


Chapter· 5 

THEME AND TREATMENT OF CHiLDHOOD 
A STUDY OF WILLIAM BLAKE AND 

RABINDRANATH TAGORE 
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" .. .I see the face of my Heavenly Father; he lays his Hand 

upon my Head & gives a blessing to all my works; why 

should I be troubled? Why should fuy heart & flesh cry 

"On opening my eyes every morning, the blithely 

awakening world used to call me to j~in it like a playmate; 

the perfervid noonday sky, during tile long silent watches 

of the siesta hours, would spirit me away from the 

workaday world into the recesses Jf its hermit cell; and 

the darkness of night would open thb door to its phantom 

paths, and take me over all the seven seas and thirteen 

rivers, past all possibilities and imp'ossibilities, right into 

its wonderland."2 

William Blake has come with the innocent eye, the app!lrently naive approach 

in the Songs of Innocence and of Experience (1794). A "laughing"' child has 

been represented as his sole inspiration for the Songs of Innocence. The poet 

gives the readers his vision of the world as it appears to the child, or as it affects 
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the child. And this world is one of joy, purity and security. Pure are the children 

themselves, whether their skins be white or black, and the lambs whose "innocent 

call"' is heard, and with whom the children are compared. Joy prevails 

everywhere; in the "Joy but two days old"', in the leaping and shouting of the 

"little ones"'; in the bells, in the sun, in the voices of the birds. But above all 

there is security. There is scarcely a poem in which a s~inbol of protection, a 

guardian figure of some kind, does not occur. The Songs are not merely about 

children, they are for children, so that "Every child may joy to hear. "7 No other 

poet has succeeded in attaining such child-like qualities in his verse, "without 

falling into narnby-parnby. "' 

' The process of growing-up has been exemplified by Wordsworth : "Shades 

' of the prison-house begin to close I Upon the growing Boy."' Blake calls the 

"prison-house" Experience. Instead of innocence, joy, seburity, he finds guilt, 

misery, tyranny; the mood is one of disillusiomnent. The l!enign gmu:dians have 

disappeared, and in their place are the tyrants. Chief amd.ng these is the dread 

god Urizen (Blake's symbol of the archtyrant) and his ministers are those in 

authority on earth, the king, the priest, the parent, the riurse. Although· he is 

only mentioned specifically in three poems ("Earth's Answer""; "The Human 

Abstract" 11; "A Divine Image1112
) his dark shadow hovers over most of the other 

Songs. He is "Starry Jealousy"" or "Cruelty"14
• He halts life and joy, and has 

bound the would in his iron law of prohibition : "Thou shalt not ... ".15 In 

Experience all Earth's vital energies are frozen ("Earth's Answer""). The 

Schoolboy refers to buds being nipped, and the "blossoms blown away".17 The 



The art of illumination 

These 'illuminated' pages come from Blake's Songs of 

Innocence (left}, published in 1789. and its sequel. Songs 
of Experience (right), which appeared in 1794. They 
combine words and images in a way that recalls medieval 
manuscripts. but Blake's intensity of vision is completely 
personal. He finished each copy of the book by hand. so 
no two copies are identical. 
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"Sick Rose" has been attacked by the "invisible worm";" and other forces of 

destruction are the caterpillar and the fly. There are unnatural growths; the 

tombstones sprouting where flowers used to be; the Poison Tree and the Tree of 

Mystery, both rooted in the human brain. The readers heai: of the "mind-forged 

manacles."19 

Thus, to attain a higher state, man must be tested by sufferings. He must go 

through the actual experience of life. This is the link between Songs of Innocence 

and Songs of Experience. Not only is Experience an inescapable fact of life, it 

is a necessary stage in the cycle of being. While delving deep into the analysis 

of the contrariness of the human soul, Blake has been gi-eately influenced by 

the Bible. As the poet himself comments : 

"Without Contraries is no progresSion. Attraction and 

Repulsion, 

Reason and Energy, Love and Hate, are necessary to Human 

existence. From these contraries spring what the religious call 

Good& 

Evil. n:zo 

Tagore's enforced isolation at Ahuora in the central Himalayas (where the 

higher altitude was expected to give better results) and the need for suitable 

entertainment for his ailing child that provided the incentive for him to try his 

hand at a new field of poetry; composing verses for children. In his earlier days, 

he had written a few poems for children to feed the children's magazine started 

in the family. When, however, it was wound up after a short life of three years, 
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he gave up writing such poems. Now again, children's verses came in profusion. 

The central figure of these poems was a boy through whose eyes Tagore tried to 

see his small but interesting world consisting of his parents, sister and brother. 

The poems written at this stage were subsequently collected and published under 

the title Shishu (The Crescent Moon, 1909). They have served to enrich Bengali 

literature as one of the finest collections of children's verses. 

Tagore aptly names the early part of his life as the perlod of the monarchy 

of servants (Bhrityarajak Tantra) and draws a comparison with the Slave Dynasty 

that ruled the Delhi Sultanate in the thirteenth century. He distinctly remembers 

' Shyam whose favourite trick was to draw a circle on the floor of a room with a 

chalk and then to place the child within it. He would warn the child against 

crossing the line of the circle and threaten him with dire consequences if his 

order was violated. Somehow the boy felt overawed and lost his capacity to 

defy him. So, young Tagore had no option but to face oetention within that circle 

for the duration of the entire day. By opening the venetian shutters, the entire 

landscape would appear before his eyes. This visual cmltact with the outside 

world would provide diversion to while away his time. Th~ pond used as a place 

for bathing, would be visited at different hours of the day by different groups 

who again adopted different methods of washing and b~thing. This provided 

him an endless view of constantly shifting scenes and niade his confinement 

somewhat bearable. Referring to a very large banyan tree on the west bank of 

the tank Tagore wrote : 

"It seemed as if into this mysterious region the laws of 

the universe had not found entrance: as if some old-world 
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dream-land had escaped the divine vigilance and lingered 

on into the light of modern day. Whom I used to see ihere, 

and what those beings did, it is not possible to express in 

intelligible language."" 

