
The Gothic Romanticized: Revisiting the Weird World of Tagore’s ‘The Hungry 

Stones’ 

Ajay Kumar Gangopadhyay 

 

Abstract: 

The popular belief that Gothic is poor and probably illegitimate relation of Romanticism has currency 

even in present day literary world. If Romanticism suggests ‘the renaissance of wonder’, then Gothic 

should be given legitimate space in Romantic brotherhood. A short story like ‘The Hungry Stones’ by 

Rabindranath Tagore artistically underlines the fact that gothic backdrop can enhance the effect of 

romantic appeal of the imaginative recreation of truth in a marvelous way. This paper intends to revisit 

the sumptuous medieval palace at Barich, in which a bold, young and rational cotton collector 

undergoes gothic experiences expressed with romantic suggestiveness in such a way that readers down 

the generations are mesmerized by the appeal of the story. The paper in this way proposes to re-

consider the proverbial debate between Gothic and Romantic to conclude that sublimity in creation 

depends on the shaping spirit of imagination. Tagore’s astounding power of blending and balance 

renders the conflicting agencies coordinate with each other and the story gains its effect by virtue of the 

strange alchemy of Tagore’s imagination. 
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Argument: 

Gothic fiction has been defined by J.A. Cuddon as a type of romance very popular in England from 1760s 

to 1820s. If Ferdinand Count Fathom (1753) by Tobias Smollett made the first attempt, The Castle of 

Otranto (1764) by Sir Horace Walpole gave this genre enduring popularity. This gruesome tale of 

passion, murder and horror had seminal influence on what was embraced and practiced as Gothic 

fiction, full of the supernatural within the set patterns like wild and desolate landscape, dark forests, 

ruined abbeys, feudal halls and medieval castles with dungeons, secret passages, winding stairways and 

the like. Soon the genre spread all over Europe and the scholars started comparative study of the 

Western tradition of the medieval ballads and romances, and the Eastern version of such romances like 



some of the tales from the Arabian Nights and Betal Panchabingsati. What all such studies point out is 

that man has eternal passion for stories grotesque, bizarre and scintillating, and the popular appeal of 

the Gothic can hardly be put by. 

Romanticism, on the other hand, has been defined in so innumerable ways that it is almost impossible 

to do justice to the term with a single definition. In its simplest concept romanticism stands for a view of 

life distictly different from Classicism. It suggests a highly individualistic and imaginative recreation of 

truth. Lyric subjectivism and never-ending quest for the ideal are the forte of romanticism. It is 

interesting to note that the term ‘romantic’ was first used in the late Seventeenth Century to describe 

paintings with certain bizarre qualities. When Le Tourneur called Shakespeare a romantic writer, he had 

the neo-classical sobriety in mind. What he implied was that Shakespeare lacked the refinement of a 

classicist. In fact the term ‘romantic’ etymologically suggests something rustic and peripheral. 

Romanticism conceptually suggests creative function of the imagination that looks upon art as a 

formulation of intuitive imaginative perceptions that speak of nobler truth. So what we perceive is that 

romanticism as a concept is not without certain amount of uniqueness which is the spring-source of 

eternal appeal of the Gothic. 

The celebrated intellectual dispute regarding the inter-relation between Gothicism and Romanticism 

took place in 1969 when Robert Hume published Gothic Versus Romantic: a Revaluation of the Gothic 

Novel.  Promptly came the rejoinder from Robert Platzer under the title Gothic Versus Romantic: 

Rejoinder (1969). If Hume argued that Gothicism is closely related to Romanticism, Platzer attacked the 

fundamental nebulousness of the categories. He observed that sharing common themes did not amount 

to partaking consciousness. However, he allowed some real common ground or direct and unmediated 

influence only to the most selective account of both movements. It is true that Gothic never enjoyed the 

status or the dignity of Romantic purely on the grounds of aestheticity and sublimity. Despite never-

fading appeal, Gothic is still considered a ‘mixed’ genre, assembled, like Frankenstein’s monster, out of 

other discourses. That Gothic is primarily a form of prose fiction also leads to the conventional 

prejudice.  Derogatory reviews by such authorities like Coleridge, Mary Wollstonecraft and Scott, and 

Byronic satire in English Bards and Scotch Reviewers (1809) further choked the possibility of the natural 

efflorescence of the genre. We must not forget, however, that even the stalwarts of the Romantic 

Revival like Wordsworh, Scott and Coleridge tried their hands in gothic plays and ballads. Byron praised 

Walpole as ‘the father of the first romance and of the last tragedy’, whereas Keats affectionately 

referred to ‘mother Radcliffe’ as a sort of acknowledgement of the astounding success of The Mysteries 

of Udolpho. 

