
 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR250346452 Volume 7, Issue 3, May-June 2025 1 

 

Echoes of Bhakti: Rabindranath Tagore’s 

Spiritual Synthesis and Literary Legacy 
 

Paramita Halder 
 

Associate Professor, Department of English, Sir Gurudas Mahavidyalaya Address: 15/54 D, Jheel Road 

Bank Plot, Kolkata – 700075 

 

Abstract:  

The religio-cultural environment of Bengal during Tagore's lifetime was rich and layered, shaped by 

both local traditions and overseas influences. The Bhakti tradition, manifested in Vaishnavism, the 

devotional aspects focused on Krishna and Chaitanya, and in the Baul songs advocating a universal, 

non-sectarian “religion of man", played a significant role in Bengal’s spiritual landscape. This syncretic 

cultural atmosphere offered a unique blend of poetic, musical, and devotional expression that resonated 

with Tagore's own sensibilities. Tagore’s devotional poetry, for instance, captures the essence of bhakti 

(devotion) blended with a broad, universal spirituality, reflecting the emotive power and personal 

yearning central to his poetic sensibilities. The themes of divine love and humanistic spirituality that are 

prominent in his songs and writings mirror the core values of this tradition. This article seeks to address 

how Tagore engages with Bhakti tradition, beliefs in his works and personal correspondence, as well as 

how his poetry echoes foundational Bhakti sentiments and values. Ultimately, it examines how Tagore 

deeply connected with Bengal's literary manifestations of Bhakti through Vaishnava heritage and Baul 

tradition in his poetry and songs. The article also argues that while Tagore shared an affinity with the 

Bhakti tradition's emotive and spiritual core, he sought a more open and inclusive approach to 

spirituality that transcended formalized structures. 
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Main Paper:  

The Bhakti movement, which gained prominence in India around the 7th century CE, emphasized a form 

of devotional worship that was deeply intertwined with music, dance, and personal surrender. The 

Bhakti poets advocated for a direct, unmediated connection with the divine, transcending the need for 

ritualistic practices and physical representations of God. Central to the Bhakti tradition is the concept of 

mukti (liberation), which is attained through a personal, emotional relationship with the divine.  

Within the broader Bhakti tradition, two distinct theological frameworks emerge in Saguna Bhakti and 

Nirguna Bhakti. Saguna Bhakti envisions the divine in a personal, anthropomorphic form, typically as 

deities such as Vishnu or Shiva. Practitioners of this tradition engage in worship through structured 

rituals, pilgrimages, and temple practices but here also the focus is on complete devotion and surrender 

to the deity. The relationship between the devotee and the divine in this context is one of absolute 

personal submission. By contrast, n Nirguna Bhakti, the divine is conceived as an abstract, formless, and 

transcendent presence. Devotees within this tradition emphasize the inner, experiential realization of the 

divine, viewing everyday actions as expressions of service to God. The ultimate goal is the attainment of 

spiritual liberation through love, surrender, and the recognition of a universal, non-sectarian truth that 
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transcends specific religious forms or images. Both these branches of the Bhakti tradition get woven into 

Rabindranath Tagore's works, manifesting primarily through the two distinct influences - the Vaishnavite 

and Baul traditions. In Vaishnavite tradition Tagore reimagines the Radha-Krishna lore, a central part of 

Vaishnavite literature. and by adhering to the Baul tradition Tagore’s poems view God as formless, 

adhering to the idea of divinity intertwined with the human soul and inner realization. William Radice 

provides a well-curated selection of Tagore’s poems, with extensive commentary on the devotional and 

mystical aspects of his work. He writes, "Tagore’s devotional poetry resonates with the dual influence of 

Vaishnavite Bhakti and the Baul’s mystic freedom, embodying a spirituality that is deeply personal and 

all-encompassing" (Radice, p. 39). Tagore's poetry reflects the devotion and love characteristic of the 

Vaishnavite tradition, especially in its expressions of divine love and longing. This influence often 

highlights the intimate, almost mystical relationship between the individual soul (jivatma) and the 

Supreme (paramatma), seen in his poems that explore themes of surrender, devotion, and the soul’s 

yearning for union with the divine.  

Rabindranath’s Gitanjali (1912), a collection of devotional poems, resonates deeply with Bhakti ideals, 

albeit in a modern and universalized form. The poems in Gitanjali are imbued with themes of love, 

longing, and spiritual surrender, with the figure of God remaining nameless, formless, and beyond any 

singular religious identification. Tagore's God does not conform to any specific deity of the Indian 

pantheon but is instead portrayed as a transcendental being, whose presence is both intimate and elusive. 