It is about this banyan tree that he wrote later : 
, 

"With tangled roots hanging down from your branches, 

0 ancient banyan tree, 

' You stand still day and night, like an ascetic at his 
l 

penances, Do you ever remember the child whose fancy 

played with 

your shadows?"22 

The enforced confinement within a room, with glimpses of Nature outside, 

' roused in the boy's mind a keen desire to have direct contact with Nature. It 

' seemed to him that Nature was beckoning to him but he could not respond. This 

yearning for freedom from confinement would evoke strong emotions of 

disappointment in his immature mind. No wonder this became the theme of one 

of his poems composed in later life : 

"The fame bird was in a cage, the free bird was in the 

forest, 

They met when the time came, it was a decree of fate. 

The free bird cries, '0 my love, let us fly to the wood.' 

,live in the cage.' 

Says the free bird, 'Among bars, where is there room to 
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spread one's wings?' 

'Alas', cries the cage bird, 'I should not know where to 

sit perched in the sky. "23 

"Beyond my reach there was this limitless thing called the 

Outside, of which flashes and sounds and scents used 

momentarily to come and touch me through its interstices. 

It seemed to want to play with me through the bars with 

" so many gestures. But it was free and I was bound- there 
. 

was no way of meeting. So the attraction was all the 

' stronger. The chalk line has been wiped away to-day, but 

the confining ring is still there. "24 

This experience of early boyhood exercised a profound Influence not only on 

his poetry but also on his way of life. 

Referring to the image of childhood Tagore has written : 

"Looking back on childhood's days the thing that recurs 

most often is the mystery which used to fill both life and 

world. Something undreamt of was lurking everywhere, 

and the uppermost question every day was : When, oh! 

when would we come across it? It was as if nature held 

something in her closed hands _and was smilingly asking 

us : 'What d'you think I have?' Whiit was impossible for 

her to have was the tlting we had nb idea of."" 
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Being well aware of his own powerful insight into childlife, Tagore got a 

new vision of child psychology while presenting his children in the perspective 

of this "mystery which used to fiii both life and world."" As a result, the eternal 

stature of the child bas been perfectly drawn by the poet in the mind of the 

readers. Besides, the eternal bond of child-mother relationship has also been , 

referred to. In the preface to Shishu (The Crescent Mooh, I 909), Tagore has 

represented child as a messenger of God, the Almighty : 

And again, 

"On the seashore of endless worlds bhildren I meet. I The 

infinite sky is motionless overhead 3.nd the restless water 

' is boisterous./ On the seashore of endless worlds the 

children meet with shouts and dances. 

They build their houses with sand, and they play with 

' empty shells. With withered leaves they weave their boats 

and smilingly float them on the vas! deep. Children have 

their play on the seashore of worlds."27 

"They know not how to swim, they know not how to cast 

nets. Pearlfishers dive for pearls, merchants sail in their 

ships, while children gather pebbles and scatter them again. 

They seek not for hidden treasures,' !hey know not how to 

castnets. "28 

The child's eternal query has been exemplified in the~e lines : 

"Where haver come from, where did you 

pick me up?' the baby asked its mother."" 



And the mother, 

" ... answered half crying, half laughing, 

and clasping the baby to her breast, -

'You were hidden in my heart as its 

desire, my darling. 

You were in the dolls of my childhood's 

games; and when with clay I made the 

image of my god every morning, I made 

and unmade you then. 

You were enshrined with our household 

deity, in his worship I worshipped you'."" 
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This query finds its fullest expression in the untold words and amazed vision 

of a child. It carries within its soul the harmonious blending of extreme love, 

hope and desire of a mother. To a child its life is nothing but wonder and its 

query originates from it. In response to such query the mother replies : 

"For fear of losing you I hold you tight 

to my breast. What magic has snared the 

world's treasure in these slender ~s of 

mine ?"31 

The mother-child relationship has become the centra! !heme of Shishu (The 

Crescent Moon, 1909). Tagore finds his own mother image there. Losing her at 

the age offourteen (unfortunately Tagore's mother Sarada rievi died quite young) 

and missing her very badly, even long after her death, the poet would fmd solace 

in remembering the soothing touch of her affectionate fingers which bore 
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comparison to the cream-white buds of the bel flower, as recorded in his 

renumscences : 

"When, in later life, I wandered about like a madcap, at 

the first coming of spring, with a handful of half-blown 

jessamines tied in a comer of my muslin scarf, and as I 

stroked my forehead with the soft, rounded, tapering buds, 

the touch of my mother's fingers would come back to me; 
. 

and I clearly realised that the tenderness which dwelt in 

the tips of those lovely fingers was the very same as that ... 
which blossoms every day in the purity of these jessamine 

:• 

buds; and that whether we know it or not, this tenderness 

' is on the earth in boundless measure. "32 

And this mental make-up takes shape in this way : 

. ' "Ah, these jasmines, these white jasmines! 

' I seem to remember the first day when I 

filled my hands with these jasmines, these 

white jasmines. 

I have loved the sunlight, the sky and the green earth; 

I have heard the liquid murmur of the river through the 

darkness of midnight; ... "" 

The poem concludes : 

"Yet my heart is sweet with the melnory 

of the first jasmines that filled my 

hands when I was a child."" 
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None gives importance to the child. But he keeps inside his heart such desires 

that are saturated with expressive valour on the one hand, the imaginary 

appreciation from the mother on the other. His desire to see the unseen, to know 

the unknown, to feel the unfel~ to explore the unexplored regions makes him 

courageous and undaunted. The child who takes shelter in his mother's lap in 

the hovering darkness of the evening, desires to escape the mother from the 

clutch of shivering fear and anxiety. 'The Hero' is the clear-cut revealation of 

the same : 

"It is evening and the sun goes down. 

The waste of Joradighi lies wan and grey 

before us. The land is desolate and barren. 

You are frightened and thinking - 'I 

know not where we have come to.' 
. 

I say to you, 'Mother, do not be afraid.' "" 

After this, the heroic deeds of the child come to the fore : 

But in peroration, 

"Then I spur my horse for a wild gallop, 

and my sword and buckler clash against 

each other. 

The fight becomes so fearful, mother, 

that it would give you a cold shudder 

could you see it from your palanquin. 

Many of them fly, and a great number 

are cut to pieces. "36 



"A thousand useless things happen day 

after day, and why couldn't such a thing 

come true by chance? 

It would be like a story in a book. 

My brother would say, 'Is it possible? 

I always thought he was so delicate!' 

