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ABSTRACT

Girish Karnad’s dramatic oeuvre represents
asignificant interventionin modern Indian theatre
through its creative engagement with ancient
Indian mythology asaliving cultural force. Rather
than presenting myths as static narratives rooted
in the past, Karnad reinter prets them as dynamic
expressions of collective memory that continue to
shape contemporary human consciousness. This
paper examines how myth functionsasa repository
of memory in Karnad’s select plays Nagmandala,
Yayati, and Hayavadana and how these mythic
structures are reconfigured to address modern
concernssuch asidentity, desire, gender relations,
moral responsibility, and existential anxiety.
Drawing upon folk traditions, PuraGic sources,
and classical narrativeframeworks, Karnad fuses
indigenous storytelling techniques with modern
dramatic sensibilities to create a theatre that is
simultaneoudly traditional and contemporary. The
study further argues that Karnad’ use of myth
enables a meaningful dialogue between tradition
and modernity, allowing ancient narratives to
interrogate present-day social and psychological
realities. In Nagmandala, folk mythol ogy becomes
amediumfor articulating suppressed femaledesire
and resistanceto patriarchal authority; in Yayati,
the Mahéabhéarata myth is reshaped to reflect
modern existential dilemmasand ethical conflicts;
whilein Hayavadana, myth and symbolism expose
the fragmentation and instability of modern
identity. By activating cultural memory through
myth, Karnad transformsinherited narrativesinto
powerful instruments of modern critique. The
paper concludes that G.Karnad’s dramatic art
demonstrates the enduring relevance of ancient
Indian mythology in understanding modern life,
thereby establishing myth as a vital aesthetic and
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philosophical resourcein contemporary Indian drama.
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INTRODUCTION

Myth hasawaysoccupied acentra positionin Indian cultural and literary traditions, functioning not
merely asasacred narrativebut asarepogitory of collectivememory, ethica vaues, and philosophica inquiry.
Inthe Indian context, mythsfrom the epics and folk traditions continue to shape socia consciousnessand
individud identity. M odern Indian writersand dramati sts have frequently drawn upon these ancient narratives
toreinterpret theminlight of contemporary redlities. Myth, therefore, becomesapowerful artistic medium
through which the past converseswith the present, enabling literature to explore enduring human concerns
within changing historical and socia frameworks.

Girish Karnad emerges asone of themost sgnificant figuresin modern Indian dramafor hisinnovative
useof ancient Indian mythol ogy to articulate modern sensibilities. Writing in English whileremaining deeply
rooted inindigenoustraditions, Karnad reclaims myth asaliving and evolving narrativeform. Hisplays
demonstrateaconsciouseffort to revivefolk theatreforms, ora storytelling techniques, and classical mythic
structures, whilesimultaneoudy engaging with modern philosophica and psychol ogical issues. Karnad does
not treat myth asan object of reverenceaone; instead, he subjectsit to critical scrutiny, thereby transforming
itintoavehiclefor questioning established social normsand mora assumptions.

The relationship between myth and memory is central to Karnad’s dramatic vision. Myths operate as
collective memoriesthat preserve archetypal experiencessuch asdesire, guilt, fear, ambition, and moral
conflict. By invoking these shared memories, Karnad lends universdity and depth to hischaractersand Stuations.
At thesametime, hisreinterpretation of myth reflectsmodern anxietiesali, including nation, identity criss,
gender oppression, and existential uncertainty. This fusion of ancient narrative memory with modern
consciousnessalowsKarnad to bridge the temporal divide between tradition and modernity, making his
dramaboth culturally resonant and intellectual ly provocetive.

This paper seeks to examine how myth, memory, and modernity intersect in Girish Karnad’s select
playsNagamaGala, Yayéti, and Hayavadana. Each of these plays draws upon distinct mythological sources,
ranging from folk tales and epic narratives to classical story cycles, yet all of them reveal Karnad’s consistent
concern with reimagining mythinamodern context. Through aclosereading of theseplays, thestudy amsto
highlight how Karnad revitaisesancient Indian mythol ogy to address contemporary human dilemmas, thereby
establishing myth asavita and dynamicforcein modern Indian dramatic literature.

Objectives of the Sudy
1. Toexaminethe role of ancient Indian mythology in Girish Karnad’s dramatic art.
2. Toanalyze how myth operates as cultural and collective memory in Karnad’s plays.

3. To study the interaction between myth and modern consciousness in Nagmandala, Yayati, and
Hayavadana.

4. To highlight Karnad’s contribution to modern Indian drama through mythological reinterpretation.

Myth and Cultural Memory in Karnad’s Drama

For Girish Karnad, myth functionsnot asafixed or inviolable narrative belonging solely to the past, but
asadynamicculturd memory that evolveswithtimeand socid change. Mythscarry withinthem theaccumul ated
experiences, bdiefs, andmord dilemmasof acivilisation, making them deeply rdlevant acrosshistorica periods.
Karnad recognisesthat myths survive not because of their sacred authority a one, but because they continue
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to speak to fundamental human concerns. By reworking ancient and folk narratives, hetransformsmythinto
aliving dramatic form capabl e of addressing modern anxietiesand ethical questions.