Gothic, no doubt, is an unstable and complex genre that undergoes rapid changes and volatilities. The 

immediate and immense popularity of the physical horror during the second half of the 18th Century 

compelled the writers and reviewers to reconsider and redefine moral sentiment and literary value. 

Scott wrote ‘Marmion’, Coleridge ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ and Mary Robinson Hubert de 

Sevrac. Scott’s earlier stand of Gothic being ‘the lowest of genres’ which should only be written by ‘the 

lowest denizens of Grub Street’ did not hold much water as Shelley, Mary Shelley and Byron exploited 

the Gothic with philosophical depth and psychological penetration. Frankenstein by Mary Shelley 



reframed the structure of the Gothic and opened up the vista of modern Gothic, at once challenging and 

arresting. Horror was gradually replaced by terror, and the prospect of aesthetic sublimity shone bright. 

Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941), the first Asian recipient of the Nobel Prize, was the wonder child of 

Indian Renaissance. He was a poet of the first rank, a novelist, a prolific prose writer, a composer, an 

educationist and a nationalist with the refined vision of an internationalist. An avid reader of English 

literature, Tagore developed a sensibility romantic to the deepest core of the heart, but at the same 

time flexible enough to adapt various facets of the modern world. He was among the pioneers of 

modern Indian short stories. He wrote more than hundred short stories on innumerable topics, but his 

short story ‘The Hungry Stones’, translated from the Bengali original ‘Kshudhita Pashan’, is one of the 

best not merely in Indian literature, but in the casket of world literature. The Bengali original was 

published in July-August, 1895, and the English translation, first by Pannalal Basu, came out in 1916 from 

Macmillan. Tagore’s literary sensibility was a strange vortex of the Upanishadic tenets, the strangely 

romantic world of the Arabic literature and his continuous interaction with European literature filtered 

through English literature. The short story ‘The Hungry Stones’ leaves an interesting space for inter-

textual possibility as a host of literary associations readily comes to the mind of the readers. The 

narrative strategy of the story invites a parallelism with Coleridge’s ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’; 

the gothic atmosphere draws us to Poe’s short story ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’; the theme has 

something to do with ‘The Thief of Bagdad’; and the natural descriptions remind us of Morris’s ‘Earthly 

Paradise’ and A.C. Swinburne’s ‘The Garden of Proserpine’. 

‘The Hungry Stones’ begins and ends in a most realistic manner: the authorial narrator and his 

theosophical kinsman meet a remarkable man on the train on their journey back after the Puja holidays. 

The man looked like a North Indian Muslim with invincible knowledge of anything and everything under 

the sun. Waiting for the connecting train in an unknown and distant platform at night, they were allured 

to a personal account of that man: a kind of realistic phantasmagoria. Before his account could reach the 

satisfying end, the announcement of the arrival of their train estranged them forever. Terribly baffled 

and frustrated, the two fell out on the issue of the authenticity of the account. While the authorial 

narrator dismissed it as a cock and bull story, the theosophical cousin vehemently contradicted his 

opinion. This account of the strange narrator comprises the main story and readers are perpetually 

divided in their acceptance or rejection of it. 