Our village people would all say ii\ 
' amazement, 'Was it not lucky that the 

boy was with his mother ?' "37 

149 

The child has come down to the dust of reality. He feels that everything 

enjoyed by him is nothing but a pictorial fantasy. The gal·b of a hero has been 
•• 

transformed into the colourful garment of a child. But the feeling is immortal as 

well as eternal : 

"Mother, let us imagine we are travelling, 

and passing through a strange and dangerous country. 

You are riding in a palanquin and I am 

trotting by you OD a red hOrSe. "38 

The "red horse"" is the symbol of valour that incites 'the innocent world of 

a child, attaches importance to the significance of itS real meaning and gives it 

a proper dimension in the adult-world while highlighting Tagore's concept of 

innocence successfully. 

In order to receive love from the adult-world, the chiid takes the garb of a 

poor and pauper. He tries to get entangled in the intolerable agony of the same. 

Here the feeling comes true : 



"Baby had a heap of gold and pearls, yet 

he carne like a beggar on to this earth. 

It is not for nothing he carne in such a 

disguise. 

This dear little naked mendicant pretends 

to be utterly helpless, so that he may 

beg for mother's wealth of love. "40 
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Tagore has attained epitome of perfection while combining the child's 
,, 

impression upon the world and the parents' attitude towards him. This totality is 
" 

only indispensable in the poems of Tagore written for children. They are lulled 

to sleep by the stories told to them. Thus, the little child appears in the eyes of 

his mother, 

And again, 

"The sleep that flits on baby's eyes -does 

anybody know from where it comes? Yes, 
. 

there is a rumour that it has its dwelling 

where, in the fairy village among ·sl\adows 

of the forest dimly lit with glow-worms, 

there hang two shy buds of enchantment. 

From there it comes to kiss baby's eyes. "41 

"The smile that flickers on baby's lips 

when he sleeps -does anybody kriow where 

it was born? Yes, there is a rumour that a 

young pale beam of a crescent· moon 



touched the edge of a vanishing autumn 

cloud, and there the smile was first born 

in the dream of a dew-washed moniing -
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the smile that flickers on baby's lips when he sleeps."" 

The mother invokes the goddess of sleep so that she appears in the dream of 

her little babe and softens his eye-lids by the touch of her (the goddess of sleep) 

magic wands. 

During his boyhood Tagore was subjected to bitter suffering under the system 

of school education. This system inflicted much pain on him and hurt him so 

much that he carried its memory even when he grew up. For, under this system, 

the child is separated from the bosom of Nature and society and placed in the 

factory that goes by the name of school. The irritation of its abnormal 

environment subjects the child's mind to daily torture. Tlie poet felt it. Hence, 

the child-like vision of the poet : 

"Mother, I do want to leave off my lessons 

now. I have been at my book all the 

morning. You say it is only twelve o' clock. Suppose 

it is n't any later; can't you ever think 

it is afternoon when it is only twelVe 

o' clock?"43 

The eternal child of his soul imagines : 

"I can easily imagine now that the sun 

has reached the edge of that rice-field, and 
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the old fisher-woman is gathering herbs 

for her supper by the side of the pond. I can just shut my 

eyes and think that 

the shadows are growing darker under the 

madar tree, and the water in the pond looks shiny black. 

If twelve o' clock can come in the riight, 

why can't the night come when it is twelve 

o' clock?"44 

The child need not have to take heed of what others s~y. He plays sitting in 
., 

the dust with a broken twig all the morning. The poem entitled 'Paper Boats' has 

a special significance of its own and it is worth preserving ih the readers' memor: 

And at last, 

"Day by day I float my paper boats one 

by one down the running stream. 

In big black letters I write my name on 

them and the name of the village where I 

live. I hope that someone in some strange 
' 

land will find them and know who i am. "45 

"When night comes I bnry my face in my 

arms and dream that my paper boats float 

on and on under the midnight stars. The fairies of sleep 

are sailing in them, 

and the lading is their baskets full df 

dreams. "46 
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The child's eyes are lit up with animation as he plans to take out Madhu's boat 

that is moored at the wharf of Rajgunj : 

"The otiat of the boatman Madhu is 

moored at the wharf of Rajgunj. 

It is uselessly laden with jute, and has 

been lying there idle for ever so lorig. 

If he would only lend me his boat, I 

should man her with a hundred oars, and 

hoist sails, five or six or seven. 

I should never steer her to stupid .harkets. I should sail 

the seven seas and the 

thirteen rivers of fairyland. 

But, mother, you won't weep for m~ in 

a corner. "47 

For children, to live is to discover. To discover means to find out about things 

vaguely known or completely new. While going out for adventure the child-

• hero keeps in his mind the mother's agony at his father's departure to the distant 

land. 'The Further Bank' echoes the same : 

"When the day is done and the shadows 

cower under the trees, I shall come back 

in the dusk. 

I shall never go away from you into the 

town to work like father. 

Mother, if you don't mind. I should 
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like to become the boatman of the ferry-boat 

when I am grown up. "48 

The eternal 'Valgopal' (a child Krishna) concept of Vaishnava literature has 

been transformed into Tagore's concept of childhood. As a symbal of immaculate 

purity the Vaisnava 'Valgopal' has been drawing the attention of both the poets 

and the artists. Tagore's child has also captured the same : 

And again: 

"Ah, who was it coloured that little frock, 

' my child, and covered your sweet limbs 

with that little red tunic?"" 

"What is it makes you laugh, my liltle 

life-bud? 

Mother smiles at you standing on" the 

threshold. 

She claps her hands and her bracel~ts 

jingle, and you dance with your bamboo 

stick in your hand like a ting little shepherd ..... 

It is only the child that possesses the instinct of seeing sornething utterly 

romantic in the life of the hawker who sells bangles, the g<;,.dener with his spade 

and the watchman swinging his lantern and making his rbunds all night. 

"When the gong sounds ten in the Ihoming 

and I walk to school by our lane, 

Everyday I meet the hawker crying; 
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'Bangles, crystal bangles!' 

There is nothing to litirry him on, there 

is no road he must take, no place he must 

go to, no time when he must come home. 

I wish I were a hawker, spending rrly 

day in the road, crying, 'Bangles, crystal 

bangles!' "51 

"When atfour in the afternoon I cokne 

back from the school, 

I can see through the gate of that house 

the gardener digging the ground. 

He does what he likes with his SRade, 

he soils his clothes with dust, nobo'oy takes 

' him to task if he gets baked in the sun or 

gets wet. 

