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 The well-known French cultural theorist Roland Barthes says that “Myth is a part of 

speech”. This statement proves how important myth is in human communication. There is no 

exception to this even in literary communication, because from times immemorial 

philosophers and men of letters have been articulating their thoughts through myths. It is a 

fact that whenever one fails to communicate something with all intensity one naturally turns 

towards some form of myth. Even a cursory reading of histories of literatures will establish 

the fact that myth has always been an integral part of literary representations. This is true in 

the case of Classical Greek dramatists like Sophocles and the modern playwrights like Sartre. 

Writers of all the ages could express their ideas in a convincing manner by depending on 

myths. The whole school of criticism that was popularised as „Archetypal Criticism‟ 

systematically proved how it is difficult for authors to escape the influence of archetypes.  

Myth is essentially a form of story in which some characters are gods and goddesses 

who have enormous power. The characters are endowed with supra-human qualities; no 

logical pattern can be identified in the behavioural pattern of these characters. Roger Fowler 

defines myth as: 

….Myth is a language designed to communicate thought, amenable to 

reconverted form of linguistic analysis; the properties common to all myth are 

not to be sought at the level of content but at the level of structure necessary to 

all forms of communication. Mythic thought is about insoluble paradoxes of 

experiences, which appear as „gaps‟; the element of mythic message are so 

arranged as to attempt to mediate the gaps. (Fowler, 2001: Pg 154) 

Myth which is originally meant speech simultaneously became an integral                                    

element in literature. Here it cannot just be seen as a tale about gods and                                                 

goddesses, rather it portrays the culture, values, mores and philosophies.                                                                                           

They transmit culture from one generation to the other. As Bronislaw Malinowski says,  
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“myth is a narrative resurrection of primeval reality, told in satisfaction of 

deep religious wants, moral cravings, social submissions, assertions, even 

practical requirements”.  (Kosta, 2012: Pg 31) 

Myth is one of the basic roots of literature, specifically drama. This is very much evident in 

the early classical western and Indian drama. Many writers made myth-like presentations of 

events and facts in their writings. Majority of the western and Indian writers exploited the 

advantages of myths in narrating complex phenomena in lucid manner. The awareness of the 

extent of influence that the myths have on literature makes one study deeply the role that 

myth plays in the literary representations of Indian literary traditions. This holds equally good 

to the South Indian Theatre. Focusing on playwright Girish Karnad, it can be said that he 

borrowed the classical myths to spell out his ideas in his dramas. It is no exaggeration if one 

says that one cannot imagine the writings particularly the dramas of Karnad without having 

the role of myths. He deliberately depends on the myths to analyze and represent the social 

realities of contemporary times. The Indian theatre has witnessed a sea change in the last 

quarter of the twentieth century with an attempt made by Karnad to bring in an ideological 

change in society.  

Karnad, the Jnanapeetha awardee, started writing plays in an adopted language, which 

is Kannada, rather than his mother tongue Konkani or the language of his education, English. 

Later he himself translated many of them to English and a few others translated his works to 

some other Indian languages. It is said that the time when Karnad began writing plays, 

Kannada literature came under the influence of the renaissance in Western literature. It was 

then that the writers started choosing a subject which projected to be completely strange to 

the expression of indigenous land.  

Karnad being very much different from his contemporaries and earlier playwrights 

draws heavily from Indian mythology. He has tried to throw light on the veracity, beauty and 

vividness of Indian society by bringing Indian myths and legends in his works. Further, by 

highlighting the myths and tales of India and using them as symbols, Karnad has brought life 

into the plays that he has penned down. Karnad adopted a peculiar style in writing his plays. 

He employed myths in his plays not in entirety but only partially or in fragments. Karnad‟s 

purpose of creative use of myth accomplishes his desire to enable the readers think, be 

creative and contemplate. Through the use of myths Karnad tries to make the known, 

unknown; to unlearn what is learnt and relearn under a different perspective. Karnad in this 
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manner tries to expose the absurdity of life, turmoil of life, conflicts within self, quest for self 

and so on. 

Karnad by using myths in fragments has rendered the existential concerns of man in 

the world. His imagination in utilizing myths in his plays to portray the contemporary 

situations and the vacillating character of human beings demonstrate him as a versatile 

genius. His presentation of the themes concerning existential angst makes one ponder over 

the present situations one is living in and also the course of action undertaken by him. 

Karnad‟s output, which ranges from Yayati to Crossing to Talikota, marks the 

evolution of Indian theatre in the last four decades. Karnad transmuted and transformed his 

source material to such an extent, being an actor and theatre man himself, that the modern, 

contemporary, individual talent incorporated the tradition into a trans-creation that is rich and 

strange.  

