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CHAPTSR ~ IV 

Raalism Comic Vision and Irony In the Themes 

A civilized society assures a happy balance between man's 

elemental nature and his conduct as a social being. Human nature 

aspires towards the gratification of impulses and insticts which, 

in reality, are always thwarted. Celebration of the primary im­

pulses is the chief concern of the Comic. As Robert M, Torrance 

observes, he is; 

Comic not primarily because he is laughed at 

but because — in the root sense of komos - he 

celebrates life, of body and mind, 

The comic hero has his own option of find ways for such celebration, 

independent of any rational or moral consideration. This obviously 

warrants an encounter with the world or the external reality, 

The comic fiction shows the pathetic plight of man who has 

been put in a system that demands a massive instinctual sacrifice. 

This sadistic principle is so much entrenched in the fabric of so­

cial reality that man with an untameable nature cannot easily recon­

cile himself to it. To quote Richard wollheim in this context, "he 

is placed in the world in such a way that he can experience pain very 

(2) readily". This fundamental disorder is built into the very 

pattern of the universe creating a hiatus between the ideal and the 

actual, between individual and society. The comic hero attempts, 

to an extent that makes him seem pathetic, to work out his life in a 

strange, hostile environment, led by unknown, uncontrollable drives 
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of the se l f , 

There being a fundamental incongrui ty in the scheme of 

t h i n g s , man's e x i s t e n t i a l encounter with r e a l i t y appeairs comic. The 

conventions and customs of a mighty s o c i a l order a re threa tened by 

the fond dreams of the comic hero . In the novels of R, K, Narayan, 

the accent i s always on the ordinary man, with h i s small ambitions 

and passions a l t e rna t ing between the c o n s t r i c t i o n s of an orthodox 

t r a d i t i o n in to which he i s born and the c a r n i v a l s of a free world t o 

which he i s driven by his primal i n s t i n c t s and u rges , Narayan's 

comic hero embodies a paradox; he has been reared by the r e l i g i o u s 

r i t u a l s and be l i e f s of an age-old t r a d i t i o n , and on the other hand, 

he has been moulded by the dr ives of h is e lemental s e l f . As a r e ­

s u l t of t h i s paradox the harmony of form in Narayan*s novels emer­

ges from an orches t ra t ion of two l eve l s of r e a l i t y — the s o c i a l 

and the i n d i v i d u a l . The d e t a i l s of na tu re , of environment, of c u s ­

toms, s u p e r s t i t i o n s and costiimes are juxtaposed agains t the d e t a i l s 

of the various s t a t e s of mind — in varying moods of unce r t a in ty , 

n o s t a l g i a , indignation and s e l f - s a t i s f a c t i o n . The indiv idual r e a ­

l i t y and the s o c i a l r e a l i t y i n t e r a c t to form the comic p a t t e r n , 

Dream and fac t are s e t aga ins t each o the r with no in t en t ion t o p r o ­

claim the supremacy of e i t h e r , but to presen t a whole p ic tu re of 

l i f e where the v a l i d i t y of each i s recognized. The o rches t r a t ion 

of r e a l i t i e s which forms the comic p a t t e r n i s embedded in the very 

process of l i v i n g . The people in Narayan's world represent v a r i e ­

t i e s of l i f e in a l l i t s manner and p ropor t ion , f ac t s and f a n t a s i e s , 

From Swami and Fr iends , t o The Pa in t e r of Signs, h i s 
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l a t e s t novel , Narayan depic ts l i f e in terms of innumerable a s p i r a ­

t i o n s and f r u s t r a t i o n s , successes and failuzres, and odd i t i e s and 

i d i o s y n c r a s i e s . He does not exclude any p a r t i c u l a r age group, and 

wi thin the bounds of the ccanic, every s ta^e of l i f e has got i t s own 

chalked out p lace , r eac t ing to the world outs ide in i t s own t y p i c a l 

way. All the p e c u l i a r i t i e s , vagaries and v i l l a i n i e s , however, i r r a ­

t i o n a l or unwise they may be, are the p ro jec t ions of the inner urges 

of l i f e and are s incere human attempts t o r e a l i z e l i f e in terms of 

f u l l p leasures of body and mind which are the bas ic ob jec t ives of the 

comic, 

The Swami and Friends c l e a r l y i l l u s t r a t e s the bounda­

r i e s of the comic in Narayan's world of f i c t i o n , Swami and his 

f r iends in t h e i r innocence, transform r e a l i t y of t h i s world t o con­

firm to t h e i r c h i l d l i k e fancies and success fu l ly l ive in t h e i r own 

world of make-believe, much as Don Quizote does. Their p a r t i c i p a ­

t i o n in the National Movement by burning caps and by breaking g lass 

panes of t h e i r schools , t h e i r M.C.C, and t h e i r se r ious business 

l e t t e r t o Messrs Binns — a l l these and many more done in simple 

ea rnes tness and in obs t ina te defiance, p ro j ec t an a t t i t u d e t h a t i s 

e s s e n t i a l l y comic. Childhood impulses and i n s t i n c t s are juxtaposed 

in a s p i r i t of J u b i l a n t c o n c i l i a t i o n aga ins t the world of grave 

bus ines s , the spect re of which hangs large in Narayan*s o ther novels , 

B l i s s f u l l y ob l iv ious , the innocent ch i ld ren a l t e r the r e a l i t y of a 

complex world i n t o t h e i r own simple and p e c u l i a r terms and s t r i v e 

for a f u l l ce leb ra t ion of t h e i r urges , 

As the scene changes from an unpre tent ious childhood t o 
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a shrewd and ca lcu la t ive adulthood, the comic perspect ive a l so 