I wish I were a gardener digging away 

at the garden with nobody to stop Iile 

from digging."" 

At last, the child imagines, 

"I can see through my open windo~ the 

watchman walking up and down. 

The lane is dark and lonely, and th~ 

streetlarnp stands like a giant with one 
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red eye in its head. 

The watchman swings his lantern and 

walks with his shadow at his side, and 

never once goes to bed in his life. 

I wish I were a watchman walking the 

streets all night, chasing the shadows with 

my lantern. "53 
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Tagore finds the purest approach to imagination to be found in children. 

They do not always feel what adults expect them to feel, nor see what adults 
. 

expect them to see. They inhabit the same world but they look at it so differently. 

In the poem entitled "The Flower-School", 

"When storm clouds rumble in the sky 

and June showers come down, 

The moist east wind comes marchirig 

over the heath to blow its bagpipes among 

the bamboos. 
. 

Then crowds of flowers come out of a 

sudden, from nobody knows where, and 

dance upon the grass in wild glee. 

Mother, I really think the flowers go to 

school underground. 

They do their lessons with doors shut, 

and if they want to come out to play before 
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it is time, their master makes them 

stand in a comer. 

When the rain comes they have their 

holidays. "54 

In "The Astronomer", the poet paints a lovely picture filled with child-like 

imagination containing every range of green to black and the very yellow-white 

moon. Colour for Tagore "transcends all bounds" ,55 for in it is incorporated all 

that "he senses in the essence of a moment. "se 

"I only said, 'When in the evening the 

round full moon gets entangled among the 

branches of that Kadam tree, conldn't 

somebody catch it?' 

But dada laughed at me and said, 

'Baby, you are the silliest child I have 
> 

ever known. The moon is ever so fat- from 

us, how could anybody catch it?' 

I said, 'Dada, how foolish you are! 

When mother looks out of her window and 

smiles down at us playing, would you call 

her far away?' Still dada said, 'You are a stupid child! 

But, baby, where could you find a net big 

enough to catch the moon with?' 

I said, 'Surely you could catch it with your hauds.' "57 

Tagore had written in Reminiscences : 
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"There was yet another place in our house which I have 

even yet not succeeded in finding out. A little girl playmate 

of my own age called this the 'kind's palace.' 'I have just 

been there', she would sometimes tell me. But somehow 

the propitious moment never turned up when she could 

take me along with her. That was a wonderful place, and 

its playthings were as wonderful as the games that were 

played there. It seemed to me it must be somewhere very 

near- perhaps in the first or second story; the only thing 

was one never seemed to be able to get there. "stl 

But the young poet's query knows no bounds : 

"How often have I asked my companion, 'Only tell me, is 

it really inside the house or outside?' And she would 

always reply, 'No, no, it's in this very house.' I would sit 

and wonder: 'Where then can it be? Don't I know all the 

rooms of the house?' Who the king r;,ight be I never cared 

to inquire; where his place is still remains undiscovered; 

this /much was clear - the king's palace was sith inour 

house.".s11 

This childhood memory of the poet has given birth to a poem which steers 

him to visualise the world where the "Byangama" (the he-bird of the fairyland) 

and "Byangami" (the she-bird of the fairyland) and the b~autiful princess live. 

The undaunted prince helps him to let his imagination lobse. 

"If people came to know where my Icing's 



palace is, it would vaoish into the air. 

The walls are of white silver and the 

roof of shining gold. 

The queen lives in a palace with seven 

courtyards, and she wears a jewel that cost 

all the wealth of seven kingdoms. 

But let me tell you, mother, in a wliisper, 

where my king's palace is. 

It is at the comer of our terrace whe:re 

the pot of the tulsi plaot staods. 

The princess lies sleeping on the faraway 

shore of the seven impassable seas. 

There is none in the world who caD find 

her but myself."" 

The child requests his mother : 

"When the heavy rain patters for hours 

' on the bamboo leaves, and our winOows 

shake and rattle at the gusts of wind, I like 

to sit alone in the room, mother, with you, 

and hear you talk about the desert of 

Tepantar in the fairy tale. 

Where is it, mother, on the shore of what 

sea, at the foot of what hills, in the kingdom 

of what king?"" 

159 



Or, he desires : 

"Supposing, I became a champa flower, 

just for fun, and grew on a branch high 

up that tree, and shook in the wind with 

langhter and danced upon the newly budded 

leaves, would you kuow me, mothe~? 

You would call, 'Baby, where are you?' 

and I should laugh to myself and keep 

quite quiet. 

I should slyly open my petals and ~atch 

you at your work."" 
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Again and again, the child dreams of visiting strange lands undiscovered 

and unexplored. He gives his mother, the only listener, a vivid description of 

the same and assures her to return again : 

"There in the early morning light pearls 

tremble on the meadow flowers, pearls 

drop on the grass, and pearls are scattered 

on the sand in spray by the wild sea 

·' waves. My brother shall have a pmr of horses 

with wings to fly among the clouds. 

For father I shall bring a magic pen 

that, without his knowing, will write of 

itself. 

For you, mother, I must have the casket 

and jewel that cost seven kings their kingdoms."" 



For, the child's world is a world -

"Where messengers run errands for no 

cause between the kingdoms of kings of no 

history; 

where Reason makes kites of her laws 

and flies them, and Truth sets Fact free 

from its fetters. "64 
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The child does not get importance from both the brother and the parents. 

Therefore, he does not want to give importance to his yo~nger sister. The hope 

of being superior springs within his mind : 

"Mother, your baby is silly! She is so 

absurdly childish! 

. ' She does not know the difference between 

the tights in the streets and the stars .. 

. 
When I open a book before her and ask 

her to learn her a, b, c, she tears the leaves 

with her hands and roars for joy at nothing; 

this is your baby's way of doing bet 

lesson ... 65 

The father i~ the idol of the child. He dreams of capturing fatherly appearance 

and gestures day and night : 

"I am small because I am a little cliild. I shall 



'Khokar moner th1k majhkhant1te 

Ami 1ad1 pari basa nite " 

'I w1sh I could take a quiet comer 10 the 
heart of my baby's very own world " 

("Babv s World l~~QQ!!) 



be big when I am as old as my father is. 

My teacher will come and say, 'It is 

late, bring your slate and your books.' 

