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Abstract 

Girish Karnad, a prominent figure in Indian literature and theatre, weaves a rich tapestry of folklore into 

his plays, creating a unique and captivating theatrical experience. This paper explores the multifaceted 

ways in which Karnad engages with folklore, drawing on the cultural heritage of India to craft narratives 

that resonate with both traditional and contemporary audiences. Karnad's plays, such as "Hayavadana" 

and "Nagamandala," skilfully blend myth and reality, seamlessly integrating folk tales, rituals, and oral 

traditions into the fabric of the narrative. The playwright employs folklore not merely as a decorative 

element but as a dynamic force that shapes characters, influences plot development, and explores 

profound existential themes. Karnad's engagement with folklore serves as a vehicle for cultural 

preservation, challenging the boundaries between the past and present. Moreover, Karnad's nuanced 

treatment of folklore goes beyond mere adaptation; he reinterprets myths and legends, infusing them 

with modern sensibilities. By doing so, he prompts audiences to reflect on the timeless relevance of 

these tales and their implications for contemporary society. This paper delves into the intricate layers of 

Karnad's plays, unravelling the intricate interplay between folklore, identity, and the human condition in 

the context of Indian theatre. 

 

Keywords:  Cultural Heritage, Folklore, Oral Traditions, Rituals, Myths. 

 

Girish Karnad's engagement with folklore in his plays is a significant aspect of his contribution to Indian 

theatre. His works often intertwine traditional narratives with contemporary themes, reflecting a deep 

understanding of both cultural heritage and modern existential dilemmas. This synthesis allows Karnad 

to explore complex human experiences through the lens of folklore, mythology, and history. Karnad's 

childhood experiences with folk theatre in Karnataka significantly influenced his artistic vision. This 

exposure helped him appreciate the power of storytelling and the role of folklore in shaping cultural 

identity. His plays often incorporate elements of folk traditions, which resonate with the audience's 

collective memory, cultural consciousness, and to explore the human psyche. For example, in Tughlaq, 

the historical figure of Muhammad bin Tughlaq becomes a symbol of idealism and disillusionment, 

mirroring the aspirations and failures of contemporary society. Karnad's ability to blend classical, folk, 

and Western dramatic traditions creates a unique theatrical language. He draws on the emotional depth 

of folklore while integrating modern theatrical techniques, resulting in a rich narrative style that appeals 

to diverse audiences. 
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In plays such as Naga-Mandala and Hayavadana, Karnad employs folklore to explore themes of 

identity, love, and the human condition. For instance, Naga-Mandala uses the story of a woman who 

transforms her life through a magical serpent to discuss issues of marital fidelity and societal 

expectations. This interplay of the supernatural with everyday life highlights the complexities of human 

relationship “Karnad has tried to depict that myth and folktales in a patriarchal society represent 

primarily the male conscious forces and wishes and are patriarchal constructs and “man-oriented” 

(Kurkoti, 32). 

Girish Karnad, a prominent Indian playwright, actor, and director, is celebrated for his profound 

engagement with folklore in his theatrical works. Born in 1938 in Matheran, Maharashtra, Karnad's 

plays reflect a rich tapestry of cultural, historical, and mythical elements, often drawing inspiration from 

traditional Indian folklore. His ability to interweave folklore with contemporary issues has established 

him as a significant figure in the realm of Indian theatre. This paper explores Karnad's skilful 

incorporation of folklore in his plays, examining how he blends ancient narratives with modern 

sensibilities to create compelling and thought-provoking dramas. Girish Karnad's profound association 

with folklore in his plays is a testament to his deep-rooted connection to India's cultural heritage. The 

playwright's exploration of folklore is not merely a creative choice; it is an intentional effort to unravel 

the layers of tradition, myth, and societal norms that have shaped the collective consciousness of the 

Indian people. Karnad’s introduction to the realm of folklore is reflective of his commitment to 

preserving and revitalizing cultural narratives that risk being overshadowed by the relentless march of 

modernization. His plays serve as a bridge between the ancient and the contemporary, drawing 

inspiration from the rich repository of myths, legends, and folk tales that have been handed down 

through generations. 