changes from conc i l i a t ion t o conf ronta t ion . The Bachelor of Arts 

success fu l ly presents t h i s aspect of changing pe r spec t ive s . In 

the f i r s t pages of t h i s novel i t i s a l l happy# smooth going l i f e 

for Chandran, But afterwards the world becomes inc reas ing ly hos ­

t i l e t o him. His adolescent yearnings for Malathi and his emotio­

na l ou tburs t s are dismissed by a r e t i c e n t / r e a l i s t i c world. The 

events reach a point of f a n t a s t i c absurdi ty when Chandran dons the 

garb of a sanyas i , hot out of genuine r e a l i z a t i o n , but out of some 

f i t s of f r u s t r a t i o n — a s i t u a t i o n t y p i c a l of Narayan's conic 

ingenui ty . But events move and change very f a s t of fer ing ample 

scope in the comic hero to d isp lay the various facets and p o s s i b i ­

l i t i e s of h is charac ter in response to the demands of l i v i n g , 

Chandran takes up the agency of 'The Daily Messenger*, marries 

Sus i l a and becomes a man of the world as e a s i l y and quickly as he 

had renounced t h i s world e a r l i e r . I t i s a c r i s s c r o s s of r e l a t i o n ­

ships between the indiv idual and the world, sometimes opposing 

each other and sometimes coming t o terms, 

In Mr. Sampath one finds a rendezvous of a l l comic 

fo rces , Sampath, S r in iva s , Somu, De Mello, Shan t i , Ravi and many 

o the r s are f r a n t i c a l l y involved with one another in bizzare r e l a ­

t i o n s h i p s , The charac te rs of Narayan's novels cannot e x i s t i nde ­

pendent ly , Al l t h e i r pranks and id iosyncras ies f i t amazingly in to 

one ano the r ' s to form a t o t a l comic p a t t e r n . What John Killham 

says in connection with Dickens ' Pickwick Papers t rue of Narayan's 
A 

novels t o o : 
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The important thing t o note i s t h a t the cha rac t e r s 

are only made possible by the s t o r y . J i n g l e cannot 

e x i s t indepenaently of Dr. Slammelr and the widow, of 
(3) Rachael war die and the White Hairt. 

The charac te rs in Mr, Sampath are a t once cont ra ry and 

complementary t o one another, Srinivas* metaphysical concerns are 

i n e x t r i c a b l y l inked with the frenzied ma te r i a l involvements of 

Sampath, Somu and De Mello, S r in iva s , in s p i t e of the ph i losophica l 

d i spos i t i on of his charac te r t inwitt ingly ge t s involved in the coroic 

world of g ross , mundane t h i n g s . He hovers between the world of 

se r ious philosophic specula t ions and the world of p h i l i s t i n e p l e a ­

s u r e s , being uncertain of the value of e i t h e r , Ravi ' s impossible 

v i s ion of beauty along with the concomitant frenzy s e t s the comic 

process in motion u n t i l the p l o t i s c a r r i e d to the poin t of r e s o l u ­

t i o n , In the grand p o r t r a i t ga l l e ry of Mr, Sampath a l so e x i s t 

numerous other comic c h a r a c t e r s , l ike the miser landlord who 

"co l l ec t ed the ren t on the second of each month, took away the en­

t i r e amount and placed i t in Sarayu S t r e e t pos t off ice bank" 

and a t the same time professed himself t o be a sanyasi who 

"bathed a t the s t r e e t tap and fed himself on cooked r i ce which was 

d i s t r i b u t e d as cha r i t y in a nearby temple" , In the cha rac t e r 

of t h i s greedy, Pha r i s a i ca l o ld man the comic incongxruity i s s e l f -

ev iden t , 

Among a l l the comic heroes of Narayan, Sampath d isplays 

h i s e x i s t e n t i a l p o t e n t i a l to the f u l l and t i l l the end he remains a 

comic hero , unbeaten and u n t i r i n g in s p i t e of the h o s t i l i t y of a l l 
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the world around him. Other charac te rs in t h i s novel l ike Somu, De 

Mellow simply vanish; Sr in ivas i s r e s to red back to 'The Banner*, 

Narayan's comic heroes elsewhere f a i l to maintain t h e i r de f i an t 

s p i r i t t i l l the l a s t agains t the scheme of t h i n g s . Being b a t t e r e d 

in the process they switch over t h e i r a l l eg iance from an imaginative 

world of unbridled freedom t o the s e r v i l e codes of a regimentat ive 

s o c i e t y , and some l ike Raju a t t a i n a sublime t ransformat ion. But 

Sampath alone remains, to the l a s t , t rue t o the comic credo. Through 

-out the novel the show i s a t h is command. He can persuade people 

around him to his own way of th ink ing . He successful ly d i c ta tes 

his own terms and demolishes the condi t ions of a moral world. The 

doci le c i t i z e n in Sr inivas becomes dumbfounded in h is f i r s t meeting 

with Sampath : 

Thevcame to a c o s t l y furnished room u p s t a i r s — a 

very spec ia l room as a board hung outs ide i t sa id t 

"for ladies and famil ies only", S r in ivas ha l ted before 

i t , finding another excuse j "We are n e i t h e r l ad ies nor 

f ami l i e s . How can we go in" ? "These ru les are not 

for me", the other sa id . 

For Sampath no r u l e s e x i s t , Dven when he suffers a setback 

towards the end of the novel , h i t s p i r i t i s not defeated and p r o ­

bably a new venture awaits him at the ra i lway s t a t i o n . To a ques­

t i o n of S r i n i v a s , Sampath r e p l i e s , "Thanks, I'm going t o the r a i l ­

way s t a t i o n , I ' l l manage t h e r e " , He takes up d i f fe ren t 

ro l e s in quick succession —- p r i n t e r , film producer and a c t o r . His 

s p i r i t cannot be confined t o any p a r t i c u l a r ro le or framework and 
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the options do not end for him. He chal lenges and j e e r s a t a l l 

so r t s of s o c i a l I n s t i t u t i o n s , He can crack and munch groundnuts in 

the cour t of a magistrate in a gesture of defiance a t the j u d i c i a r y , 

the most respectable i n s t i t u t i o n Af the soc i e ty ; he can ignore h i s 

family and f l i r t with the a c t r e s s Shan t i . 