I shall tell him, 'Do you not know I am 

as big as father? And I must not have 

lessons any more.' "66 
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The child feels joy at the pages of rhymes, fairy-tales, folk-tales and fables 

dealing with animals. He does not like those books written by his father for 

they are not understimdable to him. But he does not understand the cause of his 

mother's attraction to them. So the innocent child inquires about : 

"You say that father writes a lot of books, 

. 1 
but what he wntes I don't understand . 

• 
He was reading to you all the evening, 

but could you really make out w~at he 

meant? 
' what nice stories, mother, you .can tell 

us! Why can't father write like that, I 

wonder? 

Did he never hear from his own mOther 

stories of giants and fairies and princesses? 

Has he forgotten them all ?"67 

By analysing child-psychology it is felt that children have natural sympathy 

with birds and animals. He can not bear the burden of rbfusal from anybody. 

Even, he can not tolerate the refusals imposed upon his near and dear ones : 



"If I were only a little puppy, not your 

baby, mother dear, would you say 'NO' 

to me if I tried to eat from your dish? 

Would you drive me off, saying to lne, 

'Get away, you naughty little puppy?' 

Then go, mother, go! I will never cbme 

to you when you call me, and never let 

you feed me any more. "68 
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The excerpts, taken at random in the following, may suggest how the mother

child relationship of The Crescent Moon reflects the mental (spiritual) state which 

is part of Tagore's thematic preoccupation in the concept of childhood : 

1. "Who stole sleep from baby's eyes? I must 

know. 

Clasping her pitcher to her waist mother 

went to fetch water from the village I near by. 

In the meanwhile the Sleep-stealer came 

and, snatching sleep from baby's eyes, flew 

away."69 

2. "Why are those tears in your eyes, fuy child? 

You have stained your fingers and face 



with ink while writing - is that why they 

call you dirty? 

0, fie! Would they dare to call the full 
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moon dirty because it has smudged its face with ink?"" 

3. "Child, how happy you are sitting in the 

dust, playing with a broken twig all the 

morning. 

' I smile at your play with that little bit of a broken twig. 

Child, I have forgotten the are of being 

absorbed in sticks and mud-pies. "71 

4. "When I bring you coloured toys, rily child, 
• 

I understand why there is such a play of 

' colours on clouds, on water, and why 
., 

flowers are painted in tints - wheri I give 

coloured toys to you, my child."" 

5. "Say of him what you please, but I kuow 

my child's failings. 

I do not love him because he is goOd, 

but because he is my little child. "73 

6. "Mother, the folk who live up in thil 

clouds call out to me -

'We play from the time we wake till 



the day ends. 

We play with the golden dawn, we play 

with the silver moon."'74 

7. "Why do you sit there on the floor so quiet 

and silent, tell me, mother dear? 

What has happened to you that you 

look so strange? 

Haven't you got a letter from father 

today?"75 

8. "When, on the great festival of puja, 

the neighbour's children come an~ play 

about the house, I shall melt into !lie 

9. 

• 
music of the flute and throb in your heart 

all day."" 

; 
"The night is dark now, and I call for 

her, 'Come back, my darling; the world 

is asleep; and no one would know, if you 

came for a moment while stars are gazing 

at stars.' "77 

10. "I want to give you something, my child, for 

we are drifting in the stream of the world. 

Our lives will be carried apart, and our 

love forgotten. 
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But I am not so foolish as to hope that I 

could buy your heart with my gifts."" 
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To Tagore the child's world has been made of a "fresh feeling of wonder. "79 

To the poet, 

"It was a period to which,. if error was natural, so was the 

boyish faculty of hoping, believing and rejoicing. And if 

the fuel of error was necessary for feeding the flame of 
. 

enthusiasm them while that which Was fit to be reduced 

to ashes will have become ash, the good work done by 

the flame will not have been in vaih in my life. "80 

He hopes that his song will touch the child's forehe,ad "like a kiss of 

blessing"" resembling "a pair of wings"" to his (the child's) dreams. The child's 

life, resembling "a flame of light"", "unflickering and pud."84, brings delight to 

the life of those who "clamour and fight"", "doubt and despair" .. , "know no 

end to their wranglings. "81 Tagore has identified the chi!& with the messenger 

of God - the Almighty. Again and again he brings forth the heavenly message 

from the garden of Eden : 

"Bless this little heart, this white soul that 

has won the kiss of heaven for our earth. 

He loves the light of the sun, he loves 

the sight of his mother's face. 

He has not learned to despise the dtst, 

and to hanker after gold. 

Clasp him to your heart and bless liim. "88 
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William Blake has been greatly influenced by the Bible. While he was mere 

of a child, he had a power of imaginative visualization, wliether with the inward 

or the outward eye. At the age of four, he was "frightened by seeing God look 

in through the window."" A little later he saw a tree at Peckham full of angels 

- an externalized vision. 

"But it cannot be generically diffe~nt from what Blake 

himself wrote in 1810 about the sunrise : 'I see an 
,. 

innumerable company of the Heavenly host crying : "Holy, 

Holy, Holy is the Lord God Almighty." I question not my 

Corporeal or Vegetative Eye any more than I would 

• Question a Window concerning a sight. I look thro' it & 

not with it.' Again Tatham, one of the young friends of 

' his old age, records a childhood vision of Ezekiel. Blake 

cultivated his visionary power."90 

Blake declared himself a Christian without reservation : 

"I still & shall to Eternity Embrace Christianity and Adore 

him who is the Express image of God ... "91 

-When Blake declares his worship of "him who is the Express Image of 

God"92 he is speaking not of the historical Jesus but rather the universal divine 

humanity. "Human nature is the image of God" and 

"Man can have no idea of any thing greater than Man as 

a cup cannot contain more than its capaciousness. But God 

is a man, not because he is so perceiv'd by man, but 

because he is the creator of man. "94 
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These quotations are taken from Blake's earliest writings. At the end of his 

life he was to affmn with greater assurance the same reaJization. In the margins 

of his copy of Berkeley's Siris he wrote : 

"Imagination or the Human Eternal Body in Every Man 

... Imagination is the Divine Body in Every Man."'5 

It is well known to all that the Upanishadic impact upon Tagore was 

immense. This truth needs no proof, it is spontaneous. Early in his life, Tagore 

had imbided a feeling of piety from his father and brothers as the family used to 

be surcharged with an atmosphere of religion. The founder of a new religion in 

a monotheistic frame, his father Mabarshi Debendranath, look personal interest 

' in seeing to it that his children became initiated into the spirit of the new faith. 

