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CriticalissuesinHayavadana

1)Theplotstructure:Theplayhasatriple-plotframework,inaonewithinanotherpattern,

each commenting on the one itsubsumes.Firstthere is Karnad’s play,within it

Hayavadana’sstory,withinitBhagavata’splayperformingthestoryofthethreehumans:

In thisstructure,Bhagavata’sand Hayavadana’sstorieshavedifferenttimeframes:

Bhagavata’sstoryissituatedinanancientIndiankingdom,whileHayavadana’sspans

from ancient,mythicalIndiatoamodern,postcolonialIndia.Conversely,Bhagavata’s

storyupholdsthetimelesshumanurgetobecomecomplete,whileHayavadana’sstory

becomesacritiqueoftheideologicalchaosofpostcolonialIndia.

Thereisaself-consciouscharacterinBhagavata’sarrangedperformanceofhisplay–

heandhisactorsandstagehandsopenlytalkaboutitasaperformance,makefunny

gesturesandcommentsbetweeneachother,andshowmockingrespecttotheaudience

beforewhom theyarepreparingtoperform.Hayavadana’sentrybeforethehumanstory

begins is an interruption thatdeflects attention by design,and playing with the

audience’sbeliefinwhatitsees.Allthesecreateanawarenessintheaudiencethatitis

aplayandnotreality–somethingthatistobethoughtuponandcriticallyjudged.Thisis

intendedtocreateadistancethatbothprovokesthoughtandanalysisandsuspendsthe



yardstickofrealism,preparingtheaudienceforthemagicalrealism thatistofollow.The

effectislikethealienationeffectBertoltBrechtusedtocreateforhispoliticaltheatre.

Hayavadanaappearsatthebeginningandtheendofthehumanstorynarratedby

Bhagavata,framingtheplayandpresentinganobliquecommentaryonitscentraltheme

of completeness/incompleteness. What happens in the human story by the

transpositionofheadsisreflectedinHayavadana’squasi-humanexistence:thesame

urgeforcompletenessdrivesbothstoriesandintheend,thehumanfailureisparodied

bytheanimalcompleteness.

Apartfrom this,the human storyis interrupted frequentlybyBhagavata’s choric

narrationandponder.

2)Chorus:Itconsistsofateam ledbyBhagavata–themusiciansandfemalesingersin

thebackgroundandBhagavatadoingthenarration,fillingupgapsandutteringthe

inarticulatethoughtsofthehumans.Asleaderofthechorusandaholyman,Bhagavata

alsorepresentstraditionalIndiansocietywithitssexualconservatism,exaggerated

religiousfaithandcommunalvaluesystemsagainstwhichthemachinationsofsexual

desirearetobemeasured.InawayBhagavatathereforerepresentstheaudiencetoo,as

partofhischoricduty.InAct2,thedollsperform achoricfunctionwhentheycomment

uponthephysicalandpsychologicalchangesinDevadattaandPadmini.They(thedolls)

extendtherangeofchoricknowledgeandaddcriticism tocommentary.Atapointthe

dollsfight,whenonegoestorevealPadmini’slustfuldreamsandtheotherisshocked

and ashamed ofsuch immorality.Here theyhave become the subconscious and

conscious layers ofPadmini’s mind (the Id and the Superego)and achieved a

penetrationofthechorusintothecharacter.Hayavadanaalsodoessomechoricservice

bylettinghispredicamentplaytheroleofasubplotinterpretingthehumanplot.

3)Sexuality:Thecentralthemeoftheplayistheefforttoachievecompletenessofbeing

throughevolution,andsuchevolutionmayhappenonlythroughsexualprocreation.

Sexualitythereforeisprincipallyatoolforprogress,andameanstorisetoahigherorder

ofbeing.ItismanifestedchieflyinthecharacterofPadmini(theembodimentofthe

creativeprinciple),butalsoinnatureofwhichPadminiisasymbol,andingoddessKali.

Themaleand thefemaleforcesofcreativityarethusimmanent– theyexistas

principlesofnaturalgrowthanddecay,andasloveinthehumanagents.Padmini(her

namerecallstheidealwomanaccordingtoancientIndianthought–sheisthelotus-

womanwhosewombisthemosteugenic)toalargeextentrepresentsthefemale

principle,andthatiswhysheperformsadoubletaskofmothering:shegivesbirthtoa

sonandtoaseeminglyperfectman,combiningDevadatta’sheadwithKapila’sbody.Her

unionwithDevadattahappensonthelevelofintellect;from thereshemovestounite

withKapilaonthelevelofinstinct–thuscreatinganironicriftbetweentheheadand

bodyofthewomanwhoissupposedtounitethemalequalitiesandproducetheideal

human.SheisMotherNature(suggestedbyherloveforfree,wildlife)andsharesthe



endlessfecundityofMotherKali(whogivestoallandwhosemiraculousaidhelps

Padminifurtherhereugenicpurpose).Themaleprincipleontheotherhandisbroken–

thedichotomyofbody(Kapila)andhead(Devadatta)mustberesolved,andthisisdone

by Padmini’s desire.Desire works in herautomatically,trans-individually (allher

individualtraitsmaybeexplainedasnature’sspontaneouscreativeurges),anddrawsall

threehumanstocompletethevortex.Padmini’soscillationbetweenthemenandher

anguishedrealizationofchangesignalsthefailureofhumansexualitytotransport

humanitytotherealm ofcompleteness–whenthethreedietogetheritisaphilosophic

admittanceofthatfailure.Altogethertherefore,sexualityisapathintheplayformanto

reachgodhood,anditfailsduetotheinherentincoherenceofhumannature.Thisfailure

issardonicallyreflectedinHayavadana’spredicament–hishumanmothercopulated

withhisanimalfathertocreatehim,afreakofnature,andhisquestforcompleteness

endsinturningintoacompletehorse.Thusthebestialityinhumansexualitytriumphs,

drivingmandowninsteadofraisinghim.

