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Girish Karnad is a contemporary Indian playwright, actor and movie director in 

Kannada language. He was conferred the prestigious of Jnanpith award 

(1999) and has been honoured with Padma Bhushan (1992). Girish Karnad 

wrote a play Nagamandala in 1987-88, based on two oral tales from 

Karnataka which he first heard from his friend, guru and hero A.K Ramanujan 

to whom Karnard dedicates this play. It was translated by the same author.  

Nagamandala revolves around the female character Rani also referred as 

Queen who is hated by her husband Appanna and has an illicit relationship 

with a woman. Rani gets disappointed with the ways of her husband who 

comes only for lunch to the house. Later she becomes pregnant by a cobra 

(Naga) which comes in the form of her husband every night unknowingly her. 

Appanna suspects her for adultery and so Rani proves her chastity by 

performing the snake ordeal and wins the heart of her husband. In 

Nagamandala Karnad uses folktale and myth to reveal the complexity of 

human relationship. It portrays the intimate relationship between a man and a 

woman and the social norms prevailing in Indian society. This paper is an 

endeavour to portray the myth, folklore and subjectivity in the play and 

analyzes the character of Rani who is a typical Indian woman, ready to suffer 

at the hands of her husband with an empty hope that her husband will return 

to her in the end. 
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1. Introduction 

Girish Karnad extensively resorts to the myth and folklore in his play Nagamandala for him. Myth is not just a 

device to look back into the past but it is also an instrument to analyse the present and contemplate about the future. 

His subjects are not just men and women from an ancient race but people like us who can be analysed to reveal 

contemporary tendencies. We often see in them a streak of contemporary Indian subjectivity, contemporary nations 

and contemporary discourses. 

 As in Hayavadana and Bali, the subjects of Nagamandala too are faced with the dilemmas of our times. In 

fact, many similarities can be traced in the structure of Hayavadana and Nagamandala. Both the plays are centered 

on the conflict in the mind of a female subject who is so entangled in the patriarchal discourses of chastity and duty 

that she is unable to make a choice between the husband and the ideal lover. 

 Secondly, as in Hayavadan, there is juxtaposition, a taking over by the ideal lover of the role of the husband. In 

Nagamandala, it is done through the shape-shifting of a cobra, Naga, into Appanna, Rani’s husband; in Hayavadana, 

this juxtaposition is brought about by transposing the heads of Kapila and Devdatta. 

 Kurudavva of Nagamandala has been composed to kali in Hayavadana by A.Jaganmohan Chari in his paper 

“Karnad’s Hayavadana and Nagamandala: a study in postcolonial Dialectics” (235). She becomes the instrument of 

juxtaposition, like Kali in Hayavadana. She gives a root to Rani to help her husband back Rani, however, throws the 

root on an anthill, causing the cobra to fall in love with her. But Kurudavva is not an uninterested spectator like Kali 

who appears bored and angry at being woken up; on the contrary, she takes keen interest in the marital life of her 

friends’ son Appanna. 

  The shift from Hayavadana happens towards the end of the play which suggests that padmini cannot keep 

both Kapila and Devdatta (denoting body and mind respectively), but must be content with one and remain 
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incomplete and unsatisfied forever, because it is a general human condition. Karnad is here probably confronted with 

the challenge of looking at the human world without illusions. On the other hand, in Nagamandala , Rani gets to keep 

both the devoted husband and the besotted Naga in the coils of her hair. In fact, Karnad has proposed two endings to 

the play. The first ending suggests the death of Naga, while the second ending suggests Naga’s relegation into 

Rani’s consciousness. According to Veena Noble Dass, this implies that Rani’s condemned to oscillate forever 

between fantasy and reality (125)/. But whether or not this indecisiveness is a punishment is not definitely answered 

the text. 