As a playwright, Karnad skilfully navigates the intricate web of Indian folklore, tapping into the vast 

reservoir of stories from epics like the Mahabharata and Ramayana, as well as regional folk traditions. 

His deep understanding of these narratives allows him to seamlessly integrate them into the fabric of his 

plays, creating a theatrical tapestry that resonates with authenticity and cultural resonance. The choice to 

engage with folklore is not a mere artistic strategy for Karnad; it is a deliberate act of cultural 

preservation. In plays like "Hayavadana," where he reimagines the ancient Sanskrit play "Devadatta," 

Karnad showcases his ability to breathe new life into traditional narratives. This association with 

folklore serves as a reminder that these stories are not relics of the past but living, breathing entities that 

continue to shape the way individuals perceive their world. 

Rangan’s characterization of folk imagination and folk play and their interplay with magic is easily 

applicable to Karnad’s plays: 

Folk imagination is at once mythopoeic and magical. In the folk mind, one subsumes the other. Folk 

belief, besides being naïve, has a touch of poetry about it which works towards a psychic adjustment. All 

folklore is religious, often based on animism because the primitive imagination extends its vision from 

the natural, in which it is steeped and with which it is saturated, to the supernatural, which to the folk 

mind is only an extension of the former. (Rangan 199) 

Moreover, Karnad's presentation of folklore in his plays is a conscious effort to initiate a dialogue 

between the past and the present. By weaving age-old tales into contemporary narratives, he prompts 

audiences to reflect on the enduring relevance of these stories in the context of their own lives. The 

mythical motifs and symbolism in Karnad's plays become a means through which he explores timeless 

themes such as identity, desire, and the human condition, transcending temporal boundaries. In essence, 
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Girish Karnad's field of study to the association with folklore is a celebration of India's cultural mosaic. 

It is an artistic endeavour that goes beyond the confines of the stage, inviting audiences to participate in 

a cultural conversation that spans centuries. Karnad's plays become a dynamic intersection where the old 

and the new converge; creating a space for reflection, connection, and a deeper understanding of the rich 

tapestry that is India's cultural heritage. “His plays have pioneered a style, which unites the elements of 

traditional Indian theatre, such as “Yakshagana” and strikingly modern sensibility for contemporary 

socio-political realities” (Naik, 73). 

One of the notable aspects of Karnad's association with folklore is his ability to transcend regional 

boundaries. India, with its myriad languages and traditions, is a tapestry of diverse folk narratives. 

Karnad, in plays such as "Nagamandala," skilfully navigates this diversity, seamlessly incorporating 

elements from various regional folklore into a cohesive narrative. This cross-cultural approach not only 

enriches the texture of his plays but also underscores the universality of certain themes embedded in 

these folk tales. Furthermore, Karnad's field of study of folklore serves as a lens through which he 

explores and critiques societal norms and values. In "Hayavadana," for instance, he delves into the 

complexities of human desire and identity through the lens of a traditional folk narrative. The timeless 

themes present in folklore become vehicles for Karnad to comment on contemporary issues, creating a 

layered and nuanced theatrical experience that resonates with audiences on multiple levels. As a result, 

some dramatists began to reject Western influence and urge a return to village culture and traditions. The 

Urdu playwright Habib Tanvir stated: 

It is in its villages that the dramatic tradition of India in all its pristine glory and vitality remains 

preserved even to this day. It is these rural drama groups that require real encouragement... it is not until 

the city youth is fully exposed to the influence of folk traditions in theatre that a truly Indian theatre, 

modern and universal in appeal and indigenous in form, can really be evolved (Tanvir 6). 