At times, God is represented as a compassionate father figure, tenderly guiding His children; at other 

times, He is depicted as a lover yearning for a reciprocal relationship with His creation. The use of 

personal pronouns—"You," "Thou," and "Thee"—emphasizes the relational and immanent nature of the 

divine, inviting a direct and personal engagement with the deity. The title Gitanjali—meaning "Song 

Offerings"—evokes the centrality of music and song in the Bhakti tradition, where devotional expression 

through artistic forms such as music and dance was a means of accessing and honouring the divine. 

Bhakti poets like Chaitanya, Mirabai, and Aandal celebrated the performative nature of worship, 

employing music as a vehicle for divine expression. In cultures with oral traditions, such as that of 

ancient Tamil Nadu, these forms of devotion were intimately tied to the communal act of singing and 

dancing in praise of God. In Gitanjali, music and song are not merely aesthetic expressions but become 

integral to the spiritual experience, offering a means through which the devotee can bridge the finite and 

the infinite. The act of creating and offering music in devotion symbolizes the devotee’s yearning for 

union with the divine, reflecting a deeper understanding of the self and the cosmos. Sukanta Chaudhuri, 

in his essay analyses Tagore's poetic expression of divine love and his journey into devotional 

spirituality writes "Tagore’s Gitanjali epitomizes a universalized form of Bhakti, merging personal 

devotion with cosmic love. (Chaudhuri, 2011). As Tagore writes in the first poem of Gitanjali: "This 

little flute of a reed thou hast carried over hills and dales, and hast breathed through it melodies eternally 

new" (Gitanjali, I). Here, the flute symbolizes both the instrument of divine expression and the soul’s 

longing for transcendence. The notion of eternal, ever-renewing melodies suggests the timeless nature of 

the spiritual quest, which transcends temporal limitations and connects the devotee to the divine in an 

ongoing, dynamic process. Gitanjali aligns with the core tenets of the Bhakti tradition, particularly in its 

emphasis on love, devotion, and the performative expression of spirituality through music. The poems in 

this anthology, with their portrayal of a nameless, formless God and their use of song as a medium of 

divine offering, encapsulate the Bhakti vision of personal, heartfelt devotion. Gitanjali stands as a 

modern manifestation of an age-old tradition, demonstrating the enduring relevance of the Bhakti ideal  
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of surrender, love, and spiritual communion with the divine. 

Rabindranath Tagore's poetry shows notable Vaishnavite influences, drawing on themes of devotion, 

divine longing, and the intimate bond between the human soul and the divine. In Gitanjali, Tagore’s 

devotional poetry bears the distinct mark of Vaishnavism. In Poem 5, Tagore writes, "I have come to the 

brink of eternity, from which nothing can vanish—no hope, no happiness, no vision of a face seen 

through tears." This poem captures the Vaishnavite sense of union and separation, where the poet’s soul 

reaches the “brink of eternity” in a yearning for a higher presence. In Poem 11: "Leave this chanting and 

singing and telling of beads!", Tagore echoes the Bhakti tradition’s emphasis on love and devotion over 

ritual. This line reflects the spirit of direct connection with the divine, much like Vaishnavite saints who 

often prioritized heartfelt devotion over formal worship. Similarly, in Gitabitan (Song Collection), 

Tagore’s lyrics often reflect his devotional orientation toward Krishna, the primary deity in the 

Vaishnavite tradition. In the song, "Ami jani tomar preme" ("I know, in your love"), Tagore writes about 

the all-encompassing love of God and expresses surrender. The song's theme of feeling lost and yet 

found in the divine recalls the rasa (flavor) of Krishna’s beloved Radha, a prominent theme in 

Vaishnavite poetry. The song, "Tomar katha shune ki hoy" ("What happens when I hear of you") 

resonates with Vaishnavite themes of divine longing, where hearing about the Divine ignites a yearning 

for closer communion, much like Radha’s yearning for Krishna in classical Vaishnavism.  

Bhanu Singher Padabali (The Songs of Bhanu Singha) written under the pseudonym "Bhanu Singha," 

Tagore composed this series of poems inspired by the medieval Bengali Vaishnavite poet Jayadeva and 

each poem resonates with Radha-Krishna themes. In this collection, Tagore reimagines the Radha-

Krishna lore, a central part of Vaishnavite literature. His poems speak from the perspective of Radha, 

expressing the emotional and spiritual longing for union with Krishna. This collection mirrors the 

Vaishnavite tradition’s focus on bhakti rasa (the emotion of devotion) and shows the influence of poets 

like Chandidas and Vidyapati, who were central to the Vaishnavite literary tradition in Bengal. In 

Naivedya (Offerings), Tagore continues the devotional tone, offering himself in spiritual surrender. 

