literature. It was awarded primarily for his book injali tion of poetry. Besides
poetry, though, he wrote plays, novels, songs, non-fic i travelogues to history to

essays, and, of course, short stories.

Tagore wrote almost 100 short stories. . short story
to a serious art-form. He easily inter i etic idealism 1n his stories
which reflects the contemporary life in . N of the stories portray
conflicts or tensions between the new and iti solitude and crowd,

male and female.
INTRODUCTION

shed in several periodicals, most
notably, Sadha terary magazines played a critical role in
the development " and the first few decades of the 20"

a and published many of his best known stories,
in this remarkable periodical. Later, during 1914-1917,

ved strong criticism when they first appeared. The non-
ions, many of which were of poor quality. Thus, his genius
as a short story writer w recognized for years. Mary Lago in her work Imperfect Encounter
searched for the reasons foréthese unsatisfactory translations. C. F. Andrews managed Tagore's
relations with the English publishers rather badly, interposing himself between the author and
potential competent translators, and turning off several of them in the process. Andrews had
rather limited literary sensibilities but enjoyed a great deal of Tagore's confidence. He
contributed a number of unsuccessful translations; some of them done in collaboration with the
author. He also insisted on modifying and westernizing the stories to suit western taste.

Tagore himself weakened some of his powerful stories in translation by leaving out details of
Indian life that he thought would be too foreign to non-Indian readers. Edward Thompson was an
English poet and critic having long association with Tagore and a number of other luminaries of
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Bengali culture such as the philosopher Brojendranath Seal, the artist Abanindranath Tagore, and
Prasanta Mahalanobis, the scientist. Thompson wrote in Tagore's obituary in 1941: "More and
more he toned down or omitted whatever seemed to him characteristically Indian, which very
often was what was gripping and powerful. He despaired too much of ever persuading our people
to be interested in what was strange to them. His work will one day have to be retranslated and
properly edited. I am sure that then there will be a revival of his reputation." About a decade ago
W. Radice's Selected Short Stories with an excellent introduction was published. It focussed only
on Tagore's stories written in the 1890s. This followed his remarkable translations of Tagore's
Selected Poems. These works indeed helped revive Tageses reputation outside India. The
elegantly produced recent publication, also titled Sele v , 1s edited by Sukanta
i editor who helped select

the stories. This work attempts to capture the whol@ > abifidranath's short stories by
selecting 26 of them, starting from The Gha ‘ itten in his early 20's
and beautifully translated by Supriya gbareTari), a
remarkable story written in the la ussalmani

(musalamaanir galpa), first published . mentioned that 6 of these
stories, The Exercise-Book (khaataa), A Si ] ] o and the Dead (jlbita
o mR"ita), Kabuliwala (kgabilioYaalaa), and Hungry Stone

This volume is the first in

undertaken by the Oxford ; P in ith Viswa-Bharati. The future
volumes will itings on Literature and Language, and
writings for chil s has managed to convey the delicate
beauty reflect Tagore's rural experiences, his love of nature,

and hi insi i ships. It is indeed a pleasure to come across such
uniform a i i i hese treasures of Bengali literature. In most of these

The introduction h provides an excellent overview, background and the
context of the stories? e end of the book, also prepared by Tapobrata Ghosh, are
short and to the point. otes provide keys to Bengali culture and customs.

Finally, reproductions of appropriate sketches and paintings by Tagore himself and by his
nephew, the famous artist Gaganendranath Tagore, have helped set the mood and greatly
enhanced the artistic quality of the production.

In summary, editor Sukanta Chaudhuri and the entire panel of translators must be congratulated
for an excellent effort. Tagore's creations were obscured and partly forgotten for so long mainly
due to inadequate translations of his writings. We hope that the future volumes of the Oxford
Tagore Translations series will maintain the high standards set in this volume and will re-
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introduce to the world the multi-faceted genius of Tagore, perhaps the greatest Indian writer
ever.