The transformative power of folklore in Karnad's plays lies in his ability to adapt and reinterpret these 

narratives to suit the socio-political landscape of the times. By infusing traditional stories with modern 

sensibilities, he not only breathes new life into age-old tales but also establishes a dynamic continuity 

between the past and the present. This synthesis allows audiences to connect with the essence of folklore 

in a way that is relevant and meaningful in their contemporary lives. 

Moreover, Karnad's use of folklore extends beyond storytelling; it becomes a vehicle for him to engage 

with deeper philosophical and existential questions. The mythical motifs and archetypal characters 

drawn from folklore serve as symbolic representations, inviting audiences to contemplate the universal 

aspects of the human experience. This layered approach transforms his plays into multifaceted 

explorations that go beyond the surface narratives, encouraging introspection and reflection. Girish 

Karnad's incorporation of folklore as a source of inspiration is a testament to his artistic vision and 

cultural sensitivity. His plays serve as a vibrant tapestry where the threads of tradition and modernity are 

intricately woven together. Karnad's association with folklore not only preserves the rich cultural 

heritage of India but also elevates it to a realm of contemporary relevance, creating a timeless body of 

work that continues to captivate and resonate with audiences across generations. 

Karnad is known for his ability to seamlessly transplant folklore into contemporary settings, making it 

accessible and relevant to modern audiences. In "Nagamandala," he reimagines a Kannada folk tale, 

infusing it with socio-political undertones. The play serves as a commentary on gender roles, societal 

norms, and the struggles of women, while maintaining the essence of the traditional narrative. The 

playwright's skill lies in not merely retelling folklore but in reinterpreting it to address contemporary 
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concerns. By doing so, he bridges the gap between the ancient and the present, creating a dialogue that 

transcends time and resonates with a diverse audience. Girish Karnad's skilful transformation of folklore 

within modern settings is a testament to his artistic ingenuity and the timeless adaptability of traditional 

narratives. In Karnad's plays, the transposition of folklore into contemporary contexts is a deliberate and 

sophisticated process that transcends the limitations of time, creating a dynamic dialogue between the 

ancient and the modern. 

One of the key elements of this transformation is Karnad's ability to infuse traditional narratives with 

contemporary socio-political undertones. For instance, in "Nagamandala," he takes inspiration from a 

Kannada folk tale and imbues it with a nuanced exploration of gender roles, societal expectations, and 

the struggles of women in a rapidly changing world. By doing so, Karnad not only breathes new life into 

the folklore but also uses it as a lens to scrutinize and comment on pressing issues of the present. 

Karnad’s plays act as a bridge that spans generations, cultures, and societal shifts. The transformation of 

folklore into modern settings is not a mere transplantation of ancient stories but a deliberate effort to 

ensure their relevance and resonance in the contemporary consciousness. Through plays like 

"Hayavadana," where he explores themes of identity and desire against the backdrop of traditional 

narratives, Karnad invites the audience to engage with age-old stories in a way that speaks directly to 

their contemporary experiences. 

The playwright's adeptness at blending the old and the new is evident in his meticulous crafting of 

characters and situations. By decontextualizing mythical motifs and archetypal figures, Karnad provides 

a fresh perspective on familiar tales, inviting the audience to reconsider and reinterpret the narratives in 

the light of modern complexities. This transformative process not only showcases his creative prowess 

but also serves as a reminder that folklore is a living entity, capable of evolving with the changing tides 

of society. Moreover, Karnad's plays highlight the universality of themes embedded in folklore. The 

transformation of these narratives into modern settings transcends cultural boundaries, making them 

accessible to a global audience. In works like "Tughlaq," where historical and mythical elements are 

interwoven to comment on political leadership, Karnad demonstrates how folklore can serve as a 

universal language that resonates across diverse cultural landscapes. In essence, Girish Karnad's 

transformation of folklore in modern settings is a testament to the enduring power of traditional 

narratives. His plays become a testament to the timelessness of folklore, demonstrating that these stories, 

when skilfully adapted, have the capacity to transcend temporal and cultural confines. Karnad's creative 

alchemy transforms folklore into a dynamic force; shaping narratives that are not only rooted in tradition 

but also speak eloquently to the contemporary human experience. 