 Nagamandala is a story within a story narrated by Story (a character) to a playwright condemned to die if he 

is unable to stay awake the whole night in return for the abused mass of sleep that he induced in his audience: 

I asked the mendicant what I had done to deserve this fate. 
And he said: “You have written play. You have staged them. 
You have caused so many good people, who came trusting 
You, to fall asleep twisted in miserable chairs, that all that 
Abused mass of sleep has turned against you and become 

The Curse of Death’ (22-23) 

Karnad’s own subjectivity into the subjectivity of the character he has created. The playwright himself is a 

character and the distance between the writer and the character appears to Vanish. Karnad good- humouredly 

appeases the audience of the play and seems to be also mocking the critics. 

The Sutradhar of the play, the man, is trying to keep awake in a dilapidated temple, when he hears female 

voices approaching. To his surprise, he witnesses a group of naked flames walking towards the temple, talking 

animatedly. Each flame has a story to tell, weaving a pattern of stories within stories. One of the flames tells the 

incident of the Story and the Song who pop out of the mouth of an old woman who has kept them confined, not 

narrating them further. This story has taken the form of a young woman and the song that of a sari. 

The playwright hints that the story is born to be kept alive by repeated narration. It cannot be bottled up, but 

would escape at the earliest opportunity. It must grow both vertically and horizontally. The incident emphasizes the 

ineluctable uninterruptedness of the story- telling process: a story demands to be told over and over again. 

Story too reaches there and the flames offer to listen to her, but Story is despondent because the flames 

cannot pass her on. The man then comes forward and offers to repeat Story in the form and starts narrating the story 

of Rani, who is married to Appanna (any man). Appanna treats Rani, cruelly; locking her up in his house and visiting 

the house only have his bath and lunch. The lock signifies the whole patriarchal discourse of chastity which is used to 

confine women. 

Appanna visits his concubine without any moral or social reservations and is never required to explain 

anything or prove his fidelity or purity through a snake/ fire ordeal. Karnad hints at the double standards of patriarchal 

institutions where men are not accountable for their social/ moral conduct while a woman always is . a woman is 

expected to be faithful even to a husband who treats his wife cruelly and is unfaithful to her. Appanna’s behavior 

shocks Rani and her dreams of a blissful married life are shattered. She begins to dream of a rescuer who would free 

her from the clutches of her demon husband. She belongs to go back to her parents. 

When Kurudava comes to know of Rani’s predicament, she gives her an aphrodisiacnrootnto lure Appanna 

back. Rani mixes the root with his food but seeing its blood red color is horrifiednand throws the gravy on the ant-hill 

in which Naga, the Cobra lives. The Cobra is smitten with love for Rani and starts visiting her in the guise of her 

husband. The relationship between the animal (snake) and the human suggests a certain continuum and a relation 

between the two. Firstly, it suggests that man is equally vicious like a snake. Secondly, if we discard the human lens, 

a relation of equality and independence can be perceived between the animal and the human. In other words we are 

called upon to have the ability to look at the human being freed from the limitation of our conception of what a human 

being entails and to get rid of limited ideas in which we are apt to confine it. One has to identify thus with the 

otherness of the other. At the level of ideology the animal human continuity also undercuts the humanist idea of man 

as the crown of all creation. 

Rani is surprised to find Appanna paying a visit at night as he usually comes for lunch and leaves that. She 

asks him if he wants anything: 



Volume-01, Issue-07, July-2019                                                                 International Journal of Interdisciplinary Current Advanced Research 

© IJICAR 2019, All Rights Reserved                                                                                                                                      23 | Page 

Rani : But when did you come? Shall I serve the food? 
Naga: (Laughs) Food? At midnight? 
 Rani: Then something else. Perhaps… (39) 

The patriarchal arrangement requires the woman to be subsequent and Rani does not expect her husband to 

come to her without any demand. She is quite surprised to find him in a mood for idle talk and caresses but Naga 

wins her over with patience and compassion. Rani begins to enjoy his company and affection and waits for him every 

night. One afternoon she tries to talk to Apanna, who snubs her again making Rani suspicious that the incident of the 

previous night exists only in her fantasy. She keeps on oscillating between the twin poles of credulity and knowledge. 