Sampath cher ishes an independence of s p i r i t and in such 

cher i sh ing l i e s his confAict with the ex t e rna l r e a l i t y . The encoun­

t e r exposes the comic incongrui ty ; but every c o n f l i c t has i t s inherent 

pa thos . One does not miss the subt le lindertone of pathos in the cha­

r a c t e r s of Sampath, Raju, Margayya and Jagon. Various emotions and 

a s p i r a t i o n s of the indiv idual respond t o the compulsions of the world 

in diverse ways. Against the des i re of Rav i ' s innermost se l f , 

agains t h is intense ae s the t i c longings stand a host of forces of the 

commercial world represented by Sampath and h i s co l l eagues . This 

unequal r e l a t i o n s h i p «irags i t s e l f to a point where i t i s no more 

poss ib le to maintain the apparent equilibrivim and consequently the 

comedy of i t springs to the surface in c l e a r , v i sua l d e t a i l s , Ravi ' s 

mad ac t of snatching Shanti away from the amorous Shiva (Sampath) in 

the most romantic scene of the film 'The Burning of Kama*, his rampage 

through the en t i r e s tudio v i r t u a l l y c r e a t i n g t o t a l chaos are ges tures 

of comic challenge a t a world t h a t has s t r angu la t ed h i s inner urges , 

His f renzied hide and seek with Sampath, Somu, De ixiello and a l l the 

o ther film folk during t h i s episode of kidnapping sub t ly suggests the 

e t e r n a l hide-and-seek game t h a t the ind iv idua l and the world play 

between themselves. In Ravi ' s case i t i s the comedy of an i n d i v i ­

d u a l ' s un rea l i s ed dreams and h i s desperate at tempt t o e x i s t meaning­

f u l l y , a comedy of human he lp lessness in the facfi of a co ld ,ob jec t ive 



- 2 1 5 -

w o r l d . 

Against the odds of l i f e the comic hero proudly p ro ­

claims his b e l l i g e r e n t selfhood. The heroes in Narayan*s novels 

suffer from a s o r t of e g o - c r i s i s and a l l t h e i r entanglements are 

the r e s u l t a n t e f fec ts of th i s c r i s i s . Margayya's poverty and his 

i n f e r i o r s o c i a l s t a tus have made him chal lenge h is f a t e . With 

wounded pr ide he snubs Arul Doss: 

Arul Doss, I don ' t know about you, you can speak 

for yourself. But you need not speak for me. You 

may not see a htindred rupees even a f t e r a hundred 

years of se rv ice , but I th ink I s h a l l do so very 

soon — and who knows, i f your sec re t a ry seeks any 

improvement of h is p o s i t i o n , he can come t o me". 

In Margayya's case money a t f i r s t becomes an e s s e n t i a l 

fac t of ex i s t ence ; then i t becomes an obsession and pervers ion , 

Successes boost his ego to a poin t when he cons iders nothing impo­

s s i b l e for him J 

He has immense confidence in himself now* H6 could 

undertake any plan with ea se ; he could shape his 

son ' s future as i f i t were j u s t as much c lay in h is 

hand 

His burgeoning ego not only t akes possess ion of his own se l f , but 

a l so of his ovm son and b l inds him t o reason and r e a l i t y , thus 

des t roying a l l of them in the p roces s . He dwells simultaneously 

on twx) opposing planes — the t r a d i t i o n a l and the modem. In the 
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f i r s t pages of the novel, Margayya*s poverty, h is dreams and a s p i ­

r a t ions are p i t t e d against a r ich soc ie ty for which he madly 

c r a v e s . In the l a t t e r p a r t , his e t h i c a l degenerat ion bom of h i s 

Own i n f l a t e d ego leads not only to the corrniption of hie son but 

a lso to the col lapse of h is business empire. In the f i r s t pa r t i t 

i s the comic challenge of a poor, a sp i r ing man a t his f a t e ; in the 

second, i t i s a moral su ic ide of an apparent ly inv inc ib le hero t h a t 

evokes a sense of both the r iduculus and the p a t h e t i c . In Margayya, 

the ancient and the modern simultaneously e x i s t e f f ec t ing perpetua l 

comic t ens ion , "The j ux t apos i t i on of the age-old convention and 

the modern charac te r" , Graham Greene r i g h t l y sugges t s , "provides 
(4) much of the comedy". The orthodox r i t u a l of foirty days, the 

pub l i ca t ion of the book "Domestic Harmony", the cunning banking 

business through the succession of these events Margayya gradual ly 

mô ;fes away from innocence t o a shrewd sense of ma te r i a l success , 

I r o n i c a l l y Margayya i s caught in the c o i l of h is own c rea t ions and 

i s at l a s t betrayed by them, 

But a l l these events mirror h i s e a r l i e r depr ivat ions 

and dreams. He successful ly manoeuvres th ings t o s u i t his own 

i n t e r e s t s . His f a l l i s hastened by Balu 's modern way of l i v ing 

which his orthodox mind cannot endorse, but qu i t e innocently he 

has long since accepted the values of the modern, m a t e r i a l i s t i c 

c i v i l i z a t i o n for the promotion of h i s own c a r e e r . The comic 

incongru i ty can be perceived in terms of the two phases of 

Margayya's ca ree r — his s t rugg le aga ins t the soc i e ty tha t loathes 

him for being poor; and h i s s t rugg le aga ins t h is son — who i s h is 
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ovm replaced self ~ which has nursed and nurtured the modern wode of 

living in violation of all traditional Hindu ethics that he has 

always held dear. With the denouement he moves a full circle and 

is back at his original position, chastened by his experience, wis­

dom and humility. It is in this sense that Graham Green speaks of 

Margayya as possessing "the hidden poetry and the unrecognised 

pathos we so often find in Tchechov's characters who on the last 

(5) 
page vanish in to l i f e , " 