The story of the formidable man supposedly having ‘supernatural power – some magnetic or divine 

force, or an astral body, or something of the kind’; has a captivating effect on the two listeners. Posted 

at Barich as cotton-revenue collector under the Nizam of Hyderabad, the narrator prefers to have his 

residence in a huge marble-palace built by Shah Mahmud II some two hundred fifty years ago. His young 

blood scorns all forewarnings and he resumes his duties all resolute.  The mesmeric beauty of the palace 

with Aravally Mountain and river Shusta dispelled all hearsays of its being haunted and, therefore, 

deserted.  Within a week, however, the confidence of the narrator receives a jolt: ‘The palace was like a 

living thing, slowly ingesting me in its entrails’. A series of uncanny happenings intensified the gothic 

effect. One evening during the hot weather he has an illusion of ‘a group of high-spirited young women’ 

bathing in the river. He sees nothing, no stir on Shusta, but he feels  ‘clearly that the waters were being 

stirred by many bracelated arms, as women laughed and splashed water on each other, and their feet 



sent the water-drops arcing through the air like fistful of pearls’. The narrator is so confident of the spell 

of illusion that he says: ‘Dream or reality, the unseen mirage from two hundred and fifty years ago that 

had presented itself before me vanished in the twinkling of an eye’. Another evening, as he pushed the 

door open and entered the huge hall, he had the distinct feeling that he had caused uproar for an 

unseen congregation. Finally, the haunted palace made him a prey to the invisible but invincible designs 

of an Arabic beauty. In a psycho-somatic adventure, he is beckoned by an unseen Arabic woman to a 

room where he has half vision of the Arabic beauty: ‘only the lower part of a pair of loose saffron-

coloured leggings and two beautifully-shaped feet in gold –worked slippers, resting on a cushion of pink 

velvet’. 

The narrator equates this experience as a night from the Thousand and One Nights transported from the 

realm of fiction. He is like the Bedouin ‘stealing through the narrow unlit alleyways of sleeping Baghdad 

on the way to some perilous assignation’. He imagines the beauty with ‘saffron leggings, the soft pink 

feet shod in upturned gold-worked sandals with her breasts tightly bound in a flowered bodice with gold 

braid, and a fringe of gold hung from  her red cap to veil her forehead and cheeks’. His bemused state he 

describes in following words: ‘I was besotted with her; it was to meet her that I would roam every night 

among the alleyways of that labyrinthine dream world, in the subterranean realm of sleep’. This willing 

suspension of disbelief renders him a split personality: during the day-time he is the officer with sola hat 

and English jacket and tight pantaloons; but as nights approach, he is a Bedouin with ‘red velvet fez, 

loose leggings, a flowered shirt and a long silk achkan, with a coloured attar-scented handkerchief’. He is 

half-crazed and half-dazed, and finally, one inclement night, he sees her in all desperation; frantically 

writhing for her deliverance. The narrator submits himself next morning to the aged clerk of the office 

Karim Khan who had repeatedly warned him against his decision to spend nights there, for his own 

rescue; but the old man’s account of the slave-girl remains incomplete. 

 Far from the madding crowd, the marble- palace was built on the top of a flight of one hundred and fifty 

steps. The river Shusta flows down the hilly track like a nimble nymph. There was no other habitation 

near about. The village and the cotton market was a good distance away. The ghostly reputation of the 

palace scared even the perpetual night-mongers. The servants agreed to work there during the day-

time, but nobody would stay at night.  With dilapidated interior and exterior designs and decorations, 

immense number of locked rooms and long corridors, the palace had an ideal setting for a gothic 

romance. The effect was further consolidated at the end when old Karim Khan described the palace as 

the very receptacle of ‘unfulfilled desire’ and ‘demented lust’. He continued: ‘Every block of stone within 

it is still hungry, still athirst, from the curse of that anguished and frustrated longing. Whenever they find 

a living human being within their grasp, they seek to devour him like ravening demons’. Tagore used this 

gothic paradigm to create a sense of physical unfamiliarity and psychological curiosity. The gothic in the 

story sets the ball of action rolling, and keeps alive the perpetual curiosity of the readers for things 

uncanny and supernatural. Tagore neither loses the string of reality, nor does he lose sight of the 

redeeming prospect of romanticism; and finally, the story turns out to be an excellent example of the 

gothic romanticized.  