Karnad drew his inspiration from classical India and wrote almost all his plays by 

borrowing from mythical stories narrated in the great Indian epics, like Ramayana and 

Mahabharata. He also borrowed from the medieval and modern histories of India. Many 

critics have already identified myth as a stylistic feature of his plays. For example, the theme 

for his first play, Yayati, is taken from Mahabharata, likewise the play, The Fire and the 

Rain. However, Karnad uses myth from our epics and uses it to his advantage in bringing it 

out as a metaphor of existentialism in his plays. Seema Suneel identifies the difference 

between the original myth and the myth employed by Karnad in his play Yayati. She says: 

Karnad‟s originality lies in working out the motivations behind Yayati‟s 

ultimate choice. In the Mahabharata, Yayati recognizes the nature of desire 

itself and realizes that fulfilment does not diminish or finish desire. In 

Karnad‟s play, however, Yayati recognizes the horror of his own life and 

assumes his moral responsibility after a series of symbolic encounters. 

    (Suneel, 1999: Pg 105) 

Two other plays- The Sacrifice and Flowers are inspired by the myth of Kannada and 

Sanskrit traditions. Likewise, his Hayavadana and Naga-Mandala, have their sources in the 

folk-tradition of India. In fact, Karnad is widely recognised for the use of myths and folklore 

and presentation of contemporary problems in allegorical or symbolic passion. Naga-

Mandala has bloomed into a play inspired by the folktale prevalent in Karnataka and also the 
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myth of snake or Cobra predominantly prevailing in South India. Traces of the myth of 

Ahalya from Valmiki Ramayana can be observed in the play Naga-Mandala.   

Karnad merges myth and reality and blurs the distinction between past and present. 

By depending on mythological stories Karnad presented the problems of modern man, the 

absurdity of life, man‟s eternal struggle, man‟s struggle to achieve perfection and so on. A. K. 

Sinha draws the attention of readers to the metaphysical and physical bonding between 

human and non-human beings in the play. According to him, Karnad tries to focus on reality 

and absurdity through the play Naga-Mandala. He says: 

…The abandonment of realism in this play takes us to a world that appears to 

be weird and even metaphysical. The primarily psychological treatment of 

character seems to embody a philosophy of life which emphasizes that events 

have meaning only in relation to the characters. And yet there is a patterning 

of human affairs by an agency which remains inscrutable. Karnad here 

presents a world where things happen inexplicably and the schemes and 

intentions of people do not seem to control the action. (Sinha, 1999: Pg 68) 

Karnad, an exceptional playwright, entwines creativity and myth to script bold and beautiful 

plays. Karnad‟s play The Fire and the Rain has its base in the Forest Canto or the Vana 

Parva of the Mahabharata. It is grounded on the myth of Yavakri and presents the conflict 

between Indra, Vishwarupa and Vritra. This mythical story is founded as a tale of 

responsibilities, sacrifice and self-realization. It warns on the dangers of, knowledge sans 

wisdom and power sans integrity. According to Shailaja B. Wadikar, Karnad has projected 

the harsh realities of modern civilization in the play The Fire and the Rain. She highlights on 

how the myth of Yavakri has been utilized by Karnad to throw light on the motif of 

existentialism. She states: 

…While depicting the vices and drawbacks of both an individual and society, 

Karnad‟s humanitarian approach and his commitment to human values 

become clearly perceptible. Although the theme of revenge, hatred violence 

pervades the entire atmosphere, the play marks the triumph of truth over 

untruth, of goodness over evil. That is why the play ends in rains that 

symbolize a life-giving force.   (Wadikar, 2016: Pg 83) 

Girish Karnad's Hayavadana finds its source in the folk tradition of India. The play 

Hayavadana has its base in Thomas Mann's Transposed Heads, a translation of the Sanskrit 

Vetal Panchavimshati, which forms part of Kshemendra's Brihat Katha Manjari and 

Somadeva's Kathasaritsagara. Hayavadana, the play is opens with the invocation of Lord 
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Ganesha, an embodiment of perfection contrary to his imperfect personality.  The theme 

which Karnad hires for his play Hayavadana is incompleteness, imperfection.  

Karnad deftly utilizes the rich sources of Indian culture and heritage documented and 

made available in plenty through various regional and classic literatures. Karnad as a 

dramatist tries to bring social awareness through his plays. He restrains himself from 

preaching, rather focuses on the relevance to the contemporary times, interests and stimulates 

the thought process of the readers. 

Moreover, Karnad has tried to deal with issues of society, culture, politics, psychology 

etc, with precision. Critics believe that Karnad with rejuvenation of Indian myths in plays has 

brought about an identity to Indian drama at large. Many intellectuals have admired and 

acclaimed Karnad for the use of myths in his plays. Karnad has been commended for his apt 

plot construction, use of symbols, intelligent characterizations, employment of folktales and 

underscoring the contemporary social and psychological issues etc. The skillful drafting of 

plays mesmerizes and sweeps one along his words and his imagination.  
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