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Born on 19th May 1938, Girish Karnad is a playwright screen writer, actor and movie director  
He is by all critical voices considered to one of the doyens of modern theatre: Badal Sirca, Vijay 
Tendulkar, and Mohan Rakesh. He is the recipient of Jnanpith award. He uses history and 
mythology as a tool for his social radicalism. His plays have been with pride produced  and 
directed by Ebrahim Alksazi,, B.V. Karanth,  Alyque  Padmsee, Prasanna, Arvind Gaur, 
Shyamanand Jalan and Amal Allana. 

The present paper tries to explore the crypto Marxist philosophy in the play HayaVadana 
Although there is a thin filmline difference between Marxism, socialism, and Arya Samaaj, and 
especially the folk style of presentation in  Indian theatre , Karnad’s thematic and theatrical style 
reveals the undercurrents of Marxism which keep peeping out here and there..The thesis aims at 
first finding the elements of  Marxism  or the  theatre of protest emerging  in theatre in general. It 
then explores the Marxist elements which  willy- nilly  infiltrate into the dramatic structures of 
Girish Karnad’s plays . These thematic structures expose the Indian institutions of marriage and 
family; hegemony of patriarchy; irrepressible female erotica; existential revolt’ and extreme faith 
in religion; feudal hierarchies; social myth making ; and lastly the evil of Sati. The paper also 
attempts to bring out the elements of Marxism with the help of the  the elements Yakschagaan 
theatre and the pan-Indian  classical theatre. The introduction of Ganesha in Mangalacharan does 
not predict auspiousness  but only hints at the inefficacy of such invocations. The Sutradhar 
Bhagwata  intermittently breaks the empathy of the emotions and thereby achieve Brechtian 
alienation. Selection of the very Indian folk idiom serves Karnads purpose of treating a theme 
which is psychological and would not be explained without the help of Indian myths and motifs. 

Girish Karnad’s Hayavadana, one of most performed plays, provides ingredients that slip out 
hints that the play is working with the theme of revolt against the tradition. Any thinking mind 
can pierce through the smooth structure of the myth that there is enough  dialectic deconstruction 
of the myth of character transformation. Although the plot and the subplot deal with the 
questions of essentiality of nature and resultant identity, the basic dig is at the revolt against the 
established norms of authority and silently acceptable social mores. The deft application of the 
structures and style of the traditional Yakashaganatheatre, i.e.,- a play  within a play , dolls, 
masks; the irreverent  inversion of mock – heroic mores is driven towards the  endeavor of 
turning the reality inside out. 

It is a rare event in cross cultural study when a text is removed from its original context, 
manipulated in another cultural setting, and then turned in an altered from to its native milieu. 
(Clifford Geertz p.14). It has become by now an accepted fact that Girish Karnad transplants 
Western theatrical idioms on Indian surrounding, by using one of our own folk theatre forms. 
The discrepancy between form and matter of Girish Karnad’s writing can be traced to certain 
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influences over him. One of these influences is Marxism, whichsometimes creeps into his works 
and becomes a dominant motif at the other. 

The institution of marriage and Family has been treated in an ironic sense. The overarching 
presence of symbols like, ‘the fortunate lady flower’, the practice of Sati, the body mind schism 
etc would normally represent something very noble and sober. But the symbols depicting the 
institution of Marriage and family have been used by Karnad in a mock heroic way. The result is 
achieved by the use of humorous and cogent style of writing couched under the veil of satire, 
questioning some of the most established institutions of our society. In Hayavadana, even the 
gravest subjects like marriage and family has been treated in a very lighter vein, as Karnad’s 
altogether subscribing to the Marxism stand and summarily rejecting the institutions of Marriage 
and Family. 

Girish Karnad in Hayavadana has used the symbol of exotic“Fortunate lady flower”, which 
otherwise represents the sanctity and faith attached to Marriage. One can read between the lines 
the purpose of the playwright in one of the dialogues between Kapila and Padmini: 

KAPILA.  Here you are. The fortunate lady’s flowers. 

PADMINI.  And why a ‘Fortunate Lady’, pray? 

KAPILA.  Because it has all the marks of marriage a woman puts on. 