Poem 48: "Thou hast made me known to friends whom I knew not. Thou hast given me seats in homes 

not my own." Expresses a sense of God as the divine orchestrator who brings the poet into new 

relationships and connections is reminiscent of the Bhakti emphasis on God’s presence in every aspect 

of life and in Poem 50: "This is my prayer to thee, my Lord—strike, strike at the root of penury in my 

heart." The poet’s prayer for inner purification and union with the divine follows the Vaishnavite idea 

that worldly desires must be subdued to attain closeness with the divine.  

The second branch of Bhakti got manifested in Bengal in Baul songs. The Baul tradition, with its roots 

in folk mysticism, is characterized by its unconventional approach to spirituality, emphasis on inner 

freedom, and a rejection of orthodox religious practices. It has remained another significant influence on 

Tagore’s work. Bauls, who are mystic minstrels of Bengal, focus on spiritual freedom and inner 

realization rather than external religious rites. Tagore was captivated by their nonconformist, 

spontaneous, and unpretentious approach to life and spirituality. His incorporation of Baul philosophy 

brought a raw, earthy quality to his work, emphasizing freedom, unity, and a rejection of rigid societal 

norms. Tagore was captivated by the Bauls' pursuit of the "Maner Manush" (the Man of the Heart), a 

concept of an inner divine that resonated with his own spiritual philosophy as Dutta & Robinson write 

"Tagore's poetry was profoundly influenced by the Vaishnavite sense of divine union and separation. his 

later works, especially Gitanjali, reflect an intimate connection to Baul mysticism and the quest for the 

‘Maner Manush’ or ‘Man of the Heart’" (Dutta & Robinson, p. 214). Because of this deep engagement 
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with Baul ideals and his ability to translate their essence into universal poetry, Tagore is sometimes 

called the "greatest of Bauls." 

In Gitanjali, Tagore’s poetic voice often echoes Baul themes, especially in his exploration of the inner 

journey and spiritual freedom. The focus on the presence of the divine within oneself reflects the Baul 

philosophy. In poem 36, Tagore writes, “He is there where the tiller is tilling the hard ground and where 

the pathmaker is breaking stones.” This poem exemplifies the Baul belief that the divine is present in 

everyday life, within common people and simple acts. Santosh Chakraborti explores the relationship 

between Tagore and the Baul tradition, analyzing how Baul mysticism shaped his devotional themes 

writes "Tagore’s devotional songs encapsulate the Baul spirit, embodying an introspective quest for 

divine love... his portrayal of the inner journey in Gitanjali echoes the Bauls’ search for the 'inner man'" 

(Chakrabarti, 2002, p. 45). The Bauls emphasize finding the divine not in temples but in the world 

around us, an idea Tagore captures here. In Poem 63, “Thou hast made me endless, such is thy pleasure. 

This frail vessel thou emptiest again and again, and fill it ever with fresh life.” The concept of the self as 

a vessel or instrument resonates with Baul ideas of surrender and of viewing the body as a temple for the 

divine. 

Subrata Kumar Majumdar specifically addresses the Baul influence in Tagore's writings, with a focus on 

the spiritual and philosophical motifs Tagore borrowed from Baul music and poetry. He writes, 

"Tagore’s Gitabitan draws heavily from Baul songs and ideology, with lyrics that celebrate the inner 

divinity and the human heart’s capacity for profound spiritual connection—a central tenet of Baul 

philosophy" (Majumdar, 2018, p. 134). In Gitabitan , Tagore wrote many songs explicitly inspired by 

Baul themes. These songs reflect the Baul’s inward-looking spiritual path and the constant quest for the 

"Maner Manush." The iconic song, "Amar praner manush achhe prane" ("The man of my heart lives 

within me") is perhaps one of Tagore's most Baul-inspired pieces. It expresses the Baul's pursuit of the 

inner divine or the “Man of the Heart.” Tagore’s lyrics echo the Baul belief that the divine is not in 

distant heavens but resides within each person. The song, "Majhe majhe tobo dekha pai" ("Now and then 

I see you") reflects the Baul philosophy of catching glimpses of the divine within oneself, symbolizing a 

fleeting but profound connection with the inner self. The Bauls believe that spiritual enlightenment is 

sporadic and cannot be forced or controlled, a theme Tagore captures beautifully here. In Balaka (The 

Flight of Cranes), Tagore explores themes of wandering, freedom, and searching—central to the Baul 

lifestyle synchronising with the keynote of liberation of ‘Bhakti’. The Bauls are itinerant, moving 

through life as if on a journey with no fixed destination. "Ekla cholo re" ("Walk alone if no one 

answers"): Though not strictly a Baul song, this piece embodies the Baul spirit of self-reliance and 

freedom. Bauls often embark on a personal journey of spiritual exploration that doesn’t depend on 

societal acceptance or support, an ethos mirrored in Tagore’s call to “walk alone” if necessary. 