Myth ascultural memory preservesarchetypal human experiences such asdesire, fear, ambition, guilt,
and aspiration emotionsthat transcend temporal and socia boundaries. Karnad draws upon these shared
psychological patterns to lend universality to his characters. Whether it is Yayati’s obsessive desire for youth,
Rani’s longing for emotional fulfilment, or the divided selves in Hayavadana, these figures resonate with modern
audiencespreci sgly becausethey embody timel esshuman conflictsstored in collectivememory. Myth, therefore,
enables K arnad to explore the continuity of human experiencewhilerevedingitschanging socia expressions.

G. Karnad’s use of myth also allows him to interrogate the social structures embedded within cultural
memory. While myths often reflect dominant ideol ogies such as patriarchy, authority, and moral hierarchy,
Karnad revigtsthemwith acritica modern perspective. In doing so, heexposesthetens onsbetweeninherited
valuesand contemporary ethical sensibilities. By situating ancient narrativeswithin modern contexts, Karnad
encourages audiences to question traditional power relations and social norms rather than accept them
unqguestioningly. Myth thus becomesaspacefor critiqueaswell ascontinuity.

Another significant aspect of Karnad’s engagement with cultural memory is his reliance on folk traditions
and ord storytelling. Folk myths, transmitted through performance and memory rather than written texts,
retain afluid and participatory character. Karnad incorporates elements of folk theatre, such asnarrators,
masks, and symbolic action, to emphasi sethecommuna nature of myth-making. Thisperformativedimension
reinforcestheideathat mythisnot anisolated text but ashared cultural experience shaped by collective
memory and audienceinteraction.

Ultimately, G. Karnad’s dramatic art demonstrates that myth and cultural memory are essential tools for
understanding both the past and the present. By reactivating ancient mythsin amodern dramatic framework,
he bridgesthe gap between tradition and modernity. Hisplaysinviteaudiencesto reconnect with their cultura
heritage while simultaneously engaging in critical reflection on contemporary life. In Karnad’s theatre, myth
becomesnot ardlic of bygonetimesbut aliving, evolving forcethat illuminates thecomplexitiesof modern
human existence.

Nagmandala: Folk Myth, Memory, and Female Consciousness

Nagmandala is rooted in a folk tale from Karnataka, reflecting Girish Karnad’s deep engagement with
oral tradition and collective memory. By drawing upon folklorerather than classical myth alone, Karnad
foregroundsthe voices and experiences preserved through generations of storytelling, particularly those of
women. Theplay openswith anarrative framework that emphasi sesthe act of remembering and retelling,
suggesting that folk myths survivethrough communal memory rather than written authority. Thisrelianceon
oral tradition allowsKarnad to present myth asfluid and adaptabl e, capabl e of addressing contemporary
concernswhileremaining anchored in cultura heritage.

Theblending of myth and reality in Nagmanda aenables Karnad to explorethemes of female desire,
repression, and identity within a patriarchal social order. Rani’s marriage to Appanna is marked by emotional
neglectand physical confinement, reflecting the oppressive structures governing women’s lives. The mythical
serpent-lover, who assumes Appanna’s form at night, represents the fulfilment of Rani’s suppressed emotional
and sexual needs. Thissupernatura € ement doesnot merely serveasfantasy; rather, it reveal spsychol ogical
truths about desireand londlinessthat are often silenced in conventional social discourse.

G. Karnad’s reinterpretation of the folk myth challenges traditional patriarchal norms embedded within
cultural memory. While classica mythsoften reinforce maleauthority and femal e submission, Nagmandaa
subverts these assumptions bycentringg female experience and agency. Rani’s transformation from a submissive,
fearful wifeto asdf-awareand confident woman signifiesthereclaiming of identity through myth. Theorded
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by fire, traditionaly atest of femaepurity, isreimagined asamoment of empowerment rather than punishment,
thereby questioning themoral codesimposed upon women by patriarcha society.

Ultimately, thefolk mythin Nagmandalafunctionsasacultura memory that both exposesand critiques
thelimitationsplaced on women. By retdlingthemythin amodern dramatic form, Karnad foregroundsfemae
consciousness and self-reali sation, suggesting that myths can be reclaimed astool s of resistancerather than
instrumentsof oppression. The play demonstrateshow cultura memory, whenreinterpreted through amodern
senghility, canilluminate hidden histories of fema e suffering whilea so envisioning possibilitiesof autonomy
and transformation. Inthisway, Nagmandalabecomesapowerful exploration of gender, memory, and myth
incontemporary Indian drama.