The yellow on the petals –then the red round patch at the bottom of  the petals – like on 
your forehead –then –here-thin saffron line –like in the parting of your hair –Then 
uhm…oh yes –here near the stem a row of  black dots –like a necklace of black 
heads.(Three Plays, Page 97) 

 ‘Fortunate lady Flower’ is a sign of a consummated marriage, the sign that a happy Indian lady 
boldly displays. This can finelybe contrasted with the monologue of Deva Dutta (the husband) 
who is aware of the hollowness of the virtues and faith attached to the “fortunate lady”, as he 
becomes suspicious of his wife’s fidelity. He experiences the trauma of the crumbling structure 
of his married life which is weathering out under the weight of an illicit admiration for the 
chivalourous and sportive figure (Emile Bronte p.13).He gives vent to his feeling in his 
monologue: 

 And that she’s married?  What a fool I have been. All these days I only saw that 
 pleading in his eyes stretching out its arms, begging for a favour. But never looked in her 
 eyes for their real depth….Look how she’s pouring her soul in his mould. Look!Let your 
 guts burn out –let your lungs turns to ash –but don’ turn away. Look- and don’t scream. 
 Strangle your agony. But look deep into these eyes –look until those peacock flames burn 
 out the blindness in you. Don’t be a coward now (Three Plays, Page 96) 

Karnad once again raises the question regarding the holiness of marriage in one of the lullabies 
sung by Padmini: 

 PADMINI: My poor child, you haven’t yet seen the witchingfair of the dark forest, have
 you?  Let’s go and see it. How I can describe it to you? Long before the sun rises, the 
 shadow of the twigs draw Alpanas on the floor. The star raises arati and goes. Then the 
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 day dawn and the fun begins. The circus in the tree tops and the cock- fight in a shower 
 of feather…Right outside the fair, watching from a distance stands the tree of the 
 fortunate lady, it’s an old tree, a close friend of ours. We have to say hello to it. All 
 right. (Three Plays, p. 121-122) 

Here, the raw beauty of the jungle symbolizes the mystical desires or the wild power of Kapila, 
who is the inhabitant of the forest. ‘The fortunate lady flower’ again stands for the moral values 
and order. Padmini’s neglect of the fortunate lady tree, for the weird charm of the forest, shows 
her intention, that her sexual requirements are incompatible with the laws of society and that she 
is determined to cross any line that the society has drawn (Three Plays, p.96). The material 
relationship has been blown off by the sexual fury, and that happens without any regrets and 
mortification. The married life of Padmini and Devadutta is in allthe ways presented as a second 
fiddle to the illicit affair-- whether in the real life of three characters, or in the dreams of 
Padmini. 

Karnad again seems to share the Marxist views regarding the marriage and family, when he gives 
a frivolous treatment to the ancient practice of the ‘sati’ practice, in which the widows were 
supposed to immolate themselves on the funeral pyres of their husbands. Though ‘sati’ is now a 
relic of the past, it was once considered to be the noblest duty of a wife towards her dead 
husband. Padmini immolates herself, not only with her dead husband, but also with her dead 
paramour. This act certainly question the logic of committing ‘sati’. The scene, instead of 
creating pathos, creates a humorous situation,it in no way appears tragic, even when three human 
beings are charred to death.  Kiritmath Kurtkoti writes, “Neither the death of lovers, nor the 
subsequent “sati” is presented as something tragic; the death serves only to emphasize the 
absurdity of their situation” (Kurtkoti, p.70) 

 The institution of marriage is again attacked, this time, through the songs of female 
chorus who under the garb of music expounds one of the message of the play; the message of the 
abolishment of Marriage and family. The pervasive presence of music and songs taken from the 
traditional folk theatre adds an element of mystery to the political propaganda, as propounded by 
Girish Karnad.(Shukla Chatterjee, B.C.) The female chorus sings: 

 FEMALE CHORUS: (sings) Why should love stick to the sap of a single body? When 
 the stem is drunk with the thick yearning of the many –petalled, many –flowered lantana, 
 why should it be tied down to the relation of a single flower? ( Three Plays, p. 82) 

FEMALE CHORUS: (sings) A head for each breast. A pupil for each eye. A side for each arm. I 
have neither regret nor shame. The blood pours into the earth and a song branches out in the 
sky.( Three Plays, p. 82) 

As discussed earlier, Marxism speaks for the marginal, the supposed proletariats and then 
through the topsy-turvyorder of the established socio- cultural norms, drags marginal at the 
centre. This subversion is very conspicuous in Hayavadana. Here the character of Padmini is 
sometimes projected  as a sexualized object, representing the patriarchal concept of womanhood, 
while at the others it also presents herself as an individualistic, modern emancipated womenwho 
can freely speaks about her sexuality. Thus the marginal situation of the woman is centralized by 
giving a semblance of matriarchic exercise of power 
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Karnad has presented ‘Padmini’ as a volatile autonomous being, a transgressive woman who 
turns upside down the patriarchal order of society. Her self- speakingand silences also forces us 
to discover, disobedience of social laws. The chorus at the beginning reveals: 

