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Re-reading the Cosmic Myth of Creation and Destruction in
Tagore’s Muktadhara: A Discussion

Shovan Maity

Abstract

Mukta Dhara is an abiding testimony toRabindranath Tagore’s celebration of the cosmic
myth of creation and destruction. In order to subjugate, Ranajit, the king of Uttarkut builds
a huge dam across Mukta Dhara with the help of the brain-strong royal engineer, Ribhuti
who is aided by his ‘new machine god’ that represents modern science, the very antithesis
of the will of the benevolent creator. That Rabindranath has conceived of Prince Abhijit
in terms Lord Shiva - the destrayer and the preserver - is well borne out by the fact that he
breaks the dam at its weak point and frees Mukta Dhara for the people of Shiv Terai ,
though at the cost of his own life. The tinkling sonorous flow of the emancipated Mukta
Dhara that helps Shiv Terai to pulsate with new life is reminiscent of the myth of salvation
of the Ganges from the holy lock of Lord Shiva — a fateful release that is believed to yield
in fertility of the earth. This paper purports to explore how man’s intoxication with and
conceited use of ‘power’ represented by the creation of the dam in the play ultimately
destroys creation, which awaits renewal and purgation by bold sacrificial figures like
Abhijit.

Keywords: myth, creation, destruction, incarnation, salvation, subjugation
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The Oxford Dictionary of English defines myth as ‘a traditional story, especially one
concerning the early history of a people or explaining some natural or social phenomenon,
and typically involving supernatural beings or events’. Generally speaking, myth is
something imaginative and far away from the facts and from history. The origin of the
word myth is the ancient Greek word mythos which means ‘speech or narrative’. But,
down the ages it has undergone several changes and explications. Professor Lillian Feder
has provided a very succinct definition of myth. According to her,

Myth is a story involving human limitations and superhuman striving and
accomplishments which suggest through action usually of a ritual, ceremonial or
compulsive nature, man’s attempt to express and thus control his own anxiety
about those features of his psychological and physiological make up and his
external environment which he cannot comprehend, accept or master. The
characters of myth may be gods, men or monstrous creatures with the qualities
both, but even in myths, dealing exclusively with immortals, the narrative
material, the portrayal of conflict and sorrow, and the resolution or revelation are
all reflections of human concerns. (11)

So, myth is characterized by its antique origin, myriad permutations and ambiguous
nature.

Across the globe there are diverse types of myth. Scholars and critics categorize
them as either ritual myths or creation myths or nature myths or gender myths or culture
myths and so on. Creation myth or cosmic myth denotes how the universe has been
created by the creator. Each religion has its own creation myth. In Hinduism creation is
mentioned as cyclic. It is stated in the Upanishads that the cosmos with all types of
animals including human beings pass through recurring cycles of creation and destruction.
The Puranas also speak of the same pattern of creation, destruction and re-creation of the
universe. The Hindus believe that Lord Brahma is the creator of this globe; Lord Bishnu,
with His potency protects the world and its denizens and Lord Shiva is called the destroyer
who destroys the creation only to renew it. So, this Trimurty (Trinity) is responsible for the
cycle of birth, life and death in this world.

In Shaivism Lord Shiva is not altogether described as the destroyer. The Shaivites
find in Him a rare combination of contradictory aspects. To them, Shiva is both benevolent
and terrifying; destroyer and creator, transcendent and immanent. He is the ‘cosmic
dancer’ who creates the perpetual rhythm of this universe. The image of the dancing Shiva
(Nataraj) combines within it the cosmic actions like creation, destruction, protection,
divine complacency etc. It is from his thick matted hair (‘jata’) that the sacred river
Ganges emerges to destroy the ominous and restore life on earth.

Literature has been adapting myths into its bulk since antiquity. In an engaging
manner experts have received, revised and reformulated myths at different points of time
in history. The flexible construction of myths sanctions the writers to rejuvenate and
contemporanize them. Indian English drama, though young in age, has addressed various
socio-political, socio-religious, socio-cultural issues vis-a-vis mythical stories, legendary
tales, historical facts and day to day events. Noted playwrights like Aurobindo Ghosh
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