Yayati: Myth, Memory, and Existential M oder nity

Girish Karnad’s Yayati is drawn from the well-known episode of the Mahabharata, yet the dramatist
significantly reshapesthe ancient myth to articulate concernsthat resonate strongly with modern existentia
thought. Instead of presenting the story asamora alegory rooted in dharmaand cosmic order, Karnad shifts
thefocustotheinner lifeof the protagonist. Theplay foregroundspsychol ogica conflict, persond respongbility,
and ethical ambiguity, thereby transforming atraditiona mythinto avehiclefor modern philosophical inquiry.
Throughthisre nterpretation, Karnad demonstrateshow myth, preserved in culturd memory, can bereectivated
to explore contemporary human dilemmeas.

At the centre of the play lies Yayati’s refusal to accept old age and his obsessive desire to retain youth
and pleasure. Thisrefusal reflectsadigtinctly modern anxiety thefear of aging, lossof power, and theinevitability
of mortality. Karnad presents Yayati’s desire not as heroic ambition but as existential denial, revealing the
human tendency to escape responsibility by clinging to transient pleasures. Theancient myththusacquiresa
modern dimension, echoing contemporary society’s obsession with youth, success, and self-gratification at
thecost of ethical accountability.

Memory inYayati functionsasapowerful mord forcethat confrontstheindividua withthe consequences
of desire. Unlike traditional mythological narratives where divine order ultimately restores balance, Karnad’s
play emphasizes human agency and its repercussions. Yayati’s decision to exchange his old age with his son’s
youthisnot portrayed asajustified act of roya privilegebut asamorally troubling choicethat generates guilt,
remorse, and inner emptiness. Cultural memory, embodied in themyth, servesasareminder that unchecked
desireleadsnot tofulfilment but to spiritua disintegration.

G. Karnad’s portrayal of Yayati marks a significant departure from theidealisedd heroic figures of
classica mythology. HisYayéti isadeeply flawed, salf-centred individuad,, plagued by doubt and mord confusion.
Thischaracteri sation mirrorsthe condition of modern man, who often findshimself alienated from traditiond
valuesand uncertain of ethical direction. The play presents human rel ationships between father and son,
husband and wife not as sacred bonds governed by dharma, but asfragile connections strained by desireand
€go. Indoing so, Karnad dignsthe ancient myth with the existentia concerns of modern literature.

Ultimately, Yayati transformsan ancient mythinto aprofound exploration of modern existential crisis.
By emphasi sing psychologica conflict, moral responsibility, and the burden of choice, Karnad redefinesmyth
asamedium for examining the complexities of human existencein amodern world. The play suggeststhat
cultura memory, preserved through myth, continuesto hold rel evance precisaly becauseit reved stherecurring
patterns of human weakness and longing. In Karnad’s hands, the myth of Yayéti becomes not a tale of divine
punishment, but atimel essreflection on desire, guilt, and the search for meaning inan uncertain world.

Hayavadana: Myth and the Crisis of | dentity

In Hayavadana, Girish Karnad draws upon the ancient narrativetradition of the Kathasaritsagarato
explore thedeeply modern problem of fragmented identity. Whilethe source myth presentsafantagtical tale
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of exchanged headsand bodies, Karnad reinterpretsit to reflect the psychol ogica and existentia anxieties of
modernindividuas. The play foregroundsthe question of what constitutestrueidentity whether it liesinthe
mind, the body, or an integration of both. By using myth asanarrative framework, Karnad transformsan
ancient story into apowerful exploration of contemporary human consci ousness.

The central myth of Hayavadanarevolvesaround the division between body and mind, aduality that
has preoccupi ed philosophical thought across cultures. Karnad usesthe story of Devadattaand Kapilato
dramati ze thisconflict: Devadattarepresentsintellectua refinement, while K apilaembodiesphysica strength
and vitality. Theaccidenta exchange of their heads disruptsthe assumed harmony between mind and body,
revealing theinstability of identity when reduced to singular attributes. Thismythical episode servesasa
metgphor for modern psychological conflict, whereindividua s often struggleto reconcile competing aspects
of thesdf.

Karnad further deepensthetheme of identity crisisthrough the character of Padmini, whose desires
expose the inadequacy of rigid social definitions of selfhood. Padmini’s attraction to both the intellect of
Devadattaand thephysicdity of Kapilachallengestraditiona notionsof marita fidelity and femininevirtue.
Her inner conflict reflects modern anxieties surrounding desire, choice, and fulfillment. Through Padmini,
Karnad highlightsthelimitationsof idedlized i dentitiesand underscoresthe human longing for compl etenessin
afragmented world.