The question is whether it is Rani who oscillates between truth and fiction or whether it is a general human 

predicament. 

Human beings are influenced and controlled by discourses according toMichel Foucault and produces 

certain discourses through which the subject may be objectified according to the ruling values, beliefs and interests of 

its society. What we call the truth is a product of discourses over a period of time. Faucault questions the very 

possibility of apprehending any reality ouside or beyond discourses. 

Naga makes use of his patriarchal authority and silences any doubts that Rani may begin to have…Listen 

Rani. I shall come home every day twice. At night and of course again at Mid-day… When I come and go at night, 

don’t go out of his room, don’t look out of the window whatever the reason. And don’t ask me why. (45) 

It can be asked whether this command is to be read within the unequal power relationship between man and 

woman and what would happen if Rani is tempted to disobey it. But she is prepared to silence all her doubts in return 

for the love and affection she had been seeking in the strange new home. She does not ask any questions and waits 

for Naga everyday. It is difficult to say whether Rani guesses that Naga and Appanna are not one but two different 

persons. M. Sarat Babu is one of the view that Appanna and Naga are two faces of one man symbolizing the 

exploitation and double standards of man (35). But do both of them not stand for the suffocating discourse of 

patriarchy, silencing women in one way or another? Appanna’s mistreatment of Rani and his visits to the concubine 

hints at the ways patriarchy can use the instrument of sex to demean women. It demeans the concubine by using her 

as a sex object, while it demeans Rani by denying her the relationship that forms the basis of marriage. 

Karnad deconstructs the discourse of marriage as an essential and fulfilling union and depicts how marriage 

is used by patriarchy to confine and exploit women. As in Sakharam Binder, in this play too, patriarchal arrangement 

in marriage is shown to mirror the class relations between a capitalist and a worker. Appanna expects Rani to do all 

the household work, prepare meals for him yet in return he does not even talk to her but orders her around, locks her 

in the house and mistreats her. Yet the institution pf patriarchy also has its roots deep in the psyche of women like 

Rani who cannot bring themselves to protest.  Rani submits to the orders of Appanna and does not question him 

about his whereabouts. On the contrary, she is concerned when Appanna falls ill after drinking the milk containing the 

aphrodisiac root. 

Naga too makes use of the same patriarchal discourse to subjugate Rani into silence, although he claims to 

be in love with her. He is only concerned about satisfying his desires, and not about what its consequences alone. 

Rani is unable to comprehend her husband’s behavior when Appanna confronts her about her pregenancv, 

blaming her of infidelity. Even if Rani had been unfaithful, it is only Naga who would know about it, but he does not 

even care to enlighten her about it. He leaves her to face the ordeal all by herself and does not admit his role in 

causing all this suffering to her: 

Naga. Rani, the village elders will sit in judgment. You will 
 Be summoned. That cannot be avoided. 
Rani. Look at the way you talk- as if you were referring to  
Someone else. After all you complained to the elders 
 About me. Now you can go and withdraw  the complaint. 
Say my wife isn’t a whore. (53) 

It if difficult to guess exactly when Rani starts differentiating between Naga and Appanna. The play hints at 

many such occasions which should have consolidated Rani’s belief about Naga not being Appanna, yet it appears 

that Rani’s ignores the witness of all these occasions- such as Naga’s wounds, his image in the mirror and his being 

able to enter a locked house. It appears to be a willing suspension of disbelief on Rani’s part not to have arrived at 

the right conclusions. Or ifm she had guessed it earlier, she yet spontaneously goes on playing the role of an 
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ignorant woman, since it suits her best. The same applies to Appanna who willingly suspends his disbelief of Rani’s 

chastity and goes on to perform the role of an ideal husband and father near the end of the play. 

