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Rabindranath Tagore’s various novels and short stories tried to visualize the life of women and 
the diverse roles played by them in the society. The present study seeks to explore the 
multidimensional facets of motherhood in Tagore’s novels Chokher Bali and Chaturanga and 
how motherhood and the denial of motherhood influence the characters. This study also throws 
light on the film adaptations of these novels.  
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Motherhood is a God like quality and one of the greatest privileges acquired by women. It can be 
said as a woman’s second birth. The Mother-Goddess appears as a compelling image of female 
power. Apart from God the ability of creation is only attributed to mothers. Being a biological 
mother is not a prerequisite for attaining motherhood. The divinity of motherhood and various 
aspects have become an impetus for so many poets, sculptors, painters, etcetera. Rabindranath 
Tagore’s various novels and short stories tried to visualize the life of women and the diverse 
roles played by them in the society. The present study seeks to explore the multidimensional 
facets of motherhood in Tagore’s novels Chokher Bali and Chaturanga and how motherhood and 
the denial of motherhood influence the characters. This study also throws light on the film 
adaptations of these novels.  

Tagore’s Chokher Bali (1903) which is literally translated as “sand in the eye” deals with the life 
of a Hindu widow, Binodini and the restrictions, frustrations and psychological traumas faced by 
the characters. Binodini is an educated girl lives in British India, and was married to a man 
according to her father’s will and soon becomes a widow, returns to her village and after getting 
the invitation from her mother’s friend Rajalakshmi, left her house to stay at Rajalakshmi’s 
house in Calcutta. The other major characters are rich, flamboyant Mahendra, son of 
Rajalekshmi, his simple, demure wife Ashalatha, his friend Bihari and his aunt Annapurna. 
During the course of the novel Mahendra got attracted towards Binodini, and this creates 
troubles in the life of Mahendra and Asha. At the same time Binodini was also attracted towards 
Bihari, but for him she was a devious enchantress. The novel was adapted to the big screen by 
Rituparno Ghosh in 2003.  

Tagore’s novel Chaturanga published in 1916, which means four parts has four chapters 
revolving around four main characters, Jagmohan, Sachish, Damini and Sribilash. The novel 
narrated by Sribilash raises so many intellectual questions regarding religion, social atheism and 
natural attraction towards women. Sachish, who was an atheist transformed to a theist and 
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becomes a devotee of Swami Lilananda, because of the sudden death of his uncle Jagmohan, 
who was his philosopher. His friend Sribilash, who was his friend and follower, also follows 
him. Damini, a widow of Swami Lilananda’s disciple came to their life and fell in love with 
Sachish, who cannot accept her as a woman who longs to be loved. Sribilash who followed 
Sachish in social and religious services at last came out of the shadow of Sachish and became a 
practical man with his own opinions and marries Damini. Suman Mukhopadhyay’s 2008 movie 
Chaturangais the film adaptation of this novel. 

In both the novels not only the main characters are widows who need to sacrifice all their wishes, 
but also motherhood is denied to them. In the novel Chokher Bali Rajalekshmi is the only major 
character who is a mother. The other two widows Binodini and Annapurna and the character 
Ashalatha are denied motherhood. Annapurna treated Mahendra and Bihari as her own sons. 
Sometimes Rajalekshmi felt that Annapurna was envious towards her because of her having a 
son. In the movie RituparnoGhosh tried to glorify motherhood. The character Ashalatha came to 
know that she became pregnant after reaching Kashi, the sacred place were fish or meat is 
forbidden. But when the widows residing there knew about Ashalatha’s pregnancy they were 
even ready to break the customs prevalent to take care of a pregnant woman. Annapurna and 
other widows secretly bought fish and gave it to Ashalatha. When Ashalatha refuses to have that 
saying it is a sin Annapurna consoled her by saying, if she didn’t feed the baby in her womb, it 
will be a bigger sin.  

Binodini’s craving for a baby also is evident in that scene where she lost all her conscience at the 
sight of pregnant Ashalatha. Binodini and Mahendra, Ashalatha’s husband had an illicit affair 
and she asked Mahendra didn’t he want a baby. That was the time when she fully understands 
that not being a mother is her most vital flaw. In the novel there was even the denial of 
motherhood to Ashalatha also. But the movie looks into the women as child bearers and 
motherhood is their strength.  

Unlike the novel the movie tried to depict motherhood as a magnificent one. Ashalatha was 
always wanted to be a mother. Binodini also was craving to become a mother. But she realized 
that only when she saw the pregnant Ashalatha. She always felt that she was superior to 
Ashalatha. But when she saw the pregnant Ashalatha she couldn’t tolerate her defeat of not being 
a mother. That is why she doesn’t inform about Ashalatha’s pregnancy to Mahendra.  

Likewise this motherly instinct was there in the movie Chaturanga also. The character Nanibala, 
who is widow was cheated by the character Purandar and became pregnant. The suspicious 
Purandar thought that the child was someone else’s and abandoned her. She was abandoned by 
her mother and brother also. So Sachish took her to his uncle Jagmohan’s house and he accepted 
her as his own daughter. Nanibala gave birth to a stillborn child. Nanibala, a widow, abandoned 
by all other family members found her only solace in the baby in her womb. But that also was 
denied. Damini also was denied motherhood. Her husband gave away all her ornaments to the 
Guruji in order to free her from her worldly desires and after his death the house gifted by her 
father and herself to Guruji. So she was presented as a woman who was deprived of all the 
worldly pleasures. Apart from these emotional tortures, she was denied motherhood also. But the 
motherly instinct and craving for a baby was there in Damini. Hence in the movie the role of her 
maid Bhami is played by a little girl whom she treats like her own child. The scene where she 
teaches embroidery to little girls also is an instinct of her craving to be a mother. 
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Being a widow in a traditional atmosphere as in the 20th century Bengal and the kind of treatment 
they used to receive was really pathetic. The widow after the death of her husband needs to wear 
a white saree and she needs to shave her head and is not permitted to wear any jewels. Forget 
colourful clothes, or tasty food they lose the right to be happy. In both these novels Tagore 
presented them not only as widows deprived of worldly pleasures but also denies motherhood 
which can be said as dehumanization. A faithful portrayal of colonial Bengal can be seen in both 
the novels.  
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