When he began to write his short stories in the late 1800s there was little literary precedence in
Bengali; he claims he had to invent language for the form as he composed. At the time he had
gone off into the countryside to manage some estates for his family. He lived on a houseboat on
the Padma River, and daily was in contact with the common folk who comprise the characters in
his tales. His affinity with and love for them is evident in the empathy he displays for them
all: he writes of families torn asunder by contention and jealousy, of arranged marriages, of
child brides, of wandering mendicants, of devotees of Hig s, of the rich destroyed by their

appointed; while the quality of the
omething has been lost in the transition

y short story collection. Some of my particular favorites
th Surrendered”, “Kabuliwallah”, “A Problem Solved”,
“Thakurda”, “The Hun , and “The Gift of Sight”. The stories are all quite short and
can be read in a sitting, is good because many of them are best appreciated as whole
entities.

Rabindranath Tagore, the brilliant poet and eminent educationist was born on 6th may 1861 in
Calcutta. His father Maharshi Debendranath Tagore was a cultured and Pious Brahmin. At the
time of his birth the country was passing through the revolutionary currents of religious, social,
moral, political and literary movements Rabindranath was the youngest of the fourteen children
of his father. He had little formal schooling and had withdrawn from the school by the age of
fourteen. He was self taught and sometimes guided by his private tutor in different subjects.
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In 1878 he went to London and studied law for two years, but returned to India without a degree.
According to him the prevailing schooling system is defective and cannot favourable influence
on his life. So he founded an educational institution based on his own philosophy of life and
education at Santiniketan near Bolepur in West Bengal. He participated in the movement on
Bengal division in 1905. His literary excellence, outstanding Educational philosophy and broad
cultural outlook made him popular and famous.In 1913 he was awarded with the prestigious
Nobel Prize for his great literary work "Gitanjali". He also received many honours and awards
from different organizations and institutions. It was on the 7th of August 1941 that he left the
world.

It seems that short stories have always a special chag > used to tell stories to his
audience even in the pre-historic period. As a literafy ge is a recent development.
The compulsion of a short story is that it must contain : y one informing idea and that

Bonum of literature is suggestiveness or vyanjana; but
, if in the future the short story is reduced to just a

age is mainly an age of short story because in the
nough for reading a short story. The Bengali writers who
could be enlarged into a novel and a novel could be

two completely differen . To quote Bandyopadhyay, ‘Lyric and short story,
temperamentally, are like twin brothers. So, it is not difficult for a lyricist to write a short story.
Whatever may be Rabindranath’s position as a novelist there is no doubt that he ranks among the
greatest short story writers of the world.’

In the short stories of Tagore one can find the influence of man, nature and the mysteries of the
supernatural. The pictures of our rural urban lives, disintegration of the old joint family families,
family quarrels, conflict in love and affection, conflict between religious superstitions and
humanistic values and the final triumph of humanism provide a pageant of the entire Bengal life.
The domestic stories of Tagore are treated with unprecedented realistic approach. Tagore may
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not have the actual, practical experience with the rural life of his people in the stories. The same
is the case with other artists as well. Experience is necessary, but equally important is
imagination. As has been pointed out, Rabindranath’s success as a master short story writer was
actually ensured by his essentially lyrical temperament since . . . ‘there is close affinity between
a short story and a lyric’.

Tagore is widely regarded as the innovator of the modern Bengali short story and is credited with
introducing colloquial speech into Bengali literature. He has been compared to such masters of
the short story, as Tolstoy, Edgar Allan Poe, Anton Chekhov, and Guy de Maupassant. ‘Tolstoy
is didactic: Maupassant is erotic. Rabindranath combines ¢ d qualities of both without their
excesses. He delved deep into the psychology of ma C istence in his short stories
which are universal in their appeal’. Tagore's short & t in rural Bengali villages

ociety. They reflect his

stories became available in English after he had gained
inner. Early reviewers in English received Tagore's

stories are set. Critics have praised Tagore for his blending
of poetic lyricism wi
psychological realism
praise Tagore's short stories

, as well as the way in which his unearthly tales maintain
an atmosphere of supernatural occurrences. Scholars frequently
the deeply human quality of the characters and relationships.

Tagore wrote nearly one hundred short stories during his abundant literary career. It was during
the 1890s that he wrote fifty-nine stories. Some fifty or more stories are readily available in
English in collections like Glimpses of Bengal life (1913), Hungry Stones (1916), Mashi (1918),
Broken Ties (1925), The Parrot’s Training (1944) and The Runaway (1959). Some stories were
translated from Bengali into English by the poet himself and the others by several eminent
translators.
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Tagore was associated with periodicals, and the periodicals were widely read during the eighteen
nineties. The writers and the editors of the periodicals were in touch with the literary
development abroad, and the vogue of short story in America, England and Europe came to
Bengal also. So Tagore also turned to short stories. Many of Tagore’s stories were published first
in the magazine Sadhana which was virtually a Tagore family magazine, with eight of
Rabindranath’s brothers and cousins contributing articles in it.