There is nothing obscure, grotesque or bizarre in the story. Physical violence has been discretely 

avoided, and supernatural divination has been used with masterly control. Tagore here follows the lead 



of Coleridge in ‘Christabel’ and Poe in ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’. The borderline of the natural and 

the supernatural has been exploited with the romantic suggestiveness. Had we been in perfect 

understanding with the sense of the natural, the concept of supernatural would have been perfunctory; 

but we are not always in peace with the natural. In a letter dated 28 November, 1894 Tagore writes: “I 

most clearly feel that if we take a little trouble to contemplate or train ourselves then it will be possible 

for us to appreciate the imagery to be as palpable as the real”. This is exactly what he proves through 

the story. What D.H. Laurence says about Poe’s ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’ is pertinent in case of 

‘The Hungry Stones’ as well: “It is the souls of living men that subtly impregnate stones, houses, 

mountains, continents, and give them their subtlest form. People only become subject to stones after 

having lost their integral souls”. Tagore has romanticized his story with another marvelous figment of his 

imagination – Meher Ali. Karim Khan informs that among those who spent three consecutive nights in 

that haunted house, Meher Ali alone returned alive, but at the cost of his wits. Crazy Meher Ali goes on 

revolving round and round the palace with his habitual shoutings ‘Stay away! Stay away! It’s a lie; all of 

it’s a lie’. In a mesmeric trance he is caught like a bird caught in a hypnotic spell of a python’s gaze. Each 

and every nocturnal encounter of the narrator culminates with the mad shoutings of Meher Ali. So, in a 

way, he is the linking cord between the supernatural and the natural in the story. Again, if the narrator is 

the burning log, Meher Ali is the charcoal:  though he could not save himself, he is now the inscrutable 

voice of warning, and the sentinel for the world of reason. Reason and imagination get harmonized with 

such a balance that submission to the supernatural appeal in form of willing suspension of disbelief is 

complete. When we recover and try to rationalize it, we are in the position either of the authorial 

narrator, or his kinsman. 

Edmund Burke in A Philosophical Enquiry Into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful 

(1757) observes that “When danger or pain press too nearly, they are incapable of giving any delight and 

are simply terrible; but at certain distances, and with certain modifications, they may be, and they are 

delightful, as we everyday experience”. Aristotelian concept of catharsis out of the emotions of pity and 

fear finds newer aesthetic validation in Burke’s concept of pain and terror as capable of producing 

delight. Burke argues that this delight is not pleasurable, but produces a sense of “delightful horror, a 

sort of tranquility tinged with terror”. The vastness, infinity and astonishment of the pleasure-palace of 

Barich with its natural surroundings have led to the sublime effect of tranquility tinged with terror. 

Tagore has been remarkably successful in romanticizing the gothic to elevate it to the height of romantic 

sublimity by creating the effect of desired distancing, and making use of terror in such a way that finally 

it leads us to a sense of delightful horror. Everything in the story touches upon the personal: it was 

Tagore’s adolescent experience in the Shahibag palace in Ahmedabad that provided the central cue; the 

anonymous narrator could be Nishikanto Chattopadhyay, a scholar of repute who was employed by the 

Nizam of Hyderabad; Tagore himself might be the first narrator, and Mohinimohan Chattopadhyay, a 

man of theosophist bent of mind, could be the second listener. The subjective inner flow of the mind in 

this way found objectification through distancing and defamiliarization, and the final effect is that of a 

gripping, arresting story of the natural expressed through the supernatural. 

M.H. Abrams in Natural Supernaturalism observes that romantic writers reformulated the traditional 

relation of God to his creation in terms of “the prevailing two-term system of subject and object, ego 



and non-ego, the human mind or consciousness and its transactions with nature”. Tagore did the same 

thing in ‘The Hungry Stones’. The story of the strangely captivating man makes a marvelous milieu of the 

subjective and the objective. The objective realities of the narrative, even the idyllic description of the 

palace and its surroundings, keep us in constant touch with the reality. The subjective intimations and 

intimidations of the narrator create space for the uncanny that conspires with the supernatural to 

create the supreme sensation both sexual and neurotic that becomes enticing for the nerves. The lonely 

womanless life in such an idyllic though horrifying place  creates  space for nervous break-down, and the 

confusion of the subjective self of the narrator with subliminal sense of wish-fulfillment with objective 

realities pulling him back dramatize the narrative in a most lively way. The gothic and the romantic are 

juxtaposed artistically within this network with the inevitability of creational ecstasy.  
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