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Symbolism in Rabindranath Tagore's Gitanjali
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Rabindrnath Tagore certainly is one of the greatest poets of the world. His achievement as a poet
rests mainly on his English Gitanjali. Gitanjali is a proof of Tagore's towering genius and mar-
vellous artistic powers. Tagore's Gitanjali shows apart from many other things, a fine use of apt
symbolism which is a blend of mysticism and music, religion and poetry. The list of the symbols
used by Tagore for explaining the meaning of the objects, mostly of sublime complexion, is
inexhaustible. There do occur and recur the symbolic thoughts in Gitanjali. They have been
conceived with poetic delicacy. They are very apt and their significanceismeaningfully acute. This
paper analyses the major images and symbols used by Tagore in Gitanjali.
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Introduction:

Rabindranath Tagorewasapoet, dramatist, novelist, short story writer, musician, painter, educationi<t,
social reformer, philosopher and prophet all rolledintoone.

Gitanjali isaproof of Tagore'stowering geniusand marvellousarti sticpowers. Gitanjali isacollection
of hundred and three poems. Simplicity and sublimity characterisesthe prose style of Tagorein
Gitanjdi. Gitanjali thriveson Hindumysticismand presentsacompl ex of thoughts. Inorder toaccom-
plishthemystical attitude Rabindranath hasempl oyed wel |-chosen symbol s. Tagore'sGitanjali shows,
apart from many other things, afineuseof apt symbolismwhichisauniqueblend of mysticismand
music, religionand poetry. Itisacol lectionof 103 poemstrand ated by Tagorefromhisvariouspoetical
worksinBengali.

Objective:

Theobj ectiveof thispaper isto show how Tagorehasused vivid symbol sto convey
histhoughtsandfeelingsin Gitanjali.

Tagore'ssymbolsarenot only artisticbut al soreligious. Inhisuseof ritualisticsymbol,
wefindreferenceto boththevedicand puranicrites. Inadditiontothereligioussymbol s, Tagorehas
used naturesymbol swithametaphysical content onanextensivescale.

Themajorimagesand symbol sdeftly used by Tagorein Gitanjali areasfollows:
Tagorevery symbolically speaksof human body which hasbeen explained by theuseof wordfrail
vessd.
"The frail vessel thou emptiest again and again and fillest it ever with fresh life"

(Gitanjali, Song 1)
It suggeststheempty and destitutelifeof aman. Throughthissymbol the poet meansto suggest that
lifewithout the grace of God isasworthlessasapitcher without water.
Thesymbol of vessdl againappearsinthesongL X X1V wherethepoetisvery curioustofill thepitcher
of hislifewiththestream of loveand devotion.
"The day is no more; the shadow is upon the earth. It istime that | go to the streamto fill my
pitcher." (Gitanjali, SongLXX1V)
Here, thepoetiseager tofill theempty pitcher withvirtuousactivities.
Again, inthe Song X C, the symbol of vessel appears. Thepoet isalwaysafraid that one day when
terribleDeathknocksat hisdoor, hewill beabletowel cometheguest withthefull vessel. Thepoet
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"Oh, | will set before my guest thefull vessel of mylife- I will never let himgo with empty hands.”
(Gitanjali, SongXC)
Theother powerful image which derivesour attentionisthe symbol of flute. Man'slife hasbeen
comparedtoaflute. Themus cthat flowsonthelipsand breathethroughthefluteisnothingbut God's
graceandlove. ItisGod who providesthisperennial sourceof musictothepoor flute.
"Thislittleflute of a reed thou carried over hillsand dales, and hast breathed through
it melodieseternally new." ( Gitanjali, Songl)
Thesymbol of fluteremindsusof Lord Krishnawho usedto shower therain of mel odiesonthebank
of theriver, Yamuna.
Thesymbol of lyrein Gitanjali issobeautifully wovenintothefabricsof thebook that it always
comesback andforthlikethat of Shakespeare. The symbol of harp or luteoccursinthefollowing
lines

a) At every footfall of yours, will not the har p of theroad break out in sweet music of pain?
(Song LV)

b) There at the fording in the little boat the unknown man plays upon his lute.
(Song LXXIV)
C) | shall tuneit to the notes of forever, when it has sobbed out itslast utterance, lay down
my silent harp at the feet of the silent. (SongC)

Flower, asasymbol has been used by the poet at different places. Inthe Song V1, it symbolises

transitory natureof man'slife. Our lifeisasbeautiful asaflower, but at thesametime, itisshort lived.