 It is difficult to find out whether he really accepts the myth of the goddess surrounding Rani, or submits 

before the collective pressure of the village elders and the people: 

ELDER I. Appanna, your wife is not an ordinary woman. She  
Is a goddess incarnate. Don’t grieve that you judged her 
 Wrongly and treated her badly. That is how goddesses  
Reveal themselves to the world. You were the chosen 
Instrument for revealing her divinity. 
ELDERII. Spend the rest of your life in her service. You need  
Merit in ten past lives to be chosen for such holy duty. (59) 

And  that is what Appanna does, but is he really convinced that Rani is chaste? The man too raises his 

doubts about the ending , which makes Story alter her story as she makes Appanna speak up his suffering: 

What am I to do? Is the whole world against me? Have I 
Sinned so much that even nature should laugh at me? I know 
I haven’t slept with my wife. Let the world say what it likes. 
Let any miracle declare her a goddess. But I know! What 
Sense am I to make of my life if that’s worth nothing? (60) 

The faith and the personal testimony of the rational self appear to be in conflict. The use of myth repeatedly 

undermines the idea of the reliability of the rational self. Also the significance of the conflation between the myth of 

goddess and the real woman stands out here. Karnad seems to be problematizing the separation between the two, 

suggesting that the myth of the goddess compels a certain performativity on the part of the real woman which is 

shaped by the discourses of divinity. On the other hand, while judging a goddess our judgment is influenced by our 

frameworks of judging the real woman. Through Nagamandala, Karnad seems to be pointing out at this confusion 

between the territories of divinity and humanity. 

  It is difficult for Rani to decide whether to act as a goddess or as a real woman. Clear demarcations are 

hardly possible. She must perform multiple roles at the same time. Story raises the issue of Rani’s dilemma when 

she comes to know that Appanna is not Naga: 

No two men make love alike. And that night of the Village 
Court , when her true husband climbed into bed with her how 
Could she fail to realize it was someone new? Even if she hadn’t 
Known earlier? When did the split take place? Every Night this 
Conundrum must have spread it’s hood out at her. (60) 

But story suggests these seeming flaws in the ending must be ignored. The playwright hints at the element of 

credulity on which play acting thrives in the classical drama and he follows Ibsen in achieving a distancing effect from 

the audience: 

When one says, and they lived happily ever after, all that is taken for granted. You sweep such headaches 

under the pillow and then press your head firmly down on them. It is something one has to live with like a husband 

who snores or a wife who is going bald. (60) 

In fact, story offers the man a choice of endings among which he may prefer any suggesting how far our lives 

are shaped by narratives fictions and half-truths. Truth is always contingent and fragmentary and leaving the ending 

open suggestd the impossibility of reaching a final version of truth, if there is any. One has to construct one’s own 

truths. So she suggests an ending in which Naga strangulates himself with Rani’s hair and Rani starts exercising her 

newly gained goddess status and gets Appanna to ritually cremate Naga. 

But the play does not end here, the man goes on to offer another ending at the request of the flames which 

are of the opinion that the ending given by story is not proper, “Stop making excuses!... The story may be over. But 

you are here and still alive!... Listen, we don’t have much time left… Given on with it, for goodness snake, etc.” (64) 

2. Conclusion 

So the man tries and brings out a happy ending in which Rani allows Naga to live in her tresses. The 

comparison frequently made between a woman’s hair and the snake stands out ( in Greek mythology Medusa’s hair 

are believed to be snakes). The open ending struggests the flexibility of narratives which go on changing as they 
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change mouths. Truth is a construction of narratives as in Vijay tendulkar’s play Silence! The court is in Session, 

Samant reads an incident out of novel, which becomes the reality for Benare . Similarly subjectivity is also a narrative 

and discursive construction. The ritual cremation of Naga does not denote the end but its integration and acceptance 

into the community. In this way, two endings can be read as not being radically different from each other. 
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