In due course Tagore developed a love for the Upanishadic concepts and ventured 

to satisfy his sense of piety through independent exploration. This is evident 

from the pages of Reminiscences : 
, 

"On one occasion my father came home to invest the three 

of us with the sacred thread. With the help of Pandit 

Vedantavagish he had collected the old Vedic rites for the 

' purpose. For days together we were taught to chant in 

correct accents the selections from the Upanishads, 

arranged by my father under the name of'Brabma Dharma', 

seated in the prayer hall with Bech:lram Babu. "96 

Rabindranath has revitalised the teachings of the ancient Upanishads, which 

every Hindu carries in the unconscious depths of his heait. He intuitively feels 
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the all-pervasiveness of God lil every objeet of life and in all human relations 

and makes us feel the truth of it by imaginative vividness. This Gof of the 

Upanishads becomes to him a playmate, an intimate friend and lover, taking 

him into confidence in the sports of his divine lila and offering glimpses of 

Himself through the veil of natural objects. He even becomes the presiding spirit 

of his poetry, urging him to write and even putting words into his mouth. This 

dry-as-dust world of the common people is transfigured for him into a haunt of 

divine communion; every speck of dust, every drop of dew, every beam of 

sunlight becomes for him transfused with the tender radiance of the Divinity. 

' The dogma of the Upanishadic philosophy becomes for him a living symbol of 
' 

the presence of the God. The Vaishnava doctrine of divine love and friendship 

' mingles with the Vedantic Brahma and gives to him a new spiritual insight and 

intuition. 
. 

The God ofTagore is the result of the overflowing joy of the Absolute. The 

Upanishads have taught him : 

" ... perfect bliss was Brahman. For it is from bliss these 

beings are born. It is by bliss that, when born, they live, 

and it is bliss that they enter on pagsing away. "97 

Tagore has realised that the universe with all its coibur and beauty is the 

joyful expression and manifestation of the Lord. The supreme person is 

characterised by unconditioned existence (Sat), supreme life-force (Chit), and 

unexcellable bliss (Ananda). Human soul, Tagore insists; is conscious, full of 

joy, and absoluiely free from taints. The realisation of this supreme truth is the 

source of joy that knows no end. Joy is attained only when the soul can rise 



170 

above the external objects and the and the cross-currents of the mind. A Vedantist 

in a wide sense, Rabindranath has pinned his faith in joy, goodness, beauty and 

truth in life and art. Most of his songs are an expression of the irresistible urge 

for union with the universe, aglow with joy. A few excerpts of such songs deserve 

mention: 

Again, 

Again, 

"To the feast of the world of joy I have been invited. 

Blessed, indeed, is my human life. 

My eyes are feasting upon the rich fare of beauty; 

and my ears are absorbed in the grand profundity of 

music."118 

"Your joy has reached every door. 

0 citizens, spread your cloth on the dust to receive it. "99 

"The stream of joy flows throughoJt the universe. 

The nectar of life overflows in the universe throughout 

the day and night."100 

William Blake's Songs of Innocence and of Experience bears no testimony 

to the days of his own childhood. He has his own understanding of the events 

of the life of Jesus, from his birth to the crucifrxion. The extraordinary radiance 

and poignancy of all Blake's poems about infancy- Infant Joy. the child on a 

cloud of Songs of Innocence; the Infant Sorrow who leaps into the dangerous 

world "Helpless, naked, piping loud"101,- come surely from his belief that in 

every birth the Divine Humanity is born anew. Its importance lies not only in its 
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contents, but in its melhod of publication -lhe only melhod by which any of 

his books was ever published in his life-time. There was no typesetting or ptlntlng 

from type. He wrote his words and drew his pictures on lhe copper plate in 

some liquid impervious to acid, then he applied acid to eat away lhe surface of 

the rest of the plate leaving the words and pictures in relief. Then he applied ink 

or colour-wash and so printed, lhe pictorial part being finished off by hand with 

watercolour. This is Blake's llluminated Printing. 

On lhe pages of The Crescent Moon by Tagore are reflected lhe sweetest 

memories of his childhood days. In lhe preface to Remi~iscences Tagore has 

realised: 

Again, 

"When, however, before turning into fhe evening resthouse, 

we look back upon the cities, fields, rivers and hills which 

' we have been through in Life's morriing, then, in the light 

of the passing day, are they pictures indeed. Thus, when 

my opportunity came, did I Jdok back, and was 

engrossed. "102 

"What one has truly felt, if only it can be made sensible 

to others, is always o-f importance t~ one's fellowmen. If 

pictures which have taken shape in memory can be brought 

out in words, they are worth a place in literature."103 

The period of the monarchy of servants, an old banyan tree standing on the 

eastern bank of a pond, the enforced confinement saturated with the glimpses 



172 

of Nature, pleading his mother for exemption from taking lessons, warm response 

to his father's letter, " ... the sing-song of the bangle-seller'' 104, the "King's 

palace"105
, undaunted adventures in distant lands "not named in any geography"106 

-all these provide extremely valuable source material for The Crescent Moon. 

Having literary charm of their own, they have been recorded in the form of poetry. 

Herein lies the significant appropriateness of The Crescent Moon in the domain 

of the literature for children. 

. . 

One who opens his eyes and tries earnestly to see the world, to him the 

world puts off its mask of vastness and becomes small as ohe thing, as one touch 

' 
of the eternal. This is what Tagore has preached through his poetry. This is the 

feeling that Blake has crystallised in the lines : 

It is opined : 

"To see a World in a Grain of Sand 

And a Heaven in a Wild Flower, 

Holy Infinity in the palm of your h~nd 

And Eternity in an hour. "107 

"Undoubtedly it is to be observed that Rabindranath's 

literary talent has received its proper dimension from the 

' composition of his paintings. No western literateur has ever 

been so perfect as William Blake to express his own 

literary talent through the medium of painting. "108 

Both these painters have been identified with the concept of childhood. Both 

of them show a rare association of comparatively common powers which are 
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stimulated to an intense activity, and in moments of inspiration accomplish 

supreme achievements of the human mind. 