The poignancy of the t ragi-comic c lash of generat ions 

i s more acutely f e l t in The Vendor of Sweets. The aged sweetvendor 

Jagon i s a bundle of c o n t r a d i c t i o n s , who s k i l - f u l l y combines h i s 

business p r o f i t s with exa l t ed Gandhian p r i n c i p l e s . The comic incon 

g ru i ty i s apparent in the unique blend of hypocricy and s i n c e r i t y In 

h is cha rac t e r . The varioxis urges in h i s cha rac t e r t h a t are often 

mutually con t rad ic to ry , f ind t h e i r own ways of ful f i lment ; and ccai-

f l i c t i n g though they may be between themselves, they e x i s t In • 

apparent ly wonderful harmony. He advices everybody t o conquer ta;-j=:; 

in order t o conquer the s e l f , spins for an hour everyday and wears 

sandals made out of the l e a the r of an animal which dies of old age 

because "he does not l i k e t o think t h a t a l i v i n g c r ea tu re should ?--*y' 

i t s t h roa t cut for the comfort of my f e e t , " He has completely 

s impl i f i ed h i s l i f e , has discont inued sugar , and takes twenty drops 

of honey in hot water everday in s t ead . He has a l so given up r i c e 

and l i v e s on "a l i t t l e stone-ground wheat with honey and greens" , 

He i s capable of simultaneously managing both h i s s p i r i t u a l and 

worldly a f f a t r s , 
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As long as the frying and s i z z l i n g noise in the 

ki tchen continued and the t r a y s passed/ Jagon 

not iced nothing, h i s gaze unf l inchingly fixed on 

the Sanskr i t l ines in a red bound copy of the 

Bhaqavad Gita» but i f the re was the s l i g h t e s t 

pause in the s i z z l i n g , he c r i ed out , without 

l i f t i n g his eyes from the sacred t e x t , 'What i s 

happening" ? 

He s u r r e p t i t i o u s l y counts the ' f r ee cash* which " is e n t i t l e d to 

survive without reference to any t a x . " Jagon 's i d e a l i s t i c 

r i t u a l i s n ice ly woven in to the shrewd pragmatism of a business man 

to form a unique comic p e r s o n a l i t y . When Jagon i s betrayed by his 

own fond dreams for his son the comic hero j u s t becomes a pa the t ic 

stump of l i f e . Before Mal i ' s s to ry producing macnine, h is half 

American, half Korean wife Grace, and h i s f r iends and foreign 

t r a n s a c t i o n s , Jagon 's cher ished not ions of marriage and morals 

crumble. With the approach of the Modem, h i s apparent ly r e l ig ious 

s tance i s reduced t o a iruin. 

Through long flashbacks the sweet pas t of h i s adolescent 

and marriage days is bix>ught to the forefront of the na r ra t ion off­

e r i n g immediate cons t rac t to the long days of h is widower's l i f e , 

J agon ' s dreams and ideals are p i t t e d aga ins t a h o s t i l e world of 

f l e e t i n g time and of fust changing va lues . The long nos ta lg ic r e ­

c o l l e c t i o n s convey in poignant terms l i f e ' s inherent sadness of time 

pass ing away and one 's dear world gradual ly receding with i t . His 

sadness , h is e x i s t e n t i a l agony, in a way, becomes the l o t of the 
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entiire hxaman kind. That i s why the reader i s able t o bui ld an 

emotional rapport with Jagon in a common understanding of l i f e , 

III The Guide such understanding i s made poss ib le by 

allowing the reac3er a glimpse in to l i f e ' s myster ies and myriad 

c o l o u r s , in to i t s depths and p o s s i b i l i t i e s , Raju, the r eck les s 

and the romantic hero i s poised agains t a whole se t of hard r e a l i ­

t i e s represented in the forms of Marco, Velan, h is mother, Gaffur 

and many o the r s . He graduates from a small boy helping h is f a the r 

a t the shop tC' the owner of a railway s t a l l and then success ive ly 

to a guide, a romantic lover , a fake swami and u l t ima te ly a martyr , 

In Raju 's charac te r , the e g o - c r i s i s i s s e n s i t i v e l y tendered. On 

t h i s aspect of Raju's c h a r a c t e r William Walsh comments, 

" . , , the events in the novel a l so have a thematic 

s igni f icance in t h a t they suggest the apparent ly 

hopeless s t rugg le o± Raju 's submerged i n d i v i d u a l i t y 

to achieve an independent i d e n t i t y . This i s why %«» 

are aware so often of a r a t h e r f r a n t i c qijiality in 

Raju's ac t ions and medi ta t ions , for a l l t h a t he 

keeps up throughout h i s off hand, youthfully chee r -

ful manner", 

The innate urge of man to find a meaning of l i f e , t o 

a s s e r t his i d e n t i t y in an imperious world, takes up an urgency in 

the cha rac te r of the comic hero and the g r e a t e r the urgency, the 

g r e a t e r i s the dynamism of h is ac t ions and r e a c t i o n s . He can 

defy the e t h i c a l in junct ions of the soc i e ty to s a t i s fy h is e x i s t e n -
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tial needs. This comic clash with the external reality presents 