 FEMALE CHORUS: (sings) Why should love stick to the sap of a single body? When 
 the stem is drunk with the thick yearning of many –petalled, many –flowered lantana, 
 whyshould it be tied to the relation of a single flower? (Three Plays, p.82 ) 

Her name ‘Padmini’ gives a clue to her personality: Vatsayana’s concept of a very beautiful 
woman .Bhagavata’s song announces the core issue of the play: “two friends were there, one 
mind ,one heart. They saw a girl and forget themselves. But they could not understand the song 
she sang” ( Three Plays, p. 82). Padmini’s soulful song sung for her by the female chorus 
connects her person with the root: “drunk with many petalled, many flowered lantana, why 
should then she is tied down to the relation of a single flower? (Three Plays, p.82) 

 The theme of human desire for perfection, feminine frailty and tragic love is drawn on 
ancient, medieval and modern mythical heritage. Padmini’s portrayal also brings to mind a range 
of modern characters such as Anna Karenina, Madame Bovary and Tagore’s Vimla in the “ 
Home and the world”, who have raised several questions and forced us to re-vision  quite a few 
dogmatic assumptions defining the institution of marriage.” (Vanashree Tripathy, p. 60) 

Bhagvata wants his audience to assume that the masked characters respectively   represent the 
mind and the heart, “Devdutta enters and sits on a chair. He is slender, delicate- looking person 
and is wearing a pale colored mask, lost in his thought .Kapila is powerfully built and wears 
adark mask”. (Three Plays, p.83).It is Padmini who has the status of a real human being and 
whose actions provide stimuli to the male characters. 

 Adrienne Rich, a feminist critic, writes, “In order to live a fully human life, we (women) require 
not only to control our bodies…We must touch the unity and resonance of our physicality; the 
corporal ground of our intelligence” (Rich, p.62).  Rich continues to write that investing a 
politics of body has always been paramountissue for the feminists in addressing the category 
“women” and the ways in which that category is constructed for an oppressed class in Patriarchy. 
The reclaiming of body is an effort towards rectifying the misconception patriarchy has created. 
Karnad too presents ‘Padmini’ as a transgressive, erotic entity who tirelesssly desires to create a 
space beyond a pre- fabricated identity. 

Girish Karnad follows the Marxist ideology in attacking the religion too. He lampoons the God 
of the Hindu pantheon and all the other myths that have made themselves revered all over the 
Universe. Karnad, while staying abroad for higher studies, also seems to have been   influenced 
by the philosophy of ‘Existentialism’. He became a great follower of Jean-Paul-Sartre, whose 
influence is more than visible in his Dramas like Tughlaq, Yayati, Naga-Mandala and 
Hayavadana. 

 The central doctrine of “existentialism” is that, the man is the master of his destiny; his 
life is not pre-destined by the God, or by society,or by biology.He has a free will,and the 
responsibility for forming his own nature as well as his own personal decision, personal freedom 
and personal goals lies unto himself. Marxism practices almost the similar tenets, when they 
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rebuff religion and any other guiding spirit which makes the people feel that every thing is 
destined and the world is not alterable. 

Look how subtly Karnad seems to be mocking the idea of the deity Vighn-Vinashak(one who 
removes all obstacles): at the start of the play, Karnad gives us an ironic account of  Lord 
Ganesha. At surface level the Karnad seems to be praising the Lord.But underneath is a dig at the 
efficacy of the Ganesha’s the powers: 

O Elephant-headed Herambha 

Whose flag is victory 

And who shines like a thousand suns, 

O husband of Riddhi and Siddhi, 

Seated on a mouse and decorated with a snake, 

O single-tusked destroyer of incompleteness, 

We pay homage to you and start our play. 