Tagore’s poems in Manasi (The Mind's Creation) often emphasize the Baul idea of self-realization 

through introspection rather than through external rituals. "Mone ki didha rekhe gele chole" ("Have you 

left, leaving doubt in my mind?"): This poem deals with the concept of self-doubt and the inner quest for 

answers, echoing the Baul theme of a spiritual journey filled with questions rather than definitive 

answers. The quest for understanding the inner self is a recurring theme in Baul philosophy, as it is in 

Tagore’s poetry. Bhabatosh Datta in his work provides an analysis of Tagore’s Religion of Man, tracing 

its roots to the devotional ethos of Bhakti and Baul spirituality. He underscores how "The Bauls’ 

rejection of institutionalized religion inspired Tagore’s emphasis on a 'religion of man,' a spirituality 

rooted in personal experience, love, and self-knowledge" (Datta, p. 89). Similarly, Amartya Sen 
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discusses Tagore’s cultural and spiritual contributions, highlighting his unique integration of Baul 

philosophies into his poetry and explains how "In Tagore’s poetic world, the Baul emphasis on internal 

freedom and divine presence within the self finds a powerful expression, especially in songs like 'Amar 

praner manush' where the Baul quest for self-discovery is unmistakable" (Sen, 1997), Tagore is indeed 

often seen as the "greatest of Bauls" because he embodied the Baul spirit in his life and works, despite 

being outside the traditional Baul community. Anil Kumar Ghosh’s article looks closely at Tagore’s 

fascination with Baul songs and how he adopted their ethos into his compositions, making their folk 

mysticism accessible through his writing. He writes, "In Tagore’s lyrics, the Baul spirit finds new 

expression. The poet’s ability to embody the Baul philosophy of inner freedom and love as life’s highest 

purpose has led to his reverence as a Baul in his own right" (Ghosh, 1975). 

His poetry often reflects the Baul belief that the divine is a personal experience, not confined to religious 

orthodoxy. The other point of emphasis is his celebration of Human Freedom and Simplicity. Tagore’s 

works celebrate the Baul values of spiritual freedom, simplicity, and a life close to nature. His love for 

the natural world and rural life aligns with Baul ideals of rejecting materialism and embracing a life 

connected to nature. 

Through these literary expressions, Tagore not only honored the Baul tradition but also made it a part of 

the universal human experience, infusing it with the depth of his own spiritual insights. His songs 

continue to serve as bridges between the Baul’s mystic ideas and the modern spiritual seeker. Tagore’s 

unique approach—embracing the emotive richness of Vaishnavism and folk strains of Baul endorsing a 

more collective, inclusive "religion of humanity", demonstrates his complex relationship with Bengal’s 

spiritual heritage. He acknowledged the aesthetic and spiritual depth of the Bhakti tradition, yet sought 

to transcend its formal boundaries, blending its sentiments with his own vision of inclusive spirituality 

which he articulated through his vision of a universal religion of man. 

 

Works Cited: 

1 Koller, David. The Bhakti Movement: A New Interpretation. University of California Press, 1993. 

2 Gupta, K. P. "Bhakti and the Bhakti Poets: Literary Expressions of Devotion." South Asian Review, 

vol. 14, no. 2, 1990 

3 Dutta, Krishna, and Andrew Robinson. Rabindranath Tagore: The Myriad-Minded Man. New York: 

St. Martin's Press, 1995. Print 

4 Chaudhuri, Sukanta. In the Loving Embrace of the Divine: Rabindranath Tagore's Spiritual Vision. 

Journal of Bengali Studies, 2011. 

5  Sen, Amartya. Tagore and His India. New York Review of Books, 1997. Print 

6 Datta, Bhabatosh. Rabindranath’s Religion of Man. Rabindra Bharati Journal of Bengali Literature 

and Culture, 1970. 

7 Chakrabarti, Santosh. Tagore and the Bauls of Bengal. In Rabindranath Tagore and the Challenges of 

Today, edited by Bhattacharya Sabyasachi, 2002. 

8 Majumdar, Subrata Kumar. Baul Philosophy in Tagore's Writings. International Journal of Religious 

and Cultural Studies, 2018. 

9 Radice, William, ed. Rabindranath Tagore: Selected Poems. Penguin Classics, 1985. Print 

10 Ghosh, Anil Kumar. Rabindranath and the Bauls. Journal of the Indian Folklore Society, 1975. 

https://www.ijfmr.com/

