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ABSTRACT 

Girish Karnad, a seminal figure in Indian English drama, masterfully weaves together 

mythology, history, and contemporary sociocultural issues in his plays. By reimagining 

and reinterpreting ancient myths within a modern framework, Karnad offers profound 

insights into the complexities of Indian society. This paper explores the intricate interplay 

of mythology and sociocultural aspects in selected plays of Girish Karnad, demonstrating 

how he uses these elements to critique and illuminate contemporary Indian realities. 

Karnad's plays often serve as a mirror reflecting the sociocultural landscape of India. For 

instance, in "Tughlaq," he delves into the historical figure of Muhammad bin Tughlaq, but 

the play is more than a mere historical chronicle. It becomes a metaphor for the perils of 

absolutism, the complexities of leadership, and the socio-political climate of India. By 

juxtaposing historical events with contemporary concerns, Karnad invites the audience to 

draw parallels between the past and the present, highlighting the enduring nature of 

certain social issues. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Mythology is another potent tool in Karnad's dramatic arsenal. In "Yayati," he reinterprets 

the Hindu myth of the aging king who exchanges his youth for that of his son. Karnad 

uses this mythological framework to explore themes of generational conflict, the 

complexities of father-son relationships, and the perennial human desire for youth and 

immortality. By recontextualizing the myth, Karnad challenges traditional interpretations 

and offers a fresh perspective on the story. 

Similarly, in "Hayavadana," Karnad blends mythology with psychological realism to 

examine the nature of identity and duality. The play, based on the story of a man with two 

faces, one human and one horse, delves into questions of selfhood and the social 

construction of identity. Through this mythological lens, Karnad critiques the rigid caste 

system and the hierarchical structures that shape Indian society. 

Karnad's plays often feature strong female characters who challenge patriarchal norms. 

In "Nagamandala," for instance, the character of Neelakanthi subverts traditional roles 

and emerges as a powerful and independent woman. By reimagining mythological 

figures like Yakshi and Rani, Karnad provides a platform for exploring the complexities of 

female identity and agency in a male-dominated society. 

Through his skillful blending of mythology and sociocultural commentary, Girish Karnad 

creates plays that are both intellectually stimulating and emotionally resonant. His works 

serve as a powerful critique of Indian society, exposing its contradictions and 

complexities. By reimagining the past, Karnad offers a fresh perspective on the present, 

inviting the audience to engage in critical dialogue about the enduring challenges faced 

by Indian society. 

Girish Karnad, a pivotal figure in Indian English theatre, masterfully weaves together 

mythology, history, and contemporary sociocultural issues in his plays. 

His works serve as a rich tapestry, exploring the intricate interplay between the past and 

the present, and challenging conventional norms and perspectives. By delving into 

mythological narratives, Karnad offers a profound critique of societal structures and 

power dynamics, while simultaneously illuminating the enduring relevance of ancient 

wisdom in contemporary contexts. 
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Karnad’s plays are characterized by a bold reinterpretation of mythological figures and 

stories. In "Tughlaq," for instance, he reimagines the historical figure of Muhammad bin 

Tughlaq as a complex and flawed leader, whose radical policies and ambitious schemes 

ultimately lead to his downfall. Through this character, Karnad explores themes of power, 

politics, and the consequences of unchecked ambition, drawing parallels between the 

medieval era and contemporary Indian society. Similarly, in "Yayati," Karnad revisits the 

mythological tale of the aging king who bargains his youth for his son's, to examine 

issues of generational conflict, the meaning of old age, and the complexities of familial 

relationships. 

Beyond reimagining mythological narratives, Karnad's plays also delve deep into the 

sociocultural fabric of India. "Hayavadana," a play based on the story of a two-faced man, 

offers a scathing critique of the caste system and the devaluation of women. The play 

exposes the hypocrisy and injustice inherent in societal hierarchies, while also exploring 

themes of identity, duality, and the consequences of societal pressures. In 

"Nagamandala," Karnad delves into the world of folk beliefs and rituals, examining the 

tension between tradition and modernity, and the impact of patriarchal structures on 

women's lives. 

Girish Karnad’s Hayavadana is a complex and multifaceted play that delves into the 

profound themes of identity, incompleteness, and hybridity. Through its intricate plot and 

compelling characters, the play offers a rich exploration of the human condition, 

challenging conventional notions of selfhood and societal constructs. 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

At the core of the play lies the theme of identity. The titular character, Hayavadana, is a 

chimera, a being with the body of a man and the head of a horse. This grotesque 

amalgamation serves as a powerful metaphor for the fragmented and often contradictory 

nature of human identity. The play questions the very essence of what constitutes a 

person, suggesting that it is not merely a physical entity but a complex interplay of mind, 

body, and soul. The characters of Devadatta and Kapila, who exchange heads in a 

bizarre ritual, further complicate this exploration, blurring the lines between self and 

other. [1] 
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Intimately connected to identity is the theme of incompleteness. Hayavadana suggests 

that humans are inherently flawed and lacking. The characters yearn for something 

beyond themselves, a sense of wholeness that remains elusive. Padmini, for instance, is 

initially attracted to Devadatta's intellect but later desires the physicality of Kapila. This 

yearning for a perfect complement highlights the human condition's inherent 

dissatisfaction. The play also explores the idea of societal incompleteness, criticizing the 

rigid caste system and patriarchal norms that restrict individual potential. [2] 

Hybridity is another central theme in Hayavadana. The play seamlessly blends myth, 

folklore, and contemporary concerns, creating a rich tapestry of cultural and philosophical 

influences. The characters themselves are hybrids, embodying both divine and human 

qualities.  [3] 

Hayavadana, for example, is a product of a divine curse, yet he experiences human 

emotions and desires. This hybridization reflects the complex and multifaceted nature of 

human existence, where different cultures, traditions, and beliefs intersect. [4] 