Tagore’s earlier stories contain the themes of village life, which he observed when he visited the
villages as land lord of his family estates. As has been said earlier, immediately after his

other by the unknown human bein
centuries.” (Sidhanta, 285)

ceremony in 1940, ‘conventional
wisdom isn’t tru i g is love: the heartfelt love with which I
have observed villa ce : d like boasting, but I would say that very few writers
in Be i i ith as much feeling as I have’ (Selected Stories 15).
Thus the i i igni to his evolution as a great short story writer.

The short story
situation and ends

ptly, develops around a trivial and ordinary incident or
the readers’ curiosity about the story is almost acute. He
presents life as vignet d not in its totality or completeness. Thus Tagore’s stories are
deliberately fashioned wor art and not straightforward tales of one event or more. Tagore’s
stories were original creations having no influence from any Western writers. Realism mixed
with Romanticism, insight into human minds, absence of excessive passion and absence of
exaggerated situations, make his stories singular. Western scholars are of opinion that the quality
of Tagore’s stories even make Nathaniel Hawthorne feel jealous. Critics have compared
Tagore’s stories to Flaubert’s. But one can also find great similarities between the stories of
Tagore and Chekhov, especially with the stories of Tagore during the eighteen nineties. Tagore
was not at all a writer who could learn from others; his own unique literary demon, his ‘Jiban-
Debata’, had possessed him so much. His stories, not only in their theme but in their overall
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style, belong not wholly to the prosaic real, not wholly to the poetic ideal either, but to the Ghat
where the two meet.

Through his stories Tagore opened to the readers the hearts of men and women. The incidents
are few and rare in these stories and they are chosen more for the light that they throw on human
hearts than for keeping up the interest of the reader. Another important feature of his stories is
the frequency of beautiful natural descriptions. Tagore introduced these descriptions not for their
own sake but to show the common bond of sympathy that exists, though unperceived, between
the soul of man and the soul of nature. ‘Everywhere the poet pleads for more sympathy, more
love, more simplicity, a better ordering of life, a high pity, a sweeter submission to

and spirit.

Tagore did not allow supernatural powers i ies. K. aswami Sastri writes
thus:

“We must also bear in m i t of the best literatures of

e evolution of any situation or event. No character
e is no divine miracle narrated in the stories.

dress and articles, as well as discard foreign ones are
s. The scare of all British reforms and the longing for
ere all meaningless, and through some characters Tagore
exhorted the Indians to away such attitude. He also told the people that their sacrifice, and
not just a donation to Conggess, would serve for the independence of the country. Through
certain characters Tagore told the people that it was senseless to fear the government servants for
no reason and humiliating to respect them, losing one’s own pride.

The essence of his stories seems to be conflict, not harmony, between Real and Ideal, ‘Sthal’ and
‘Jal’. Tagore says on it, “They belong to the Ghat, to the meeting-place of land and water, a
place more often than not of sorrow or tears. His characters weep because of conflict
between Goodness and cruelty, depth and shallowness” (Selected Stories 25). Tagore pays
more attention to the richness of the inner world of man, to philosophical thoughts, to
psychological analysis and less to outward events.
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Tagore used variety in form and content and they ranged from the terrain of love to the domain
of the ghost. His stories are neat and perfect and can be compared to the best in any language.

Tagore’s stories reveal the fact that he had great insight into woman’s heart. Srinivasa Iyengar
writes about Tagore’s women, “The women in his stories, of course, are splendidly womanly,
frail and fair, yet wise and strong; always, or almost always, more sinned against than
sinning. Tagore plumbs the depths of the womanly heart, and behind the seeming wiles and
the helpless gestures he sees reserves of devotion and sacrifice”. Women occupied the central
roles in majority of his stories.