Karnad's plays are replete with mythical motifs and symbolism, which serve as a connective tissue 

between folklore and the overarching themes of his works. The recurring use of characters from epics 

like the Mahabharata or the Ramayana serves as a cultural anchor, allowing the audience to navigate 

through the complex layers of his narratives. In "Tughlaq," Karnad uses the historical figure of 

Muhammad bin Tughlaq as a symbol of flawed leadership, drawing parallels with contemporary 

political scenarios. By infusing historical and mythical elements, Karnad not only enriches the 

storytelling but also invites the audience to reflect on the cyclical nature of power and governance. 

Girish Karnad's masterful use of mythical motifs and symbolism in his plays not only contributes to the 

aesthetic richness of his works but also serves as a vehicle for exploring profound philosophical and 

societal themes. Through the deliberate incorporation of these elements, Karnad transcends the confines 
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of conventional storytelling, infusing his plays with layers of meaning that resonate on both personal and 

universal levels. 

One of the distinctive features of Karnad's association with mythical motifs is his ability to breathe new 

life into timeless characters from epics and folklore. Characters like Arjuna, Draupadi, or Ravana are not 

mere replicas of their mythological selves; they are reimagined within Karnad's narratives to grapple 

with contemporary dilemmas. This transformation allows the audience to see these characters as 

embodiments of broader human struggles, transcending their mythic origins to become vessels for 

exploring complex psychological and ethical terrain. The mythical motifs in Karnad's plays often 

function as metaphors, offering insight into the human psyche and societal dynamics. In "Hayavadana," 

the intertwining of human and horse heads serves as a potent symbol of the fragmented nature of identity 

and the eternal quest for completeness. This use of symbolism transcends the specific narrative, inviting 

audiences to reflect on the nature of selfhood and the inherent contradictions within the human 

experience. “Karnad’s theatre foregrounds the power of mythical imagination which exhibits his 

creativity” (Jain, 238). 

Furthermore, Karnad's plays are replete with symbolism that extends beyond character representation. 

Objects, settings, and events are laden with meaning, providing a symbolic landscape that enriches the 

thematic tapestry of the plays. In "Tughlaq," for instance, the historical and political events become 

symbolic of the perennial challenges faced by leaders, and the character of Tughlaq becomes an 

allegorical figure representing the complexities of governance. The incorporation of mythical motifs and 

symbolism also allows Karnad to engage with cultural and philosophical themes. The recurring symbols 

in his plays become touch points for exploring ideas related to fate, morality, and the interplay between 

tradition and modernity. This nuanced exploration invites the audience to participate in a deeper 

intellectual and emotional journey; decoding layers of meaning that extend beyond the immediate 

storyline. Girish Karnad's use of mythical motifs and symbolism in his plays is a testament to his literary 

prowess and his capacity to transcend the boundaries of conventional storytelling. By infusing his works 

with these rich layers of meaning, Karnad not only creates compelling narratives but also invites 

audiences to contemplate the timeless questions that have preoccupied humanity throughout the ages. 

His plays stand as intricate tapestries, woven with threads of mythology and symbolism, inviting viewers 

into a world where storytelling becomes a profound exploration of the complexities of the human 

experience. 

Girish Karnad's engagement with folklore in his plays is a testament to his artistic vision and his 

commitment to exploring the intricate tapestry of Indian culture. Through adept storytelling, he manages 

to transcend temporal boundaries, weaving together the ancient and the contemporary. Karnad's plays 

become a lens through which audiences can view their cultural heritage with a renewed perspective, 

appreciating the enduring relevance of folklore in shaping our understanding of the world. As a 

playwright, he leaves a lasting legacy by demonstrating that folklore is not a relic of the past but a living, 

breathing force that continues to shape our narratives and identities., Girish Karnad's profound 

association with folklore in his plays extends beyond the confines of traditional storytelling; it becomes 

a dynamic and transformative exploration of cultural identity, societal norms, and the human experience. 

