“h;’ ¢ International Journal of Technology and Applied Science (IJTAS)

Ew 4
s\

E-ISSN: 2230-9004 e Website: www.ijtas.com e Email: editor@ijtas.com

IJTAS

“From Oral Tradition to Art Song: Folk
Influences on the Melodic and Lyrical Structure
of Rabindranath Tagore’s Compositions”

Dr. Surajit Roy

Assistant Professor
Dept of Rabindra Sangit Dance and Drama
Sangit Bhavana, Visba-Bharati, Santiniketan, West Bengal.

Abstract:

This study investigates the transformation of musical and lyrical elements from Bengali oral folk traditions
into the formal art song compositions of Rabindranath Tagore. Tagore’s Rabindra Sangeet represents a
unique synthesis of folk heritage and artistic innovation, bridging informal oral narratives with structured
musical forms. The research aims to analyze how folk influences manifest in the melodic patterns and
lyrical themes of Tagore’s works, revealing a dynamic dialogue between tradition and modernity.
Employing an interdisciplinary methodology that combines ethnomusicology, literary analysis, and cultural
history, the study selects representative samples of Tagore’s songs alongside corresponding folk materials
for detailed comparative examination. Melodic analysis focuses on the adaptation of folk scales, rhythms,
and modal structures, highlighting Tagore’s creative modifications that preserve the essence of folk
melodies while elevating them within an art music context. Lyrical analysis explores the incorporation of
folk motifs, narrative techniques, and poetic forms, emphasizing Tagore’s use of nature symbolism,
devotional themes, and oral storytelling conventions.

The findings demonstrate that Tagore’s compositions serve both as a reclamation of Bengali folk music
and an artistic reimagining that challenges traditional distinctions between folk and classical genres. His
integration of folk elements enriches the emotional depth and cultural resonance of his songs, fostering a
renewed appreciation for oral traditions within the broader cultural hierarchy. This synthesis reflects
Tagore’s broader cultural project of preserving heritage while embracing innovation.

By illuminating the intricate processes through which Tagore transforms oral folk culture into art song, this
study contributes to a deeper understanding of cultural transmission, artistic agency, and identity formation
in South Asian music and literature. The research underscores the enduring relevance of Tagore’s work in
contemporary discussions of tradition, modernity, and cultural hybridity.

Keywords: Rabindra Sangit, Folk Music, Art Song, Melodic Structure, Lyrical Analysis, Bengali Culture.

INTRODUCTION

Rabindranath Tagore, a towering figure in Bengali literature and music, is celebrated for his unique ability
to blend tradition with innovation. His art songs, known as Rabindra Sangeet, occupy a distinctive place in
the cultural landscape of Bengal and beyond. These compositions are not only artistic expressions but also
cultural artifacts that reflect the rich heritage of Bengali folk traditions. This research paper explores the
transformation of musical and lyrical elements from traditional oral folk culture into the formal art song
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compositions of Tagore, focusing on how folk influences shaped the melodic and lyrical structures of his
works.

The significance of folk music in Bengal’s cultural history cannot be overstated. For centuries, oral
traditions have served as the primary medium for preserving and transmitting stories, values, and
communal identity. Folk songs, with their simple yet evocative melodies and narratives, have been integral
to the social and spiritual life of rural Bengal. They capture the rhythms of daily life, the cycles of nature,
and the emotional landscapes of love, devotion, and longing. Tagore’s engagement with these traditions
was both deep and deliberate, as he sought to reclaim and revitalize folk elements within the framework of
art music.

This study addresses the research problem of how Tagore’s compositions negotiate the boundary between
informal oral traditions and the formal structures of art song. It asks: In what ways do folk melodic patterns
and lyrical themes manifest in Tagore’s songs? How does Tagore adapt and transform these elements to
create a new musical form that honors tradition while advancing artistic innovation? By answering these
questions, the paper aims to contribute to a broader understanding of cultural synthesis in music and
literature.

The purpose of this research is to analyze the intricate processes through which Tagore integrates folk
motifs, melodic structures, and narrative techniques into his compositions. Drawing on interdisciplinary
approaches from ethnomusicology, literary analysis, and cultural history, the study examines selected
songs alongside their folk counterparts to reveal patterns of continuity and change. This approach
highlights Tagore’s role as both a preserver and innovator of Bengali musical heritage.

Furthermore, this research underscores the cultural and artistic significance of Tagore’s work in
challenging the traditional dichotomy between folk and classical music genres. By elevating folk elements
within the art song genre, Tagore redefines notions of authenticity and artistic agency, inviting
reconsideration of the cultural hierarchies that have historically marginalized oral traditions.