lifers depths and colours in a kaleidoscopic pattern, 

Raju, in quite the characteristic way of a comic hero, 

becomes the architect of his own fate defying the compulsions of 

the traditions or of society, the forces outside and alien to his 

instincts and urges. He is an ever-aspiring young man, and his 

ambitions make his abandon his father's humble shop, the railway 

stall and the vocation as a guide. His romantic yearnings, which 

one fails to rationalize from the standpoint of social morality, 

are set against the cold reality of a social existence represented 

by the apparently invincible characters like his mother, uncle, 

Marco and his trusted friend Gaffur, Raju, Rosie and Marco have 

all broken away from a normal way of living all of them are invol­

ved in a curious traingular relationship. Dream and fact, within 

and without, are entangled with one another in an existential equa­

tion, The comic hero marches over reason and rationality in a 

defiant spirit of adventure to have a grant gala of an unrestrain­

ed life. Raju creates a world of his own where he can nurse his 

desires for this he cuts himself off from his family; he even robs 

Nalini and her husband of their original identities with whom he 

is engaged in immediate relationship, Nalini becomes Rosie and 

for her husband, Raju invents the name of Marco, His inner urges 

and the corresponding actions are set against a host of forces — 

against the cold professionalism of Marco, against the orthodox 

morality of his mother and the aggressiveness of his uncle, against 

an unpredictable Rosie and at last against an alien and indiffer­

ent crowd during his spiritual ordeal at the riverside, Raju gets 
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each plane his actions are aimed a t subverb'n^ an orthodox and 

r a t i o n a l world tha t puts b r i d l e s on human i n s t i n c t s and impul­

s e s , The reader feels a compelling sense of admiration for Raju 

for the independence of h i s s p i r i t and the t e n a c i t y of h is a c t i o n s , 

i n s p i t e of a l l i t s impl ica t ions of s o c i a l improprie ty . 

The tragi-comedy of the i n d i v i d u a l ' s he lp lessness in 

the face of an awful ex t e rna l r e a l i t y becomes abundantly c l e a t when 

Velan, even a f t e r bearing the e n t i r e h i s t o r y of Raju's l i f e , 

accepts him as 'Swami*. What makes Velan behave so i s l e f t ambi­

guous, But in the figure of Velan, a l l the weights of the world 

come to cirush Raju and force him to maintain an u t t e r l y inconven-

ni*='nt mask. On the f i r s t day of his f a s t , qu i t e in the gu i l e fu l 

way of a comic hero, he s e c r e t l y ea t s some s t a l e r i c e . But on the 

second day, he searches for food in the aluminium vesse l in Vain. 

His indomitable ego, which h i t h e r t o has been responsible for a l l 

h i s c r i s e s , once again comes to a s s e r t i t s e l f as a challenge t o 

the pressure of the world x 

"He f e l t enraged a t the persisl:ence of food 

thoughts . With a s o r t of vendic t ive r e s o l u t i o n , 

he t o l d himself, "1*11 chase away a l l thought of 

food. For the next ten days I s h a l l e rad ica te a l l 

thoughts of tongue and stomach from my mind," 

With t h i s r eso lu t ion of Raju, in forsaking a hedonis t ic l i f e and 

in accept ing martyirdom, the n a r r a t i v e moves out of the bounds of 
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the comedy and enters the p r o t a l s of a religioxjs drama; but the 

comic incongruity p e r s i s t s , though now outs ide the charac te r of 

Raju, Raju's lone, r igorous penance and the loony crowd around him 

ar^ in i ron ic proximity to each o ther . They a r e , in e f f e c t , an 

encounter between an extremely pr iva te se l f and an i nd i f f e r en t 

world lying outside : 

* • , , each day the crowd inc reased . In a week 

there was a permanent hum pervading the p l ace , 

Children shouted and played about, women came 

carrying baskets f i l l e d with p o t s , f i r e wood 

and foodstuffs , and cooked the food for theitr 

men and c h i l d r e n . There were small c i r c l e s of 

smoke going up a l l along the r i v e r bank, on the 

opposite s lope , and on t h i s bank a l s o . I t was 

studded with p icn ic groups, with the wcapen's 

b r igh t coloured sarees sh in ing in the sun; men 

too had f e s t ive d r e s s . Bullocks unyoked from 

t h e i r c a r t s j i n g l e d t h e i r b e l t s as they ate the 

straw under the t r e e s . People swarmed around 

l i t t l e wa t e r -ho l e s , " 

Raju undertaking the penantein order to e r a d i c a t e the drought and 

thus mi t iga te the suffer ings of the people, becomes a pa r t of the 

people in a s p i r i t u a l s ense . Yet, he remains h i s s o l i t a r y se l f 

amidst a l l these merry-makings and r e l i g i o u s f e s t i v i t i e s . The 

ob jec t ive world looms large with the s p e c i a l t r a i n s car ry ing 

passengers , Gaffur 's t a x i , the big t ea s t a i l e r ec t ed by the Tea 
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Propaganda Board, the khaki-clad inspectors of the Health Depart­

ment and the D.D.T., the film shows about Malaria, Plague and B.C.G 

vaccination, the swarming press reportprs and the American film 

producers, the gambling booth and peddlers and onlookers. A seri­

ous religious mission generating such propaganda and festivities 

that belong absolutely to a commercial world is, of course, a comic 

spectacle, 

While the commercial world goes on exhibiting itself^ 

Raju shrinks inward z 

The hum of humanity around was increasing. His 

awareness of his surroundings was gradually lessening 

in a sort of inverse proportion* 

What seems to be a funny collaboration between innocent village 

folk and an imposter working for an impossible end takes on serious 

dimensions. Against the trepidations in the inner depths of exis­

tence of a sinner experiencing the metamorphosis into a saint 

through self-mortification, the flirtations and flippancy of the 

curious crowd, of the vast network of commercial and governmental 

activities are juxtaposed. The Government's silly telegraphic 

advice to pursuade Swami to resume fast later comes as a comic 

relief at the height of a tense situation. Beneath the comedy of 

the entire scene, an awful anxiety lurks about Raju, who faces the 

most crucial tryst with his destiny. Narayan, here, not only depi­

cts the state of Indian society in a period of transition; on the 

existential plane, he seems to suggest the bewildering relationship 
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between the individual and the world, 

