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Abstract 

Existentialism, the twentieth century philosophy focuses on the analysis of existence and the way humans find 

themselves existing in the world. The primary aim of existentialism is to find the self and the real meaning and value 

of life. These are to be found out through free will, choice and personal responsibility. The existentialists understand 

the fact that society is unnatural and its traditional religious and secular rules are quiet arbitrary. They discover 

that worldly life is absolutely barren. Girish Karnad, one of the one of the novelists who tried hard to carve a niche 

for themselves in Indian literature, was a visionary playwright, film actor, director. He received the highest literary 

honour, the Jnanpith Award. Girish Karnad made a novel experiment to give a new direction to modern literature. 

He relies on traditional dramatic techniques and combines them with modern themes. That marks Karnad’s artistic 

greatness. Hayavadana is Karnad’s well-known play that shows man’s search for his own self among a web of 

tangled relationships. It was first staged in English in 1972 by the Madras Players. The play won the “Natya Sangh 

Best Play Award” in 1971. This paper attempts to show how Karnad uses an ancient story to portray man’s eternal 

search for identity in the world of complex relationships. It also depicts the unending craving of man to attain 

perfection. The message that the readers get from the play is that humans are imperfect and possess some 

limitations.   
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Hayavadana, Girish Karnad‟s third play was published in 1970. The play is highly philosophic 

in nature. The crisis between mind and body is discussed in the play. It is clearly modern just like 
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Tughlaq. An amalgam of mythology and folk lore is seen in the play. By using myth and folk 

lore, Karnad attempts to portray the realities of modern world. The emotion that dominates in the 

play is love. Hayavadana is not only traditional but also modern. “Karnad‟s confabulation of the 

classics with the folk tales of the transposed heads and the story of a half- man, half- horse, 

playfully dilutes the prototypical themes ( Shakuntalam and Mrichhakatikam), where the ideal 

balance between duty and passion is restored. Hayavadana, in exploring the realm of love: erotic- 

man- woman, male bonding, parent- child, offers us insight into the desires, hopes, fulfillment 

and frustration it breeds” (46). The story is taken from Kathasaritsagara. Apart from that, 

Karnad was influenced by Thomas Mann‟s The Transposed Heads. 

Hayavadana means „the one with the horse‟s head‟. The central characters of play are Devadatta 

and Kapila. Devadatta is an intellectual person whereas Kapila is a man of muscles. Devadatta 

falls in love with a beautiful lady named Padmini. He marries her. But gradually, Kapila and 

Padmini  attracted with each other. One day, three of them decide to go for an outing. Devadatta 

becomes doubtful of Padmini‟s loyalty towards him. He goes to a temple of Goddess Kali and 

beheads himself. Kapila finds the body and he thinks that he will be accused for killing his 

bosom friend. So he also beheads himself. Padmini arrives there and finds the dead bodies of 

both of them. She also decides to kill herself. As she prepares, Goddess Kali appears before her 

and gives her an offer. Padmini should rejoin the heads of the dead men and the Goddess will 

provide them with life. But in a fit of confusion, she mistakenly matches the heads with the 

bodies. Here arises the chief question, that is, whether the head or the body is important. The 

central theme of the play is thus delivered to the readers, that is, identity crisis. The modern man 

is trapped in a world where he is unknown of his actual identity. It is common to everyman. The 

tale from Kadhasaritsagara shows it as a moral issue. But Thomas Mann argues that the head is 
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not superior to the body. Karnad relates the problem with modern complicated life. He attempts 

to redefine the original myth. He includes a sub plot to the main plot. The story of Hayavadana 

or the Horse- man is the subplot. A horse- man, that is, a man with a horse‟s head appears in the 

very beginning of the play. The Horse- man represents the modern man who searches for 

completeness. There is a character called Bhagavata, the sutradhara of the play. He sends the 

Horse- man to the temple of Kali. As the play ends, he becomes a complete horse. Here, the head 

wins over the body. But he is not complete because at first, even though his appearance changes, 

he still possesses human voice. But finally he successfully loses his human voice too. Karnad 

uses the mythological tale to show the continuous struggle by the modern man to gain 

completeness.  

When the heads of Devadatta and Kapila gets transposed, both of them lose their original selves. 