That range and variety bringing all the facets of child-life while mirroring 

the myriad vision of childhood is absent in Blake. His aim is to study the 

conditions of the human soul in two contrary states. Hence in 'Songs oflnnocence' 

there is the depiction of childhood having the celestial hue. Because the child 

who is innocent and pure without having any knowledge of the world of reality 

knows only the shepherd, lamb and God. The external world with its knowledge 

of 'getting' and 'spending' is still unknown to him. 

So far as the 'mood' of the juvenile poems of both Tagore and Blake is 

concerned, there is a striking resemblance. Both of them have brought the 

spontaneous joy of the juvenile world in their poems. While 'joy' is the supreme 

mood of Blake's 'Songs of Innocence' that joy is diffused in all the juvenile poems 

of Tagore. Blake is a joyful mystic. Rabindranath is not otherwise. 

But could both Blake and Rabindranath ignore the vision of reality staring 

even the innocent world of the children in the face? The poet who creates an 

eldorado for the children, has shifted his vision to the other world - the world 

of woe, selfishness, jealousy, greed and indignation - which is synonymous 

with experience. Though" ... his child poems, more abundant than Blake's, blend 

Blake's innocence with an almost sophisticated humour", 109 he does not however 

shrink from identifying these two phases of innocence and experience which 



174 

dwell in childhood. Tagore has felt (like Blake) the disappearance of "the benign 

guardians ... "110 and "in their place are the tyrants"m in the world of children 

which stare the children in the face. A few of the following poems will show 

the poet1
S displeasure with experience (in a word ..... the mood is one of 

disillusioment")m as an upshot of moral conventions and hard social realities. 

The poem "Balak" ('The Boy') in Parishesh Cfhe Last, 1932) records the 

agony of the poet's own loneliness felt in his childhood : 

"When I was young, at a room 

in the comer of the roof 

at silent noon 

placing heads on the door 

and being seated on a mat 

I spent the day alone -

ignoring rules of studies and playfulness 

... 
The hawker hawks from the other 

side of the lane -

" an unknown one flies kite from a distant roof. 

frequently 

clock chimes at some tower. 

... ... 
Meaningless enjoyment 

alongwith meaningless agony gives birth to 

meaningless dream~. 



The companion of the no-companion. 

It seems to show one the blue carpet in 

the horizon."m 
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The lines echo time and again the dream wedded to infant reminiscences 

and the poet's longing for freedom. 

In "Chiradiner Daga" ('The Affliction Eternal') published in Palataka (The 

Fu&.itive, 1918), Tagore has shown a down-to-earth reality beset with woe and 

agony in his vision. Hence, joy prevails nowhere. The girl child Shaila, the 

neglected fourth daughter of a family, has been prevented from meeting the old 

neighbour whom she loves as a rescuer from her father's cruelty following the 

scribblings on her father's account-book. She has passed through this pathetic 

experience of her life. But after her death in a ship drowning, the poet realizes : 

"That scribbled account-book, 

that pages resembling her eyes 

look at my face 

The time of that playful calculation~ is now no more . 

Only left this 

affliction eternal 

caused by a child's scribblings on my heart."114 

... 

"Shesh Chitthi" ('The Last Letter') is another poem tinged with pathos. For 

it presents the tragic death of the child heroine who has expressed her innermost 
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feelings through a letter to her father and which is found unfortunately after her 

premature demise. While groping the domestic articles inside the room of the 

little girl, the poet confesses : 

"I sit silent on the seat 

in front of the table. 

There's the red leather case 

she used to take to school. 

From it I pick up an exercise-book, 

a maths one, as it happens. 

Out slips an envelope, unopened, 

with my own address 

in Amli's childish hand."115 

The letter reveals the girl's last wish interlaced with her agony and loneliness : 

" 'I want to see you so much'. 

There's nothing else on the paper ... u' 

This filial affection as the poem records, leaves a note of void in the heart 

of the bereaved father. Hence the reality of death which has visited the girl and 

robbed her of her life and snatched her away from all filial bondage. 

"Chheleta" ('The Boy') in Punashcha (The Post-Script, 1932) is a wonderful 

composition of Tagore in depth, characterisation, reality and child-psychology. 

This neglected orphan who has been brought up by a close-door neighbour is 

not the prototype of "Shishu" and "Shishu Bholanath". He is devoid of both the 

luminous halo of the mother's Jove and the father's affection. He does not care 
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for the so-called discipline and other trifling codes of life. He is the child of 

"Experience". who does not dream of ''pleasant streams"117, "sweet moans"118 or 

"dovelike sighs"n' which governs the little child in Blake's "A Cradle Song" : 

"He was about ten years old, 

an orphan raised in a home that wasn't his own, 

like a weed that springs up by a broken fence, 

not tended by a gardener, 

receiving sunlight, gusts of wind, rain, 

insects, dust and grit, 

which sometimes a goat crops off 

or a cow tramples down, 

which yet doesn't die, gets tougher, 

with a falter stem 

and shiny green leaves. "120 

His love for carefree life manifests in him a peculiar type of arrogance and 

restlessness : 

"Neither fear nor loathing did his body know. 

He would pick up a fat frog just like that 

and in a hole in the garden meant to take a pole 

keep it as a pet, 

nourish with insects. 

He'd stow beetles in a cardboard box, 

feed them on dung-balls, 

raise hell if anyone tried to chuck them. 
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He'd go to school with a squirrel in his pocket. 

One day he put a harmless snake inside the teacher's desk, 

thinking, 'Let's just see what Sir does!' 

The gentleman opened his desk, leaped and ran -

his flight was quite a thing to see."m 

In this way, the boy of ten cheates his own world passing through contrary 

events and experiences in this world of "getting and spending11 
: 

"From the jujube tree he'd fall, trying to pluck its drupes, 

and break his bones, 

faint after eating poisonous berries, 

get lost on his way to the Chaiiot Festival; 

but nothing could destroy him : 

halfdead, he'd revive, 

lost, he'd return, 

caked with mud, his clothes ripped; 

would be spanked hard 

and yelled at in torrents, 

and when freed, he'd run off again.""' 

In the adult world of cruelty, prejudice, greed and discord, the child, like 

the little child in Blake's ''Infant Sorrow", feels : 

"My mother groaned, my father wept; 

Into the dangerous world I leapt; 

Helpless, naked, piping loud, 

Like a fiend hid in a cloud.""' 
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Like Blake's child, Tagore's "The Boy" knows too that the adult world is a 

dangerous place to live in, where one finds strife, struggle, bondage etc. Tagore 

has made a deep probe into it and thus : 

"Ambika the schoohnaster regretted to me, 

'Even your poems written for children don't appeal to him. 

