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 Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941) became the 

first Indian, that is, Non-European author to win the Nobel 

Prize for Literature in 1913. However, there has been a 

lot of neglect and misunderstanding involved in the 

criticism of Tagore’s dramatic output, both in India, and 

other countries. Tagorean plays, in fact, need to be 

treated with a more objective and sympathetic approach. 

We need to study the development of his dramatic craft 

and the evolution of his work in the theatre in a holistic 

manner, considering not only his own directorial and 

histrionic efforts, but also the productions of his plays on 

the Bengali professional stage and major revivals in 

Bengali group theatres of the modern period. 

 There were certain typical themes and issues 

that concerned Tagore in his dramatic output. However, 

all such considerations have been swept aside by a 

progressively negative critical reaction to his plays in 

England and America. No doubt, there are certain 

problems and deficiencies apparent in the previous 

English translations of his plays, especially those by 

Tagore himself, yet the dramatic techniques employed by 

this great playwright namely, his use of music and poetry 

in his plays, the universal appeal that underlies the most 

personal of presentations and his characteristic sense of 

rhythm definitely mark him out as unique. This trickling of 

understanding from an ocean of experience through the 

narrow stricture of criticism enhances the motif of the 

hour-glass that is taken as the predominant metaphor of 

the present play under study, namely The Post Office. 

 The Post Office is the most popular of all 

Tagore's plays. It was written in 1912 in Bengali and 

translated into English in 1915. Many of his works written 

during this period portray a deep contemplation on the 

mysteries of death and calls from far-off. The Post Office 

reflects both the thoughts. This play was staged in the 

Jorasanko House of Tagore with great success. The poet 

himself took part and was in the role of Thakurda. 

Mahatma Gandhi, Lajpat Rai and many other many other 

national leaders were among the audience. In the 

English version Thakurda became Gaffar. 

 The play is written in prosaic form, without a 

single song. Yet it is rich in lyric. The language is very 

simple and natural and belongs to day-to-day life and it is 

this simplicity and naturalness of the conversation that 

attributes to its popularity and other qualities. Edward 

Thompson is right when he says, “ 

The language is of an unsurpassable 

naturalness, the speech of the street purged of 

all its grossness yet robbed of not one drop of 

raciness. The dialogue flows in ever unhurried 

stream." 

 In The Post Office Tagore's painful experience 

of a circumscribed and regimental childhood can be 

openly felt. Tagore was very much cared for and was not 

allowed to go outside the campus of his house. He 

always detested it. He often spent his time sitting in a 

room whose window opened in the garden and the pond. 

Rabindranath always longed to escape from his cribbed 

existence within the four walls of the house and see the 

unseen and know the unknown. In one of the Tagore's 

poem we get the mood recaptured beautifully 

I am listless, I am wanderer in my heart, 

 In the summer haze of languid hours, 

What vast vision of thine takes shape in the 

blue of the sky. 

 Tagore reaches the summit of dramatic merit 

with his Post Office. Many critics believed that it is 

Tagore's best work. The Post Office is the story of an 

orphan Amal, who is adopted by Madhav. Amal is sick 

and thus forbidden by the village doctor and his uncle to 

out of the room, as the sun and the wind will be harmful 

to him. Amal watches the outside world through his 
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window and talks to all and sundry who pass by the 

window. There is the watchman, the curdseller selling 

curd, Sudha the flower girl, little children playing with toys 

and the postman bringing letters from the King. Amal is 

fascinated by the outside world. His sensitive imagination 

transforms everything around him. The watchman tells 

him about the post office near Amal's window. He says 

that Arnal will also get some letter from the King. Amal 

hopes to become a postman when he grows up. 

 Sitting at his window Amal waits for the King's 

letter. His health deteriorates further. The watchman 

consoles him by saying there might be a letter for him 

The letter does arrive but in the shape of death. He goes 

to eternal sleep. 

 The drama is divided into two acts having the 

hourglass structure. In Act I, we find Amal sitting near the 

window and talking with passers by. In Act II, we find the 

child in the bed and people talk to him or just watch him 

asleep. In the first part the child looks at the world while 

in the second part the world flows into his consciousness. 

The two most clear levels on which the story moves is 

one of naturalistic level, the other being symbolic. The 

letter is the most important suggestive symbol in this 

play. It comes from the far-off land bringing a message 

from someone whom we consider close to us. It is a sort 

of bridge between the known and the unknown. Amal has 

high opinion for the postman because he is the person 

who establishes communion between the distant and the 

near. The post office itself provides a realistic 

background to the symbolism of the letter.  