S0, thepoet feel sthat theflower of lifemust betimely plucked intheserviceof Godlestit should

‘droopanddropinthedust.' Theword'garland’ symbolisesthechosenthingsof thedivine. Thefaint

colour of theflower anditsfaint smell tell usof theordinariesof man. Theword'pluck’ tell usof the

ideaof death. Thesesymbolsaredelicate.

"Pluck this little flower and takes it, delay not! | fear lest it droop and drop into the dust.”

It may not find a place in thy garland................ " (Song VI)
Inone of the Songs, the poet lamentsthefact that God has not yet condescended to recogni sethe
flower dedicatedin hishonour by the poet.
"My basket was empty and the flower remained unheeded. (SongXX)

In one of the songs, the poet observes-

"I wait here weary hours spreading my offerings for thee, while passersby come and take my

flowers, one by one, and my basket is nearly empty.” (Song XLI)

Here, the basket of flowerssuggeststhe body of human being which possesses so many virtuous

things. Themanwantsto offer thesegiftsto God. But unfortunately thesefl owersaresnatched by

thepassersby. Theword passersby suggest thoseevil elementswhich prevented thegood el ements

frommergingtotheinfinite.

Again,inoneof thesongs,

"The flower sweetens the air with its perfume yet its last service isto offer itself to thee."
(Song LXXV)

Here, theflowerssuggest the creativeand positive deeds of human being ever curiousto abideby

thedictation of thesoul.

InGitanjali, Tagorehasused thesymbol of silent step. It symbolisesthesilent unheardand thegentle

voiceof conscience- avoi cethat alwaysguidesand preventsthemind from committingsinful acts.

But unfortunately peopleseldom pay any heed tothesilent knocksof God or conscience. Thepoet

saysheissomuchabsorbedinthemortal pleasureor theworldlinessthat heisunabletolistentothe
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"I heard not thy steps as thou camest” ( SongL V)
Thepoet feels-
"In the deep shadows of the rainy July, with secret steps, thou walkest silent as nights, eluding
all watches." (SongXXIl)
Though God'sstepsaresilent and secret and al sovery rarefor acommonman, yet for agreat devotee,
they arealwaysheard asvis ble. Thosewho haveastrong belief inGod, alwaysthink that God'sgentle
stepsare capableof creatingjoy and happiness.
"In sorrow after sorrow, itishisstepsthat pressupon my heart andit isthe golden touch
of his feet that makes my joy to shine." (Song, XLV)
So, only aman of great devotionwho hasnothingtodowiththeevil sof theworld canfeel thesilent
stepsof the soul.
InGitanjali, thesymbol of journey interpretsall humanbeingsonthismortal eartharethepilgrimsor
thetravellerswhoarecontinuously takingtheir voyagestotheeternal homefor God, their permanent
home. Duringthecourseof hissacredtravelling, thetravellerisboundtofaceseveral tria's, caresand
anxieties. But atrueand devoted traveller never mindstheobstaclesand hurdlesof the path.
"Like a flock of homesick cranes flying night and day back to their mountain nests, let
all my life take its voyages to its eternal home: in one solution to thee.”  (Song,ClII)
Again, inoneof thesongs, the poet usesan extended symbol of journey. Heobservesthat thejourney
isverylongandtheway of itisalsoverylongandtiresome. Thetravellerisboundtogototheinner
most shrines, the abode of God. At the end of the journey, the traveller finds eternal peace and
happinessandall hisfrustrationandtirednessgoneaway.
"The time that my journey takes is long and the way of it long.......... And one has to
wander through all the outer worlds to reach the innermost shrine at theend."  (Song, XI1)
Theuseof Door isoneof the powerful symbolsof Gitanjali. The poet asksthedevoteesto
openthegateof hisown soulswhichistheabodeof God. Godisnot foundinthelifel essstatuesand
templ es, but hisabodeisintheinner chamber of theimmortal soul. Thedoor usedinthepoemishighly
suggestive. It suggestsnot thegeneral door of ahousebut theinvisibledoor of spiriti,e. revel ation of
self. Herearesomelinescontaining the symbol of door inthe book.
i) Whom dost thou worship in this lonely dark corner of a temple with doors all shut?
(Song, XI)
i) I have no sleep tonight. Ever and again | open my door and look out on the darkness,
my friend! (Song, XXIII)
iii) Let me sleep undisturbed even if my Lord comes of a sudden to my door. (Song, XLVII)

Most of theimagesof Tagorearerichly influenced by our great epics, scriptures, Vedasand Upanishad.
WefindinGitanjali naturefresh symbol s, thesymbol of commonlife, bothhard and soft symbolsand
thesymbol sthat carry weight of themystical experienceswhich otherwisecann't bedescribed. Itis
proper to concludethat thefragranceof poetry in Gitanjali springsfromtherichvarietiesof symbols.
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