The paper is structured as follows: After this introduction, a literature review surveys existing scholarship
on Tagore’s music and Bengali folk traditions. The methodology section outlines the research design and
analytical tools employed. Subsequent sections provide historical and cultural context, detailed analyses of
melodic and lyrical influences, and a comparative examination of folk originals and Tagore’s adaptations.
The study concludes with a discussion of the implications of Tagore’s synthesis of tradition and innovation
and suggestions for future research.

METHODOLOGY

This study employs a qualitative research approach to explore the folk influences on the melodic and
lyrical structures of Rabindranath Tagore’s compositions. The methodology integrates ethnomusicological
analysis, literary examination, and cultural contextualization to provide a comprehensive understanding of
how traditional oral elements are transformed within Tagore’s art songs.

First, a purposive sampling method was used to select a representative corpus of Tagore’s songs that
exhibit clear connections to Bengali folk traditions. These selections were based on existing scholarship
identifying folk motifs and melodic patterns in Tagore’s oeuvre, as well as the availability of corresponding
folk song recordings and transcriptions. Parallel folk songs from regional oral traditions were also chosen
for comparative analysis.

Melodic analysis focused on identifying characteristic folk scales, rhythmic patterns, and modal structures
within Tagore’s compositions. Musical transcriptions were examined to trace adaptations and
modifications of folk melodies, highlighting the interplay between preservation and innovation. This
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analysis was supported by audio recordings and notations from both Tagore’s songs and traditional folk
performances.

Lyrical analysis involved close reading of the texts to identify recurring folk themes, narrative techniques,
and poetic forms. Attention was given to the use of folk symbolism, motifs, and language style, as well as
the structural elements of oral storytelling such as repetition and episodic narratives. Comparative textual
analysis with folk song lyrics provided insights into Tagore’s creative reinterpretations.

Finally, the study situates these musical and lyrical findings within the broader historical and cultural
context of Bengal’s folk traditions and Tagore’s artistic milieu. This interdisciplinary approach enables a
nuanced understanding of the synthesis between oral heritage and formal art music in Tagore’s
compositions.

Characteristics of Oral Tradition

Oral melodies are like a delicious stew—rich, complex, and often made with a dash of improvisation. They
typically feature simple, repetitive structures, allowing singers to easily remember and pass them on. These
melodies often reflect the emotional landscape of the lyrics, with soaring phrases that capture joy and deep
melancholic dips that echo sorrow. Their fluidity allows for personal expression, as every singer can put
their spin on a melody while still honoring its core. This flexibility in structure is where Tagore found
valuable inspiration, using these folk characteristics to craft his own unique sonic identity.

Lyrical Themes and Narrative Structures

Rabindranath Tagore’s compositions are renowned not only for their melodic richness but also for their
profound lyrical content. Central to understanding the folk influences on Tagore’s art songs is an
examination of the lyrical themes and narrative structures that underpin his work. This section explores
how Tagore draws upon traditional oral narratives, folk motifs, and poetic forms to craft lyrics that resonate
with cultural symbolism while innovating within the art song genre.

Narrative Techniques from Oral Tradition

Oral folk traditions rely heavily on storytelling techniques that engage listeners through repetition, call-
and-response patterns, and episodic narratives. Tagore’s lyrical compositions echo these techniques,
adapting them to the structure of art songs. For instance, repetition is used not only for musical emphasis
but also to reinforce key themes and emotional states within the lyrics.

Call-and-response, a common feature in folk singing, is transformed in Tagore’s compositions into dialogic
or reflective lyrical passages. This technique creates a dynamic interaction within the song, inviting
listeners to participate emotionally and intellectually. Through such narrative devices, Tagore preserves the
communal and interactive spirit of folk music, even within a more formalized artistic framework.
Additionally, Tagore employs episodic narrative structures reminiscent of folk ballads and tales. His lyrics
often unfold in a sequence of vivid images or events, allowing the listener to experience a story or
emotional journey. This episodic approach contrasts with the more linear narrative typical of classical
poetry, highlighting Tagore’s innovative blending of folk narrative forms with art song conventions.

Tagore's Adaptation of Folk Narratives

Tagore was a master adapter, effectively taking the raw, unfiltered essence of folk narratives and polishing
them until they shone in the spotlight of his compositions. He infused these stories with a depth that often
bridged personal experience and universal themes, transforming simple folk tales into profound reflections
on existence. In Tagore’s hands, the struggles of a rural villager became a meditation on the human
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condition, while the beauty of nature morphed into a celebration of life itself. By melding traditional
narratives with his own poetic insights, Tagore ensured that the heart of folk culture was both preserved
and elevated.