 Though the subject matter appears to be very 

simple, yet there is harmonious blending of diverse 

elements. At first it is just a simple story of a boy who 

longs to go to the outside world and enjoy. But on a 

second look, when we Interrogate ourselves about the 

significance of the post office, the King, the letter and his 

physician, we are re-enlightened to their symbolic 

significance. The play is symbolic in nature. On a 

philosophical level, it is about the yearning of the soul for 

the oversoul or the King symbolizing God. Death brings 

the fulfilment of such a yearning --which Tagore has 

always advocated. Death is seen in the perspective of a 

liberator, which frees man from all earthly pain. W. B. 

Yeats emphasized on the deliverance as the main part of 

the play; deliverance which Amal finds in death. 

 Yeats has precisely suggested the theme. He 

says,  

"It may come at any moment of life, though the 

child discovers it in death, for it always comes 

at the moment when the 'I' seeking no longer 

for gains that cannot be assimilated with its 

spirit is able to say "All my work is thine.”  

 Madhav, who has adopted the child, dotes on 

him. He is ready to sacrifice everything for him. The 

physician warns him to go outside according to his 

medical scriptures whereas Amal needs a sympathetic 

attitude for his days are limited on this earth. 

 Amal is excited about Gaffar because he is 

carefree and adventurous. But Amal has no choice. All 

passersby are amused by Amal's enthusiastic remarks. 

The dairyman says, "You have taught me to be happy 

selling curds." The watchman on his daily routine sounds 

his gong. Amal enjoys his company. He complains to the 

watchman about his physician who does not let him go 

outside. The watchman replies thus: "One great than he 

comes and let us free."  

 In Act II, the hourglass reverses its positions 

and the direction of the story changes. It is the next day. 

Excess of exposure near the window has made the 

condition worse for Amal. He is advised to remain on the 

bed. Gaffar comes and tell him that he has just returned 

from Parrot's isle –Land of hills and waterfalls, of birds 

flying and singing with no men at all. Amal wishes to be a 

bird, which flies to a distant land in an open air 

atmosphere. He asks Gaffar if there is any letter for him. 

Gaffar says the letter is on the way. Amal’s imagination 

catches fire. He tries to visualise the letter. The headman 

mockingly gives Amal a piece of blank paper and tells 

him that It’s the King's letter to him.  

 Gaffar assures that it is the King’s letter in 

which he has written that he will come himself to see 

Amal with the state physician. The same evening the 

state physician comes and the first thing he does is to 

open all windows and Amal feels that "all pain is gone." 
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Sleep comes over Amal and the state physician asks 

them to blowout the oil-lamp and let the star light stream 

in, suggesting his death.  

 The Post Office is a symbolic drama proper in 

that the surface meaning remains insignificant unless it is 

made to yield the over changing meaning and the over 

changing meaning springs spontaneously out of the 

movement of the plot and the activities of the characters. 

 The play can be interpreted as conveying a 

spiritual message. Amal is the soul of man. The King 

stands for God. The name Amal, which means pure and 

stainless, indicates the purity of soul, for it comes from 

Brahman, the ultimate reality, the absolute. The soul's 

only aspiration is to get free from the bondage of the 

body and merge into the absolute from where it has 

come. But, being enmeshed in the body, its aspiration is 

thwarted.  

 The Post Office dramatises the struggle of the 

soul to free itself from the ties of the earth and become 

one with the universal soul of God. Nature is the best 

means of spiritual progress. Life in nature elevates and 

purifies the soul. If we want to reach God, we must take 

shelter in the bosom of nature. The all knowing God 

knows the longings of the earnest soul and liberates it 

into his bosom.    

 This play by Tagore is one of those pieces of 

literature that truly deserves to be remembered. W.B. 

Yeats remarks on this play, saying that this little play 

is very perfectly constructed and conveys to the 

right audience an emotion of gentleness and 

peace. 

 To western eyes, at first glance, a play about a 

dying child may be seen as morbid. The reader and the 

regular theatergoer, however, quickly realize that Amal, 

the moribund boy, simply wants to experience life and 

receive a letter from the king. The thought of death barely 

enters his mind. Thus, it was without co-incidence, that 

this play was aired over the radio during Europe’s darkest 

hours under Nazi occupation in World War II. The most 

poignant performance of the play was in July 1942, in the 

Warsaw Ghetto, when the Polish doctor, educator, writer 

and children rights activist Janusz Korczak had the 

children in his orphanage stage this play. As with the 

central character Amal, the children were better able to 

accept death as part of life, preparing for certain death 

that awaited them. For just like the hourglass, when the 

sand has completely flowed out of one part – it fills the 

other, so too in accepting death one can affirm life. 
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