They lose their identities. Padmini becomes happy immediately after her act of exchange of two 

heads. But she reaches to a state of disenchantment. Padmini actually got trapped into an act of 

searching for a man who is complete and perfect. Finally she realizes the fact that the intellect is 

supreme than physical strength. The play presents the issue of tangled relationships in the present 

society. Padmini is truly a representative of the modern woman who is devoid of any stability. 

She is torn between two polarities. She, at the same time, loves her husband and his friend.  

The sub- plot makes the main story complete and deep. Through the instance of the horse man‟s 

story of searching for completeness, Karnad shows the success of animal head over human head. 

With the help of the techniques of story with in a story, chorus, masks, etc., he perfectly portrays 

the modern world that is filled with despair and confusion. Folk theatre shows us a different 

world. It is a world of speaking dolls, incomplete individuals, animals that can speak, indifferent 

Gods, and human beings who are not able to speak. It is a world which is indifferent to the 
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emotions and feelings of human beings. Karnad brilliantly combines modern and traditional 

techniques. The influence of folk lore and myth enhances the quality of the play. The themes of 

friendship, married life, love- relationships, identity crisis etc., dominates the play. Hayavadana 

is indeed a complex play in which Karnad focuses on complex relationships and all sides of life. 

The audience, after watching the play receives the message that man is incomplete. We can see 

Karnad draws inspiration from the past to describe the present. Modern man always wants to 

achieve everything in life. When he fails to get what he wants to achieve, the real problem arises. 

He assumes himself to be a fish out of water and complaints his state of being alone. He feels 

himself to be separated from his fellow beings. He thinks that he is devoid of any identity. He 

struggles to find a meaning in life. A sense of incompleteness always haunts him throughout his 

life. In this play, Devadatta, Padmini and Kapila search for a solution for their identity crisis. 

They feel that either they or the people around them are incomplete. They crave for „perfection‟ 

which is impossible to attain. The play puts forward a question, that is, what really completeness 

means. Throughout the play, the characters try to find the answer but they fail to get any 

answers. What Karnad tries to say is completeness is not real in the human world. It is simply a 

myth. It is a belief. It is abstract. Hayavadana gains completeness by attaining animal body and 

losing human voice. The happiness that it shows denotes the satisfaction that it gets when it 

transforms into a complete animal. It shows the complexity of human life. Padmini and 

Devadatta are incomplete as their brain never let them to be satisfied of what they have got. But 

Kapila, at first is not ruled by intellect. So he can be said as a complete man at first. But 

gradually his starts to control him and thus he begins to feel that he is not complete. But we 

cannot say that they are insane. This is how the human beings are. They follow what their brain 

says and not their heart. Identity crisis is not actually a modern thing. It is applicable in all ages. 
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Hayavadana is about tangled relationships. Karnad gets the resource for main plot for the play 

from Thomas Mann‟s retelling of the story from “Kathasaritsagara”, that is “The Transposed 

Heads”. The original Sanskrit story leaves a question , that is, who is to be chosen as the suitable 

husband for Padmini. But Mann says that both body and intellect cannot be separated. What 

Kirtinath Kurtikoti, in the Introduction to Hayavadana writes, “The human body , Mann argues, 

is a fit instrument for the fulfillment of human destiny. Even the transposition of heads will not 

liberate the protagonists from the psychological limits imposed by nature.”(69)  

When the play starts, Kapila and Devadatta are best friends. Karnad describes them as “one 

mind, one heart” (74). When Padmini enters their life, their life begins to change. Devadatta is an 

intelligent, handsome person. Padmini is so beautiful and intelligent. Devadatta and Padmini 

love each other. But at the same time Padmini is attracted towards Kapila. Kapila supported for 

Devadatta and Padmini to get married. That is the interesting thing. The play conveys 

multilayered social messages.  

Girish Karnad‟s artistic talent is evident through this single play. Hayavadana clearly depicts 

how modern man become victims in the hands of fate. The idea that human beings are mere 

puppets under the control of the rules set by the modern world is vividly expressed. Even the 

divine God Ganesha is incomplete as he is devoid of a human head. As the play begins, lord 

Ganesha is worshipped considering him as the single tusked destroyer of incompleteness. That 

is, completeness in form never matters. The playwright skillfully dramatizes the events and 

incidents in the lives of the characters to explore the search for completeness. Without any doubt, 

we can say that Hayavadana is an enigmatic play that will stand the test of time. 
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