The artistic mastery of Tagore’s stories is visible in sful endings. Like Chekhov,

Having heard the end of the story the reader must fe
not end there. This ‘incompleteness’ helped

was the end, the story did
wuous flow of life and

The major themes in his stories are th joi iticism in a
wider sense, love passionate or placid, i i onjugal bonds, and love
in its waywardness and eccentricities. Wi to Tagore’s Selected
Short Stories states, . . . “We es ample evidenceS of his reflections on
child-marriage and dow em; bi ism; changing landlord-
tenant relations; the polit ati d class; the growing gulf
nature; ruinous litigation;

creatures. They are ordinary men and women, and
fe in the estate. Till that time ordinary men and women

categories of i i t and sympathy. His stories show a wide canvas of
reality through glimpse of the widest sections of society like peasants,
petty officials, poor i entsia living in city and villages, impoverished landlords,

Brahmin priests, petty
in the Bengali society. Th
typical of the 19th century Bengal. The tragic conditions of women in all roles of life, wife,
mother, daughter, sister are drawn through a number of characters in his stories. The spineless
intelligentsia of Bengal during Tagore’s days makes central characters in some of his stories.

and so on. Through these characters Tagore shows life as it flows
aracters have their own personalities. At the same time they are

The narrator in many of his stories is a shallow, jaunty, self-regarding person, who is changed
and deepened by the events of the story, or by a story told to him by someone else. Tagore very
often started his stories with one or two characters seen as living men and women, moving about
him: then he proceeded to tell about incidents in their lives, incidents separated, sometimes, by
years. The technician of today would criticize this lack of unity of action. ‘But in these short
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stories it is the men (it is often the women), who matter and the reader is to be told as much
about them as is possible within the limits of a short story.” (Sidhanta 290). The events in the
stories are usually narrated in one of the two ways autobiographical or the first person narration,
or the omniscient spectator’s or the third person narration. The former method is appealing to the
reader because he is much closer to the heart of the leading character and he is allowed to see the
working of the protagonist’s mind and heart. Tagore in his later stories used this method to focus
the interest of the reader in one person and on everything that was nearest to him. When the
narration is in third person there is perfect objectivity, and all experiences, including thoughts,
are revealed by an all-knowing, invisible spectator. In thedtsansmission of other’s speech and
thought the omniscient narrator’s task is easier the autobiographer. The
autobiographer finds it difficult to communicate wh < fbécn said by him or to him.

Tagore could feel subtle n
Tagore uses nature for the

Basu 108). Unlike Wordsworth, Tagore never tries to
from worldly ailments.

Similarly one doe ’s sudden intervention with comments. While creating his

characters, Tagore y particular colour. Similarly he does not idealise or

exaggerate.

Tagore preferred lighter colours. Glaring colours like red, black, yellow were not used in his
stories. The characters in his stories are not distinguished men but they create a lasting
impression in our minds. Like all the classical works of art, Tagore’s stories demand a deeper
study from the readers.

In most of the stories of the first two decades Tagore used an artificial literary language. It was
not the colloquial language of his characters. If he wanted to be realistic Tagore would have to
use at least half a dozen dialects. Tagore had found in England that even though there were
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several dialects there, the students were taught only the literary language. Hence Tagore
preferred literary language in his stories.

Though many of his stories are available as translated into English by different scholars, they are
never inferior to the original Bengali versions. As Jaya Chaliha wrote in India Today:

The translators, well-known in their own spheres, capture the simplicity, pathos and poignancy
of Tagore's prose, be it in descriptions of the daily life of the common man in the delta, the
seasons, particularly the monsoon, women's emancipation, western occult studies and the
changing pattern of urban social life in Victorian Bengal. They have put themselves behind the
stories and each piece emerges as an individual frame y her in a fine tapestry. (‘Tales
from Tagoreana’)

Though Tagore lived in the colonial period, he can be '@ stcolonial writer. Many of

at the core of life; . . . the tu
tales of Mother Earth and

agers. “Sympathetic and human attitude to human
ss gives a deep lyrical characteristic to the stories of

the problem of h
CONCLUSION

Really Tagore was great stories writer and His obsession with pathos is not the result of
his tragic vision of life or pessimism. He is highly optimistic in his poetry, especially Gitanjali.
He wrote majority of his stories immediately after his marriage, when he had not any personal
problems in his life. Then what grieved him much might be the miseries of the people whom he
met around him. He portrayed their lives realistically.
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