4)Completeness/incompleteness:Thecentralthemeoftheplay,itsraisond’etreisthe

ideaofcompleteness,recurringthroughimages,motifs,andthekeymotivedrivingthe

plot.Infact,theplayisbasedonthephilosophicaldebateofwhethercompletenessis

achievablebyman.TheelusivecompletenessoftheLordGaneshabeneathhisexterior

incompletenessissetupastheparadoxicalaim,andtheeternalexistentialurgeto

becomewhole(achievegodhood),workingthroughsexuality,isthedrivingforceofthe

plot.Thetranspositionofheadsprovidesanopportunityforhumansexualitytorisefrom

physicaltoametaphysicalplane,whichcreatesatemporarydelusionthatcompleteness

hasbeenachieved.Then,experiencesofchangebeyondcontrolsetin,andchangeisa

markofincompleteness.Thedebateseemstoproposethatcompletenessisbeyond

man,buthiseternalstrivingtowardsitmakeshim anexistentialherolookingtirelessly

formeaninginachaoticworld.

5)Symbolism:A networkofsymbols,eachconveyinganaspectofthecorethemeof

completeness,isstrewnthroughtheplay.ThefigureofGanesha,thethreehumans,

Hayavadanathehorse-man,Bhagavatathenarrator/chorus,thetreeofthefortunate

lady’sflower,theforestfairwithitschariotofgoldareallsymbolsofvariousdegreesof

completeness.Oneveryimportantandrecurrentsymbolisthatoftheriderofthewhite

stallioninthelullaby–theimaginedhumanincarnationofperfectiontragicallydeadand

headingforthelandofnothingness.Thesymbolicnetworkbyitselfconstitutesapattern

ofdevelopingideas–whileGaneshaastheparadoxofcompletenessloomsoverthe

whole,thewoman(symboloffeminineproductivity/motherhood/nature)andthemen

(symbols ofcivilization and animalism)join to pursue completeness whose bliss

(symbolizedbytheflower)andvitalenergy(symbolizedbytheflowingriver/witching

forestfair)cometogetherinanearthlyheaven(symbolizedbythehappycouplewith

child).Haayavadana asa symbolparodiesthisseeming heaven and pointsatits

shortcomings.Bhagavatastandsforsociety–thewitnessofhumanevolutionaryeffort



andofthephilosophicaldebateitraises.

6)Time:Thereisaplayoverthetime-scale–wemovebetweentwoIndias–ancientand

modern. ThestoryofthehumansisplacedindistantpastandHayavadana’sstory

movesacrossthetime-scale,sothattheformerisstaticintimeandthelatterdynamic.

Hayavadana’s story is used to critically commenton the human endeavorfor

completeness,andinterpretitintermsofourownexistentialaspirations.Thusthetime-

boundstoryisreallytimeless,andthetime-travellingoneiscontemporaryinsignificance.

7)Thedolls:thespeakingdollsareametaphysicallevelofthechorus,theycommenton

mindsratherthancharacters.Theyareself-indulgentanddisplayhumanvanities–as

suchtheystandbetweentheconventionalchorusandtheaudience(reflectingmanyof

theirreactionaryobservationson the characters).When theytalkaboutPadmini’s

dreams,theyrepresentherconsciousand unconsciousdrivesbetween them,and

prompttheaudiencetoreadintoherpsychicschisms.Theirfightstandsforthepsychic

processofrepressionandrevoltthatPadmini’slifeevokesintheaudience.Theyalso

recordchange,bothinthemselves(theygrowtatteredandrejected)andinthehumans,

seeing thehumandrifttowardsincompletenessasagrotesque,putrid failureand

creatingtheeffectofametaphysicalshudder.

8)Thegods:therearetwodivinebeings– Ganeshaasthepresidingdeitycastingthe

dubiousblessingofsuccessovertheperformanceandthefailedhumanendeavorwithin

it,and Kalion MountChitrakoot,an abandoned goddess.The onward march of

‘civilization’hasrejectedherasthedark‘other’,theorganicanimalfecundityunashamed

ofitsraw carnalnature.Sheisthussleepingever,hiddenintherecessesofhuman

unconscious.However,menturntoheryetforvitality.Herwry,cynicalapproachat

humanmotivesisinpartacriticism ofhypocritical‘civilizing’ideas,andhercomichurry

toreturntosleepandwearinessarepessimisticcommentsonthelimitationsofhuman

thought.BoththedeitiesarecreatedbyKarnadonananthropomorphicmode–they

displayhumanattributesandsymbolizenaturalextensionsofhumanphilosophies.