(Hayavadana, Three Plays, p.73) 

 This goes along with the speech of Bhagavata, the Sutradhara: 

 BHAGVATA: How indeed can one hope to describe his glory in our poor, disabled 
 words? An elephant’s head on a human body, a broken tusk and a cracked belly-which 
 ever way you look at him he seems the embodiment of imperfection, of incompleteness. 
 How indeed can one fathom the mystery that this Vakratunda-Mahakay with his crooked 
 face and distorted body, is the Lord and master of  success and perfection? (Three Plays, 
 p.73)          

Karnad here logically questions how a God (Lord Ganesha), who is so imperfect and 
incongruous in his outlook, can ever be a God of perfection. And without whose grace and 
interference, a work would never be accomplished. Karnad here follows the Indian tradition of 
Nandi or Manglacharan which are sung in the poorvaranga. Karnad ironically uses the dramatic 
technique, for his mock- heroic work. 

 Karnad also questions the genesis and reverence paid to Lord Ganesha, this time, under 
the grab of a story, the dramatic form taken from the ancient Yakshagana theatre. The story of 
Hayavadana (the horse headed man), has put the myth of Lord Ganesha under investigation. The 
termd ‘Hayavadana’ has been used to impart subtlety to the theme. A literal use of Lord 
Ganesha, would have been counter productive, as it would have been a blatant attack on the 
religious beliefs of a country, whosevery existence lies in the system of Panchdevas (five 
principal deities) He himself writes: 

 It seemed unfair, however, to challenge the thesis of the riddle by using a god.God, after 
 all, is beyond human logic, indeed beyond human comprehension itself. The dialectics
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 has to grow out of grosser ground, and I sensed a third being hovering in the spaces 
 between human and divine, a horse headed man. (Three Plays, p. 14) 

God occupies a position at the transcendental level and any act that makes them to behave 
according to humanistic terms is sure to be taken as a sacrilege. Karnad commits a sort of 
blasphemy when he makes Goddess Kali to delve into human affairs directly.The situation is 
tricky and at once ludicrous interference in these situations is not considered compatible with the 
proper classical treatment of a subject. When God’s are taken out of their high pedestal and are 
made to speak in mundane terms, then the intention is quite certain that the writer wants to 
deprive Gods of their grandiose and divinity. 

 The speeches given to Goddess Kali in every way prove them to be a megalomaniac; an 
autocrat or a feudal that has the capacity but not the will to bail out characters from their tricky 
situations. Goddess Kali is one of the manifestations of “Maa” Shakti who killed many demons, 
in her foray, that were a threat to the peace and prosperity of the three worlds. She symbolizes 
both creative and destructive energy of this universe .The crudity of the speeches made by 
Goddess Kali shows Karnad’s disdain towards any form of religious practice. It also indicates 
that he is subservient to his political ideology, that abhors every ecclesiastical authority and the 
subservient reverence paid to them. The various speeches of Goddess Kali are written as: 

 KALI :( Sleepy) Yes it’s me. There was a time-many many years ago when at this hour 
 they would have theMangalratri. The devotes to make a deafening racket with drums 
 and conch- shells and cymbals. So I used to be wide awake around now. I have lost the  
 habit (Yawns) Right. What do you want?(Three Plays, p.102) 

Another hit at the powers of Kali: 

 KALI: The rascals! They were lying to their last breaths. That fellow Devdutta-he had 
 once promised his head to Rudra and his arms to me! Think of it –head to him and arms 
 to me! Then because you insisted on going to the Rudratemple, he comes here and offers 
 his head.Nobly too wants to keep his words, he says-no other reason!(Three Plays, p.
 103) 

The Marxists consider historical, political and religious myths as unique transitory events 
associated with particular periods. They demonstrate that how this “myth making” process is 
connected with related transformations in such concepts as “culture” and ‘civilization’. Myth 
being a cultural construction of the dominant ideology, is a subject of despise for the Marxists. 
Myths, especially those which provide grandeur to the culturally established tradition, are 
attacked by the Marxists. They allege that those beliefs create a fallacy in the mind of 
revolutionary classes that ‘all is well’ in the society and any radical change will result in chaos. 
As myths provide meaning and value to religion and all other established offices, an attack on 
myths is a attack on all associated establishment. Thus in the works of a Marxist there is a 
deliberate attempt to mystify the sanctified, the most revered establishment of our society. 