MYTHOLOGY AND SOCIOCULTURAL ASPECTS IN THE SELECTED PLAYS OF 

GIRISH KARNAD 

Karnad's masterful use of dramatic irony and theatrical devices adds depth to these 

themes. The play's ending, where the characters are left in a state of perpetual 

incompleteness, is both tragic and thought-provoking. It suggests that the search for 

identity and wholeness is an ongoing and perhaps unattainable quest. Hayavadana is a 

powerful exploration of identity, incompleteness, and hybridity. Through its imaginative 

storytelling and complex characters, the play challenges conventional notions of selfhood 

and offers a profound reflection on the human condition. Karnad's masterful 

craftsmanship ensures that the play continues to resonate with audiences, inviting them 

to contemplate the complexities of their own identities and the nature of human 

existence. 

Central to the play is the theme of identity crisis, manifested in the physical and 

psychological exchange of heads between the protagonists, Devadatta and Kapila. This 

radical act symbolizes the confusion and fragmentation of the self, as the characters 

grapple with the question of what constitutes their true essence. Is it the mind, 

represented by Devadatta, or the body, embodied by Kapila? Karnad suggests that 
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identity is not a fixed entity but a fluid and ever-evolving construct, shaped by both 

internal and external forces. 

The play also explores the concept of hybridity, a recurring motif in Karnad's works. The 

mythical creature, Hayavadana, a man with a horse's head, becomes a powerful 

metaphor for the complex and often contradictory nature of human existence. Karnad 

suggests that we are all, in a sense, hybrids, composed of multiple and often conflicting 

elements. This idea is further reinforced by the characters' ambiguous roles and blurred 

boundaries between the divine, human, and animal realms. 

Furthermore, Hayavadana raises questions about the relationship between mind and 

body. The play suggests that these two aspects of human existence are inextricably 

linked, yet they are also distinct entities. The characters' experiences highlight the 

tension between reason and desire, intellect and instinct, and the ways in which these 

forces shape our actions and decisions. 

Karnad's plays are not merely retellings of myths or historical events but rather a platform 

for engaging with contemporary issues. By juxtaposing the past and the present, he 

invites audiences to reflect on the enduring nature of human struggles and the ways in 

which societal problems have evolved over time. His works challenge conventional 

narratives and offer alternative perspectives, encouraging critical thinking and dialogue. 

Girish Karnad's plays are a testament to the power of theatre as a medium for social 

commentary and cultural exploration. Through his masterful use of mythology and 

historical figures, he sheds light on the complex interplay between the past and the 

present, and offers a profound critique of societal ills. Karnad's works continue to 

resonate with audiences, inspiring critical reflection and fostering a deeper understanding 

of the Indian sociocultural landscape. 

Girish Karnad, a pivotal figure in Indian English theatre, masterfully weaves together 

mythology, history, and contemporary sociocultural concerns in his plays. His works are a 

rich tapestry that reflects the complexities of Indian society, challenging traditional 

narratives and provoking critical thought. By delving into the depths of mythology, Karnad 

offers a fresh perspective on age-old issues, exposing their relevance in the 

contemporary world.    
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Karnad's plays are marked by a deliberate interplay between the mythical and the real. In 

"Tughlaq," for instance, he reimagines the historical figure of Muhammad bin Tughlaq as 

a complex and flawed ruler. While the play is rooted in historical events, Karnad employs 

mythical elements to underscore Tughlaq's tragic downfall. The character's megalomania 

and obsession with utopian ideals echo the hubris of mythical figures, highlighting the 

dangers of unchecked power. 

Similarly, "Yayati" reinterprets the mythological tale of the aging king who exchanges his 

youth with his son. Karnad uses this ancient myth to explore contemporary themes of 

generational conflict and the complexities of father-son relationships. The play delves into 

the psychological turmoil of Yayati, exposing the human frailties that transcend time and 

culture. 

Karnad's exploration of mythology is not merely an aesthetic choice but a strategic tool to 

engage with pressing sociocultural issues. In "Hayavadana," he reworks the myth of the 

two-faced god, exploring themes of identity, gender, and the blurred lines between good 

and evil. The play offers a critique of patriarchal norms and challenges the binary 

constructions of masculinity and femininity. Karnad's plays often serve as a platform to 

address marginalized voices and perspectives. "Nagamandala," for example, is a feminist 

retelling of the myth of the serpent goddess Manasa. The play subverts traditional 

narratives by centering the story around a woman and challenging the patriarchal 

structures that oppress her. 

Through his masterful blending of mythology and sociocultural commentary, Girish 

Karnad has created a body of work that is both intellectually stimulating and profoundly 

relevant. His plays invite audiences to question the foundations of their beliefs and to 

engage in critical dialogue about the complexities of the human condition. By reimagining 

myths for the contemporary stage, Karnad has ensured that these timeless stories 

continue to resonate with audiences across generations. 

Girish Karnad's plays offer a rich and multifaceted exploration of the interplay between 

mythology and sociocultural dynamics. By reworking ancient myths, he sheds light on 

contemporary issues, challenging societal norms and offering new perspectives. 

Karnad's works are a testament to the enduring power of mythology and its ability to 

illuminate the complexities of the human experience. 
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CONCLUSION 

Girish Karnad's plays are a rich tapestry of mythology, history, and contemporary 

sociocultural issues. By reimagining ancient myths and historical figures within a modern 

framework, he creates thought-provoking dramas that challenge conventional wisdom 

and offer profound insights into the human condition. Karnad's legacy lies in his ability to 

use drama as a tool for social commentary, inspiring audiences to reflect on the 

complexities of Indian society and to strive for a more just and equitable future. 
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