The hximan s i t u a t i o n i s por t rayed in a so r t of uncanny 

atmosphere in The Maneater of Malqudi» Vasu, the arrogant t a x i d e r ­

mist l ives a gross p h i l i s t i n e ex i s t ence . His highly in f l a t ed ego 

does not brook and cha l lenge , and the humble soc ie ty of Malgudi can 

only bu i ld a r e l a t ionsh ip of tame sukxnissiveness with him. He v i r ­

t u a l l y cxreates a p a r a l l e l world where he re igns supreme. He has his 

own ideas and logic tha t confound our moral sense and the t ime-

honoured s o c i a l values. He considers marriage to be an unnecessary 

s o c i a l i n s t i t u t i o n . For him 'melas ' (Pairs) are arranged in our 

country so t h a t thousands can die in Cholera or Smallpox or j u s t get 

trampled as a r e s u l t of which the populat ion of the country can be 

kept in 'manageable l i m i t s ' and shoot ing i s not a t a l l 

t e r r i b l e and i t i s j u s t a 'g ive and take* between the 

shooter and the object who receive the b u l l e t . His immense phys ica l 

s t r e n g t h , his f an t a s t i c logic and way of l i f e and the very nature of 

h i s profess ion se t him in immediate con t r a s t with the docile folk of 

Malgudi, He becomes a menace t o the smooth flow of l i f e and has his 

own w i l l and terms. The s p i r i t of independence has taken an exagge­

ra ted form in him and he brooks no moral or s o c i a l b a r r i e r while 

c e l e b r a t i n g the urges of h is s e l f , Eventhough Nataraj i s embarra-
(7) 

ssed and overawed by Vasu he fee l s "a sneaking a t t r a c t i o n " for the 

l a t t e r ' s s p i r i t of independence and h i s manly def iance , Na ta ra j ' s 

predicament spr ings from h i s t r ansac t ions wi th the f an t a s t i c Vasu, 

From the Vasu-Nataraj r e l a t i o n s h i p the scene moves to the sphere of 

the community when Vasu decides to shoot a t the temple e lephant . The 
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comedy of Vasu's r e l a t ionsh ip with the people of Malgudi i s s u s t a i ­

ned with continuing anxiety t i l l the maneater i s undone by the mere 

mosquitoes. Vasu revo l t s agains t a l l rout ine hab i t s of mind,against 

a l l accepted be l i e f s and p a t t e r n s of hximan behaviour. With such an 

a t t i t u d e h is t ransac t ions with a normal world produce a bizarce 

s p e c t a c l e , 

Vasu j ee r s a t a l l s o r t s of s o c i a l i n s t i t u t i o n s , He 

b e l i t t l e s the world t ha t does not allow the ind iv idua l fu l l sovere ­

ign ty . He breaks the arm of the Police Inspec tor , f l i r t s with any 

woman he l ikes without ca r ing l e a s t for the publ ic opinion and 

shoots according to his whims. In a l l h is ac t ions he brings down 

the world around him to i t s knees. But in s p i t e of a l l h is apparent 

successes , he remains a s o l i t a r y , mysterious f i gu re , A proper study 

of h is cha rac t e r and his s t range r e l a t i o n s h i p with the world, i s 

not poss ib le unless the workings in the inner depths of his e x i s ­

tence are probed, 

K,R,S, Iyengar th inks t h a t Vasu i s the symbol of " a n t i -
(8) l i f e " . But on the ind iv idua l p lane , Vasu l i v e s h is l i f e t o the 

f u l l , even t o an enviable e x t e n t , whereas Nataraj and his so r t ajre 

j u s t ordinary people l i v i n g a l i f e of b r i d l e d a s p i r a t i o n s and i n s ­

t i n c t s , Vasu j u s t c a n ' t be dismissed as in imica l t o the s p i r i t of 

l i v i n g , once the darker recesses of h is unconscious are understood, 

Vasu i s a for lorn figure having no k i t h and kin — for reasons xin-

known to us — and i s divorced from the mainstream of l i f e . Pos s i ­

bly the monstrous act ions of Vasu t h a t we wi tness are the r e s u l t s 
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of his in jured ego, the i nev i t ab l e consequence of some depr iva t ions 

in the e a r l i e r par t of h is l i f e . Behind the v io l en t face t , he s t i l l 

nur tures some of the dreams of l i f e . His possessive af fec t ion for 

Rangi and h is des i re to bu i ld a cosy home with her provide a glimpse 

i n to one pa r t of h is inner s e l f t h a t i s t ender , t h a t cares for the 

simple, elemental values of l i f e . In his young days, insp i red by 

p a t r i o t i s m , "he had joined the c i v i l Disobedience Movement against 

the B r i t i s h r u l e , broken the laws, marched, demonstrated and ended 

up in j a i l " . I t bears ample testimony to the man t h a t l i e s 

concealed beneath the surface m o n s t r o s i t i e s . In h i s v io l en t ac t ions , 

he t r i e s poss ibly to compensate what he has l o s t , what he has been 

deprived of. Here is a grotesque f igure driven by v io len t impulses 

of h is own cha rac te r , and in the end when these forces reach t h e i r 

u l t imate po in t , he meets h is doom, 

This i s , of course , depending too miich on psycho-analy­

s i s , But Vasu's conduct and charac te r cannot be explained without 

i t , as very l i t t l e i s known about him. As Er ich Fromm observes j 

" . , , the human passions (such as s t r i v i n g for 

love, tenderness , freedom as wel l as the l u s t 

for des t ruc t ion , sadism, masochism, the craving 

for power and propet ty) are answers t o ' e x i s t e n ­

t i a l needs* which in turn are rooted in the very 
(9) 

condi t ion of human e x i s t e n c e , " 