Hayavadana not only questions the practice of committing ‘sati’ (which was banned a long time 
earlier in the colonial era), but by his mock-heroic treatment of such a grand subject questions 
the ethos attached to the institution of marriage.  Vanashree Tripathy writes: 
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 The female chorus’s description of Padmini’s pyres has reverberations of Enobarbus’s
 description of Cleopetra. The mockery does not end here. Bhagavata gives a final solemn 
 speech on the grand sacred tradition of “Sati” in India by “Pativartas” attributing motives 
 of conventional pity and virtue to Padmini. This brings about a discordant note probably 
 designed to disengage the story of tragic love and death from all the sentimentality that 
 the act of death and suicide (sati) may have accrued. (VanashreeTripathy, p.50) 

At the same time the scene blatantly exposes the levity of the situation giving an impression that 
Padmini’s“Sati” act was not so much guided by her widowhood as by her concern for the public 
image of herself. She does a ‘namaskara’ and enters the fire (the curtain with blazing fire printed 
on it). The act of “Sati” however we observe again reverses the tragic tone from pathos to bathos. 
The funeral of Padmini is parodied in a high magnified speech:  “Our sister is leaving in the 
palanquin of sandalwood. Her mattres is studded with rubies, which burn and glow. She is 
decked in flowers which blossom on tinder- wood and whose petals are made of molten gold. 
The fortunate lady’s procession goes up the street of laburnums, while the makrands tie the 
peanuts and the jacarandas hold the lights. Goods bye dear sister. Go you without fear. The lord 
of death will be pleased with the offering of three coconuts.”( Three Plays, p.131) 

Bhagavata’s conferring sati- hood to Padmini is again a mock –heroic treatment of a grand 
subject. Bhagavata seems to be sharing with the audience the anxiety of Sati in India: 

 India is known for its Pativartas- wives who dedicated their existence to the service of 
 their husbands-but it would not be an exaggeration to say that no “pativarata” went in the 
 way Padmini did… They say that even now on full moon and on a new moon nights a 
 song  rises. (Three Plays, p.132) 

Another subversion is that of the Brahmanical myth; the myth of the head being superior  to the 
body or the importance of soul over body.In Hindu mythologythe  head is the representative of  
‘Brahmans’; shoulders represents the warrior class, the ‘Kshatriyas’; and the feets stand for the 
‘Sudras’ or the lowest downtrodden class. The classification of the different class structure of a 
society based upon human anatomy might have provoked Karnad to react against the castiest 
hegemony.  

 Karnad took the idea of Hayavadana from ‘Kathasaritasagar’, but he followed the 
treatment of Thomas Mann’s version of it in his “The transposed head”. The final solution in the 
ancient tale is that, since the head is the determining limb, then the body should fit according to 
the head. At the end of Mann’s version, the body has adjusted to the heads and the person’s are 
again the same. Karnad has followed the Mann’s logic on the dichotomy between head and 
mind; he seems to have been seriously concerned with the western cultural questioning of the 
sharp schism between mind and body:  

 He (Karnad) rejects the mechanical conception of life, which differentiated body and 
 soul. In rewriting the story he seems to be pitting himself directly against the abstractness 
 and emptiness of the Cartesian cogito- “I think therefore I am”. (Vanashree Tripathy 73) 

 When questions regarding the question regarding the ontological status of a being are raised the 
scholars are quite unanimous in suggesting that how one’s body is internal to oneself. Expert 
Merleau Ponty writes about therelative importance of body as, “perception is always an 
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embodied perception, one that is only within a specific context of a situation.Perception in itself 
does not exist” (Ponty,p. 148). In the oriental philosophy, this life is considered to be a 
preparation for the next; the physical being only an instrument of imperishable absolute spirit. 
While the western thoughts consider man as a psychosomatic unit, in which the body is an 
inseparable part of our total being. 

 The other myth that Karnad exposed is the myth of nationalism. Taking a cue from the 
Marxists, he caricatures the concept of nationalism which to them is similar to  Fascism . 
‘Hayavadana’s (a mythical character of an ancient period) speech suggests the intention of the 
author: 

 HAYAVADANA: That’s why I sing all those patriotic songs and the national anthem! 
 That particularly! I have noticed that the people singing national anthem always seems to 
 have ruined their voices so I try. But –but –it –it doesn’t seem to work….What should I 
 do? (Three Plays, p.137) 

After discussing all the tenets of Marxism in the context of Hayavadana only suggests that 
Girish Karnad unwittingly betrays his ideology of a non believer, an iconoclast, and a Marxist. 
He always deconstructs the history and myth in his plays and establishes a scientific and logical 
temper. Even the theatrical style preferred is that of Bertolt Brecht. In order to maintain the 
flavor of Marxist intellectualism, Karnad follows the Indian style of Sutradhara and his 
narrations which come so close to the theory of alienation. Wherever the action graph seems to 
be reaching a point where empathy begins to build, Karnad breaks it with the shooting entry of 
the Sutradhara. 
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