The figure of Hayavadana himself aman with a horse’s head serves as a powerful symbolic representation
of incompl etenessand thedesirefor wholeness. Hisquest to becomefully humanironicaly resultsintheloss
of his human voice, suggesting the tragic impossibility of achieving perfection. This outcome reinforces Karnad’s
central argument that the pursuit of anideal, unified identity isinherently flawed. Themyth thusarticulatesa
deeply moderningght: human identity ismarked by imperfection, contradiction, and continua transformation.

The play’s theatrical techniques further reinforce the instability and fluidity of identity. Karnad employs
masks, folk theatre conventions, songs, and anarrator-like Bhagavatato create aperformative space where
redity andillusion congtantly intersect. Masks, in particul ar, symbolizethe multiplerolesindividua sperformin
soci ety, emphasi zing the constructed nature of identity. Thesedramatic devicesdraw attention to the act of
performanceitself, suggesting that identity isnot fixed but continuously shaped by socia expectationsand
personal choices.

Ultimately, Hayavadanademonstrates how myth functions as cultural memory while s multaneously
articulating modern anxieties. Theancient narrative preservestimel ess human dilemmas such asthe conflict
between mind and body and the desire for wholeness yet Karnad’s reinterpretation situates these concerns
within amodern psychological framework. By blending myth, symbolism, and folk theatre, Karnad reveals
thefragility and ambiguity of identity in the modern world. In doing so, Hayavadanabecomes aprofound
meditation onthe human condition, showing how ancient myths continueto resonateasmirrorsof contemporary
exigentid crigs,

Myth, Memory, and M oder nity: A Synthesis

AcrossNagmandala, Yayati, and Hayavadana, Girish Karnad consistently employs myth asavital
bridge between theancient past and themodern present. These playsdemonstratethat myth isnot an obsolete
narrativeform but adynamic cultura resourcerooted in collectivememory. By drawing uponfolk tales, epic
traditions, and classical story cycles, Karnad revives myths as frameworks through which modern social,
psychologicd, andexigtentid issuescan beexamined. Thecontinuity of myth enableshimto Stuatecontemporary
concernswithin abroader historical and cultural context, thereby lending depth and universaity to modern
experience,
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Mythical narratives, preserved in cultura memory, alow Karnad tointerrogate pressing modernissues
such asgender inequality, mord respons bility, dienation, and thecrissof identity. In Nagmandal g, folk myth
exposesthe repression of female desirewithin patriarchal structures; in Yayati, epic memory becomesa
medium for exploring existential despair and ethical confusion; whilein Hayavadana, myth articulatesthe
fragmentation of selfhood in modern life. These diverse thematic explorations reveal Karnad’s belief that
ancient mythscontinueto reflect fundamenta human dilemmas, even astheir meanings shift in responseto
changingsocid redities.

Rather than rg ecting tradition in favour of modern rationality, Karnad reclamsand reinterpretsit. His
dramatic art demonstratesthat tradition and modernity are not oppositional forcesbut complementary modes
of understanding human existence. By reactivating cultural memory embedded in myth, Karnad transforms
inherited narrativesinto powerful instruments of modern expression. Hissynthesis of myth, memory, and
modernity thusaffirmsthere evance of Indian mythological traditionsin addressing contemporary socia and
psychologica redlities, making hisdramaboth culturaly rooted and intel lectua ly progressive.

CONCLUSION

Girish Karnad’s dramatic oeuvre reveals a profound and sustained engagement with ancient Indian
mythology asaliving form of cultural memory. Through Nagmandal a, Yayati, and Hayavadana, Karnad
demonstrateshow myths, far from being relics of the past, continueto shape human consciousnessand socid
structures. His playsshow that myth preservestime esshuman experiencesdesire, fear, guilt, ambition, and
longing which recur acrosshistorica periodsand remain central tomodernlife.

By reinterpreting myth through amodern sensbility, Karnad revitdisestraditiona narrativesand subjects
themto critical scrutiny. Hisdramainterrogates patriarcha authority, questionsmora absol utes, and exposes
theingtability of identity inthemodern world. In doing so, Karnad transforms myth into amedium of reflection
rather than reverence, enabling audiencesto engagecriticaly with both inherited traditions and contemporary
realities. Myth becomesamirror that reflectsnot only the past but a so the anxieties and contradictions of the
present.

Ultimately, Karnad’s blending of myth, memory, and modernity establishes him as one of the most
sgnificant voicesin modern Indian drama. His ability to bridgethe ancient and the contemporary alowshis
playsto resonate across cultural and temporal boundaries. By converting myth into avehicle of modern
consciousness, Karnad affirmsthe enduring power of Indian mythology whileredefining itsrolein modern
literature and theatre. Hisdramatic art standsas atestament to the continued relevance of cultural memoryin
understanding the compl exitiesof modern human existence.
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