Key Milestones in the Development of Tagore's Art Songs

Throughout his prolific career, Tagore achieved several key milestones that marked the evolution of his art
songs. From the early forays that echoed the simplicity of folk music to more elaborate compositions that
showcased intricate melodies and poetic depth, Tagore’s journey was a testament to his artistic growth. The
publication of "'Gitanjali,"” for example, was a turning point, bringing international acclaim and cementing
his role as a cultural icon. His ability to infuse personal experiences and philosophical musings into his
songs not only enriched the art form but also paved the way for future generations of artists to explore
similar paths.

Folk Motifs and Symbolism in Tagore’s Lyrics

Tagore’s lyrics frequently incorporate motifs that are deeply rooted in Bengali folk culture. These motifs
often revolve around themes such as nature, love, devotion, and everyday rural life, reflecting the collective
consciousness of the Bengali people. For example, imagery of rivers, monsoons, and the countryside are
recurrent, evoking the natural environment that shapes the folk worldview.

In many folk traditions, nature serves as both a backdrop and a metaphor for human emotions and spiritual
experiences. Tagore adopts this symbolic use of nature, imbuing his lyrics with layers of meaning that
connect personal feelings to universal themes. The river, a common motif, symbolizes the flow of life and
the passage of time, while the monsoon often represents renewal and emotional intensity.

Moreover, Tagore’s use of folk symbolism extends to religious and mythological references, which are
prevalent in oral traditions. His lyrics often weave stories of gods, goddesses, and local deities, blending
devotional elements with human experiences. This fusion reflects the syncretic nature of Bengali folk
culture, where spirituality and daily life are intertwined.

Musicological Analysis: Case Study of Rabindrasangit Songs

This section provides an in-depth musicological examination of selected Rabindrasangit compositions,
highlighting the integration of folk melodic and lyrical elements into Tagore’s art song framework. By
analyzing specific songs, this study reveals how Tagore synthesized oral traditions with formal
compositional techniques to create a unique genre that bridges folk and classical Bengali music.

Selection of Songs

The case study focuses on a representative sample of Rabindrasangit songs that demonstrate a clear lineage
to Bengali folk traditions. These include “Amar Praaner Manush Achhe Praane” (The person of my
heart lives within my heart, “Ore, Agun Amar Bhai” (O fire, my brother), and “Bhenge Mor Ghorer
Chabi Niye Jabi Ke Amare”(Who will break open my door and take away the key of my home?). These
songs were chosen for their melodic structures, lyrical content, and documented folk influences, providing
a comprehensive view of Tagore’s compositional approach. These three songs together form a complete
philosophical journey from inner discovery, to active transformation, to ultimate liberation.

Analysis of Specific Songs and Their Folk Roots
Rabindranath Tagore’s music is deeply rooted in the folk traditions of Bengal. The three songs—Amar
Praaner Manush Achhe Praane, Ore Agun Amar Bhai, and Bhenge Mor Ghorer Chabi—show how
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Tagore transformed folk melodies and philosophies into refined Rabindra Sangeet while preserving their
emotional authenticity.

Folk Roots in Tagore’s Musical Philosophy
Tagore believed that the soul of Bengal lived in folk culture. During his stay in rural Bengal (Shilaidaha,
Patisar, Shahzadpur), he closely interacted with:

Bauls

Fakirs

Kirtan singers

Village folk performers

From them he absorbed:

Simple melodies

Repetitive lyrical structures

Spiritual symbolism

Emphasis on emotional expression over technical complexity

He then blended these with classical and Western influences to create Rabindra Sangeet.

Song-wise Folk Influence Analysis

Song Folk Tradition Folk Elements Used

Amar Praaner Manush Baul Inner divine, simple melody, mystic love

Ore Agun Amar Bhai Work songs / Mass  Strong rhythm, group singing, motivation
Songs

Bhenge Mor Ghorer Chabi  Kirtan + Baul Devotion, longing, surrender

Fusion of Cultures: How Folk Music Shaped Tagore’s Style
Tagore did not copy folk music; he reimagined it.

He:

Preserved folk spirit

Refined poetic language
Added classical sophistication
Made folk philosophy universal

Thus Rabindra Sangeet became a bridge between folk and classical culture.In essence, Tagore transformed
local folk traditions into global spiritual music.