Through the prism of folklore, Karnad weaves intricate narratives that not only pay homage to India's 

rich cultural heritage but also invite audiences to reconsider and reinterpret these age-old tales in the 

context of their contemporary lives. 
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Dharwad Ker clarifies the paradoxical category of folk in India: 

The political conception of folk theatre as a people’s theatre evokes in part the European Enlightenment 

definition of ‘folk’ as ‘the people.’ But in India it also points to the popular appeal of village forms, their 

potential for subversive social meaning, and their connection with various forms of populist street 

theatre. The folk repertoire thus appears as a historical legacy as well as a powerful resource in the 

present. (312) 

Girish Karnad's plays are pivotal moments where the threads of folklore, seamlessly woven into the 

fabric of the narratives, converge to create a tapestry of meaning. Unlike conventional resolutions, 

Karnad's outcome often leaves room for contemplation, urging audiences to grapple with the 

complexities inherent in the intersection of tradition and modernity. This deliberate choice reflects 

Karnad's belief in the fluidity of cultural narratives, highlighting that folklore is not static but a living, 

breathing entity capable of adaptation and evolution. The transformative power of Karnad's development 

lies in their ability to transcend temporal boundaries. By decontextualizing traditional stories within the 

contemporary landscape, he bridges the gap between the ancient and the modern. The result become 

moments of reflection, prompting audiences to recognize the enduring relevance of folklore in shaping 

their understanding of identity, morality, and societal dynamics. 

Karnad's plays are heavily influenced by the folk traditions of India, particularly the Yakshagana of 

Karnataka. This form of folk drama informs his narrative style and thematic concerns, allowing him to 

blend traditional storytelling with modern theatrical techniques. His childhood experiences with folk 

theatre significantly shaped his artistic vision, enabling him to create a rich tapestry of drama that 

resonates with both local and global audiences. Karnad frequently revisits Indian myths, particularly 

those from the Mahabharata and regional folklore, to draw parallels with contemporary life. For 

instance, in plays such as Yayati and Hayavadana, he reinterprets ancient stories to reflect modern 

existential crises and societal issues. This approach not only revitalizes these narratives but also makes 

them relevant to current audiences, highlighting the timeless nature of human struggles. Through his 

engagement with folklore, Karnad explores themes of identity, love, power, and the complexities of 

human relationships. In Naga-Mandala, for example, the story of a woman and a serpent serves as a 

metaphor for marital fidelity and societal expectations. Such narratives allow Karnad to delve into the 

psychological and emotional landscapes of his characters, revealing the underlying conflicts that 

resonate with contemporary audiences. Karnad's plays often reflect historical events and figures, using 

folklore as a lens to critique political power and ideological struggles. In Tughlaq, he examines the 

idealism and disillusionment of the historical figure Muhammad bin Tughlaq, drawing parallels with 

modern political scenarios. This historical engagement underscores the relevance of folklore in 

understanding contemporary societal dynamics. Karnad believes that myths and folklore are essential to 

the cultural identity of a nation. His works serve as a bridge between the past and the present, allowing 

audiences to reconnect with their cultural heritage while reflecting on modern challenges. This 

engagement with collective memory reinforces the idea that folklore is not merely a relic of the past but 

a living tradition that continues to influence contemporary life. Karnad's innovative use of theatrical 

forms, including folk elements, enhances the emotional and aesthetic impact of his plays. By 

incorporating music, dance, and traditional storytelling techniques, he creates a vibrant theatrical 

experience that captivates audiences and emphasizes the cultural significance of the narratives he 

presents. 
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