The cha rac t e r s of Raju, Sampath and Margayya can be looked at with 

sympathy when viewed from t h i s angle . And Vasu, f a i l i n g to fli-A. 
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Sa t i s fac t ion in the higher leve ls of l i f e "crea tes for himself the 

drama of des t ruc t ion" , S a s t r i ' s mythological i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

of Vasu's death — "Every demon c a r r i e s within him, unknown t o 

himself, a t i n y seed of s e l f - d e s t r u c t i o n , and goes up in t h in a i r 

a t the most unexpected moment" — c lose ly corresponds t o 

t h i s l ine of analys is of human c h a r a c t e r , Prom^^has summed up t W s 

paradoxical phenomenon thus ; " , , , l i f e turn ing against i t s e l f in 
(11) 

the s t r i v i n g to make sense of i t , " 

Vasu's response to t h i s world takes up a t e r r i f y i n g form, 

The awesome persona l i ty of Vasu, the d o c i l i t y of the Malgudi folk 

and a revered Indian t r a d i t i o n facing an apparent t h r e a t — a l l act 

and reac t with one another t o form a ccroedy of the grotesque. 

Various e x i s t e n t i a l problems are posed and not only Vasu, but a lso 

Na ta ra j , the mono-syllabic poet , and o thers meet these problems in 

t h e i r own ways, Nataraj shares Vasu's l i b i d i n a l i n s t i n c t s t o some 

e x t e n t . He r e f l e c t s in comic bewilderment on the temptat ions of 

Rangi 's body : 

V/hen I t ip toed back t o my place beside the g r i l l e , 

there she was, ready as i t seemed t o swalJov; me up 

wholesale, to d i sso lve within the embrace of her 

mighty arms a l l the monogamous c h a s t i t y I had p r a c t i ­

sed a whole l i f e t ime 

Against Vasu's de f ian t manner of l i v i n g a l i f e of i n s t i n c t s , 

Na ta r a j , the orthodox mora l i s t looks r i d i c u l o u s , 

In the drama of Malgudi we f ind l i f e in a l l i t s t o t a l i t y , 
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whejTt man t r i e s to a s se r t h is s t a tu s and l i ve s by various des igns , 

hov;ever, puny and e v i l these may be. To quote Erich Fromm again; 

The t r u t h i s t h a t a l l human pass ions , both the 

•good' and the "evil* can be tmderstood only as 

a person ' s attempt to make sense of h i s l i f e , and 

transcend banal , merely l i f e su s t a in ing exis tence 

, , , Even the most s a d i s t i c and d e s t r u c t i v e man i s 

human, as human as the s a i n t . He can be ca l l ed a 

wfl/i-ped and sickman who has f a i l e d t o achieve a 

b e t t e r answer t o the challenge of having been born 

human, and t h i s i s t r u e , he can a l so be c a l l e d a 

man who took the wrong way in searxrh of his s a l -
da) 

vat ion . ^ ^' 

Thus Sampath i s bas ica l ly no d i f f e ren t from S r i n i v a s ; Raju i s very 

much l ike us ; and Vasu a l so i s l ike Nataraj or the monosyllabic 

poet i s so far as basic hxoman aspects are concerned, 

The focus s h i f t s from the b e l l i c o s e egoism of Vasu t o a 

s o r t of ba f f l ing individualism of Daisy, an i n s p i r e d family p l a ­

nning worker in The Pa in te r of S igns . This novel i s a ccwnedy of 

adolescent vis ions of romantic love and of f a n a t i c a l ideal ism. 

Apart frc»n Raman and Daisy, the various pranks and id iosyncras ies 

of Roman's customers, the s u p e r s t i t i o u s b e l i e f s of the v i l l age 

folk , the lawyer who wants a l e f t s lant in the l e t t e r s in his 

s ianboard , the bangle s e l l e r who massages so f t feminine hands, 

the town h a l l professor who s e l l s profound messages for only five 
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paise each, the old p r i e s t of the temple who can read one ' s past 

from a number of a colour and numerous others with t h e i r ind iv idual 

p e c u l i a r i t i e s e x i s t in Malgudi making i t almost a human zoo. The 

Painter of Signs follows the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c comic pa t t e rn tha t one 

finds in the other novels of Narayan, Roman's romantic yearnings 

not only face an opposition from her aged aunt , the repos i to ry of 

a l l the t rc-di t ional values, but he has also to encounter the un­

c e r t a i n responses from Daisy, Daisy remains an enigma for him. He, 

with his most p r iva te longings bui lds a queer r e l a t i o n s h i p with 

Daisy who u l t ima te ly proves to be an embodiment of indi f ference for 

him. On the other hand, Daisy a l t e r n a t e l y responds t o and r e j ec t s 

her Own i n s t i n c t s . For her Raman represents the emotional aspect 

of l i f e tha t hardly agrees with her s t rong i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c tempe­

rament, Daisy 's abandonment of the proposed marriage in preference 

to the faiiily planr.ing campaign in some d i s t a n t h i l l y v i l l age i s as 

sudden and absurd as Raman's quick acceptance of t h i s r eve r sa l with 

a des i re to dr ive a n a i l in to the t i r e of Daisy ' s vehicle and with 

the caref ree ac t of throwing the key i n to the dry fountain, Daisy 's 

unreal ized i n s t i n c t s and her f a n a t i c a l idealism make her charac te r 

an e n t i t y of i n c o n g r u i t i e s . With the gradual unfolding of the Raman 