Results and Discussion

This section presents the key findings derived from the musicological analysis of selected Rabindrasangit
compositions and discusses their significance in the context of Bengali musical traditions, cultural identity,
and the broader discourse on folk and art music synthesis.
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Comparative Study of Three Rabindra Sangeet
Aspect Amar Praaner Ore Agun Amar Bhai Bhenge Mor Ghorer

Manush Achhe
Praane

Chabi Niye Jabi Ke
Amare

Phase of Tagore’s
songs

Baul-influenced
spiritual phase
(Shilaidaha period)

Swadeshi & social
awakening phase

Spiritual-devotional phase

Primary Genre

Baul-inspired
Rabindra Sangeet

Patriotic / Inspirational
Rabindra Sangeet

Devotional-Philosophical
Rabindra Sangeet

Core Theme Inner divine love Purification & awakening Liberation through
surrender

Philosophical Baul philosophy — Humanism + reformist Bhakti & Upanishadic

Root Moner Manush nationalism liberation

Symbolism The Beloved within Fire as purifier and Locked house as ego/self

the soul awakener

Type of Love Mystic / spiritual love Love for transformation Devotional surrender to

Expressed & courage divine

Concept of God God lives within the Divine energy as God as liberator of the

human heart

transformative force

soul

Human Condition

Searching within for

Need for courage and

Bondage due to ego &

Portrayed truth renewal attachments

Dominant Rasa Bhakti + Shringara Veer (heroic inspiration) Karuna + Bhakti

(Emotion) (mystic love) (pathos and devotion)

Mood Serene, intimate, Energetic, bold, Emotional, yearning,

contemplative awakening introspective

Musical Style Folk/Baul influence March-like, choral Slow, lyrical, expressive
potential

Tempo Moderate, flowing Strong, rhythmic, Slow to medium,
energetic emotional

Performance Solo or folk ensemble Group/choral singing Mostly solo performance

Style

Audience Spiritual & Youth, reformists, Devotional & classical

Connection philosophical listeners | mass audiences audiences

Social Function Spiritual Social awakening and Personal spiritual

self-realization

unity

liberation

Metaphor of
Journey

Journey inward

Journey toward action

Journey toward freedom

Key Message

God is within you

Burn ignorance and
awaken

Break ego and be liberated

Type of Freedom Inner realization Social & moral Spiritual liberation
awakening (Moksha)

Cultural Usage Baul festivals, cultural | National/cultural Rabindra Jayanti, classical

Today programs gatherings concerts

Tagore’s Vision

Universal humanism

Constructive

Spiritual humanism
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| Reflected | | nationalism |

These three songs demonstrate how Tagore:

. Took inspiration from village Bengal
. Elevated folk ideas into universal philosophy
. Created music that speaks to both the masses and the intellectual world

Finally it can be said that these three Tagore songs together portray a complete journey of life—discover
the divine within (self), awaken and transform society (action), and finally surrender the ego to attain
spiritual freedom (liberation).

) Fusion of Folk and Art Song Traditions

The comparative analysis illustrates how Tagore’s compositions serve as a bridge between oral folk
traditions and formal art music. By integrating folk melodic and rhythmic elements with Western-
influenced song structures, Tagore created a hybrid genre that transcends traditional cultural boundaries.
This fusion challenges rigid distinctions between “folk™ and “elite” music, suggesting a more fluid cultural
landscape where artistic innovation emerges from dialogue between diverse musical forms. Tagore’s work
thus contributes to a redefinition of Bengali musical identity, embracing plurality and hybridity.

CONCLUSION

Rabindranath Tagore's Rabindrasangit is a significant artistic achievement that creatively synthesizes folk
and art song traditions, preserving and redefining Bengali folk heritage within a modern context. The study
emphasizes Tagore's profound engagement with Bengali folk traditions, revealing how he integrated folk
motifs, narrative techniques, and poetic forms, thus bridging oral culture and formal music. His
compositions retain the emotional immediacy of folk songs while introducing literary sophistication. The
analysis highlights Tagore's deliberate reinterpretation of folk elements to appeal to diverse audiences,
showcasing a unique genre that merges popular and classical traditions. Moreover, his use of folk scales
and rhythms emphasizes the depth of traditional musical idioms, while retaining the improvisational spirit
of folk performance. Tagore's work not only serves as a cultural artifact but also challenges conventional
music genre classifications, promoting a more inclusive understanding of cultural production. This research
underscores the significance of Tagore’s musical legacy and the need for continued exploration of the
intersections between folk traditions and art music.
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