That's how thick he is. 

Mischievously cuts the pages 

and says the mice did it, 

the monkey that he is.' 

I said, 'The fault is mine. 

If there was a poet truly of his own world, 

the beetles would come out so vivid in his verse 

the boy wouldn't be able to leave it. 

Have I ever managed to write with authenticity 

about frogs, or that bald dog's tragedy?' "124 

Like Blake's "Seven Summers Old I Lovely Lyca ... "125 in "The Little Girl Lost" 

and "The Little Girl Found" or ("Songs of Experience") who, lost in desert. falls 

asleep in the frowning night, while the beasts of prey come from deep caves 

and gambol around her, the little Bami in Tagore's "Hariye Jaoya" ("Getting Lost") 

·published in Palataka (The Fugitive, 1918) does not appear to be so. But; 

" ... having heard the call of her mates, 

stopping and starting nervously in the dark, 

was making her way down the stairs. 



And at last : 

Then, 
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She had a lamp in her hand, 

which she carefully guarded with her sari's end."'" 

" ... it seemed that as she'd been going down the stairs, 

the wind had blown out her larnp."127 

11She cried from below, 'I'm lost!' "128 

Bruni's blazing lamp (innocence) has been turned into the blown-out one 

(experience). Darkness (obviously a symbol of experience) envelopes her. She 

is now no more. Her innocent call "I'm lost" has been extended to the vastness 

of the sky of Chaitra, full of stars (transformation from innocence to experience). 

Blake believed that the gateway to eternity lies through a complete satisfaction 

of the human senses and moreover this satisfaction has come from experience. 

Tagore has realised the same: 

" ... on that night of Chaitra, full of stars, 

back on the roof-terrace looking up at the sky, 

a girl just like my Bami I thought I saw -

slowly, without companions, walking by, 

lamp-flame shielded by dark-blue sari's end. 

Should her light have gone out, making her suddenly stop, 

she would have filled the sky with her cry- 'I am lost!' "12
' 

In "Prashna" ("The Question") -one of the few prose-poems in Lipika (Letter 

: Prose Poems, 1922) -the father who had just returned from the cremation of 

the departed mother, found his little boy of seven : 



And then: 

" ... his body bare, a gold amulet round his 

neck ·- was alone by the window above the lane. 

He was unaware of his own thoughts."130 
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"The father came and took his little boy in his arms. The 

little boy asked : 'Where's Mummy?' 

The father lifted his head upwards and said : 'In Heaven.' "131 

Heaven appeared to the little child as something where there is bliss, peace 

and no suffering of the world. And the said poem is typical of innocence : 

"The morning sun had just touched the tip of the neem tree 

in I front of the house opposite. A man selling green mangoes 

came I to the lane, called several times, then went away. "lJZ 

The innocent morning had been fainted away very soon. The grief-stricken, 

bereaved father sobbed intermittently in his sleep. Experience crept in with all 

its images (the night and its hovering darkness) : 

"A lantern glimmered by the door. A pair of lizards kept I 

watch on the wall./ The room faced an open terrace. At some 

point the little boy I went outside and stood there./ All around 

him the houses with their extinguished lights looked I like 

guards at a giant's palace, sleeping in a standing position. "133 

Like Blake none could adore the little boy with : 

"Sweet dreams, form a shade 

O'er my lovely infant's head; 

Sweet dreams of pleasant streams 
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By happy, silent, moony beams . 

... ... 
Sleep, sleep, happy child, 

All creation slept and smiled; Sleep, sleep, happy sleep, 

While o'er thee thy mother weep."134 

Instead under the vengeance of the night : 

"The naked child stood staring at the sky. 

His bewildered mind was asking a question of someone : 

'Where's 

the road to heaven?' 

The sky didn't answer, only the stars trembled with the 

dumb darkness's tears.~~ 

In 'Brahman' ('The Brahmin') -the notable one in Chilra (Chitra, a collection 

of poems, 1896) Tagore has chosen Satyakam, an innocent boy from 

Chhandogyopanishad which tells us the story of Satyakam. The story begins 

with the boy's query to his mother Jabala, about his idendity. But the mother 

could not be that frank with the child. She answers vaguely telling him that he 

was hidden in her very bosom. This boy when approached Gautam to join his 

school as a seeker of the knowledge of Brahma, the master asked the boy about 

his lineage. The boy unaware of his father's identity came back to his mother 

and insisted her on telling him about his father. The mother could not hide her 

shame from the boy and disclosed the fact how he was born. The boy pure of 

heart, went straightway to Gautam and without any inhibition reported the Guru 

as he was told by his mother. When Gautam heard this story, he understood that 
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the boy was an outcast. But Gautani paid the boy his due reward for his 

truthfulness and innocence and allowed him to study in his hennitage as his 

priceless disciple. The whole narrative is a unique example of both innocence 

and experience which co-exist in life and present the picture of that reality which 

Blake's Songs of Innocence and Songs of Experience inform. 

In Tagore's "Devatar Grash" ("The Wrath of God"), through a child protagonist, 

Rakhal, Tagore has come down heavily on the social scenario of his time, played 

by religious superstitions or orthodox taboos. How an innOcent boy is sacrificed 

in the sea to abate the storm as a sequel to God's wrath is the story of Tagore's 

"Devatar Grash". The boy wants to join a pilgrimage along with others of a team 

in a village. The boy's own mother was reluctant to spare the boy to this sea 

voyage. But the mother finally had to yield to the boy's insistence on going to 

the sea. The farewell of the mother was not a happy one. Unfortunately, it was 

a farewell for good. The boy did not return. He became a victim of the situation 

which stared the ship in the face. At the behest of the headman, the boy was 

thrown into the turbulent sea. Hence the contrary pictures of innocence and 

experience, dwelling side by side on human planes to complete the cycle of joy 

and pain, construction and destruction, life and death. A boy being innocent 

does not know that the world is "more full of weeping" beyond his 

comprehension. But he does not always remain alien to this world of experience. 

Like Blake, Tagore too has presented this double vision of reality. Hence the 

story of innocence and experience in both Blake and Tagore. 

-----------
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