Daisy r e l a t i o n s h i p , the contours of the comedy become c l e a r e r and 

c l e a r e r as the incongruity of the s i t u a t i o n gets exposed. The 

suffocat ions of a crov/ded j o i n t family have heavi ly weighed upon 

Daisy ' s childhood which has r e s u l t e d in the b u i l t - i n aversion in 

her cha rac t e r for any so r t of pr iva te r e l a t i o n s h i p , Raman, on the 

o ther hand, t r i e s to weave h is l i f e in to t h a t of Daisy, who i s 
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u t t e r l y incapable of any emotional r e l a t i o n s h i p . The i n d i v i d u a l ' s 

i n s t i n c t s and a s f i r a t ions confront an inhospi table r e a l i t y of t h ings , 

Nftrayan's pro tagonis t s are out of a s se r t t h e i r i d e n t i t i e s 

in the face of a c rue l world t h a t never c»̂ mea upto an i n d i v i d u a l ' s 

expec ta t ions , Margayya knows tha t he has been thrown in to a world 

t h a t "seemed to be a very r i sky place to litre i n , peopled by c r e a ­

t u r e s with dark powers", a world t h a t " t r e a t ed him with con­

tempt because he had no money" . I t i s not only Margayya who 

has to face the odds of the world, i t i s a l so Raju with h is i n s t i n c ­

t u a l yearnings for Rosie, Sampath with h i s ambitious p r o j e c t s , Ravi 

with his impossible vision of beauty and Raman dreaming t o marry a 

woman who p a t h e t i c a l l y confesses , "Married l i f e i s not for me. I 

have thought i t over. I t f r ightens me, I am not cut out for the 

l i f e you imagine. I c a n ' t l ive except a lone" . 

K,R,S, Iyengar surveys the scene from a s o c i a l context and 

finds Malgudi "a f i e ld of unpredic table fo rces , a t h e a t r e where fo r ­

ces and tragi-Gomedies are played without end", "the net r e s u l t being 
(13) the enthronement of the Absurd," This 'Absurd' i s not only the 

outcome of "war and the post-war years of hec t i c s t r i v i n g , chronic 
(14) unce r t a in ty , expense of s p i r i t and l u s t in a c t i o n , " i t i s there 

entrenched in man's fundamental ex i s tence r i g h t from the time of 

Dr, Faustus, Don Quixote and many o t h e r s , r i g h t ftom the time of 

man's b i r t h in to t h i s universe with h i s i n s t i n c t s and yearnings, 

wishes and dreams, 

The comedy in Narayan's novels c a r r i e s a subt le sense of 

pa thos . Both the socio-economic condi t ions as well as quest ions 
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p e r t a i n i n g to man's very ex is tence haunt him - - quest ions such as 

the s i l e n t process of ageing, the temporal i ty of our exis tence and 

the f u t i l e search for some s t a b i l i z i n g fac to r in l i f e . For 

Margayya, the i l l u s ion cf marriage days no more sus t a ins him, 

He had thought that^world continue for eve r . 

What a t o t a l fa lse view of l i f e one acquired 

on one 's wedding day. 

And for Jagon the charm of married l i f e i s a l so long since l o s t 

g iving place to the for lorn days of a widower. The old miser ly 

landlord in Mr, Sampath dies with h i s dream of seeing his grand­

daugh te r ' s marriage unrf-alized. Man by h i s puny e f fo r t s t r i e s 

t o crt-ate impressions of permanence in a t r a n s i t o r y ex i s t ence , 

The dreams f a l l f l a t to the ground and the re comes the shock of 

r ecogn i t ion , the pa the t ic awareness of the f r a g i l i t y of an imper­

manent un iverse , 

Narayan's p r o t a g o n i s t s , who are ord inary man and women* 

move out of t h e i r o rd inar iness in t h e i r ques t to make l i f e more 

p leasurab le or meaningful. They pass iona te ly c l i n g to a l i f e t ha t 

time and again betrays and b a t t e r s them. Thus his novels are t i ny 

worlds where the l i l l i p u t i a n man with h is dreams and suffer ings 

i s c e l eb ra t ed ; where one finds man u n t i r i n g l y limping across the 

boundaries of l i f e with the beauty and o r u i s e s of ex i s t ence , 

A comic vision embraces the mul t i f a r ious facets of human 

l i f e , Narayan operates in a framework of t r a d i t i o n s and s o c i a l 

mordl i ty which i s much bigi-jer than the i n d i v i d u a l , h is ego and 
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o d d i t i e s . Sonner or l a t e r , normal r e a l i t y takes hold of the s i t u a ­

t ion including the aspi r ing and e r r i n g i n d i v i d u a l s . Hence man's 

encounter with the world appears lud ic rous . The comic vision always 

offers the consola t ion of a r e c o n c i l i a t i o n , Man's small v i l l a i n i e s , 

his innumerable temptations and t ragedies and the frequent abysses 

and heights in his l i f e — a l l these t h a t form the t o t a l i t y of l i f e 

are af i iect ionately t r ea ted by Narayan with Q humane understanding 

of l i f e ' s complexi t ies , Raman in The Pa in t e r of Signs declares tha t 

"people are moved by s t range , inexpl icab le dr ives , , , " a 

statement t h a t serves as a key to Narayan's comedy in The Painter 

of Signs as a lso in his other novels . He explores sub t ly the 

psychic depths of man, tjrings him Close to a world outside himself, 

ana from t h i s o rches t ra t ion of r e a l i t i e s , carves out a human 

c ome dy. 

In Narayan's f i c t i o n the comic v i s ion operates in a frame­

work of i rony . I t embraces not only the p a r t i c u l a r s o c i a l context 

in which Narayan's men and women have t h e i r various t r ansac t ions , 

but a lso focuses on an e x i s t e n t i a l r e a l i t y based on t h e i r p a r t i c u ­

l a r exper iences . Behind the n a r r a t i v e facade of h is novels , 

Narayan at tempts a t a v is ion of l i f e - a l i f e of opposing d u a l i ­

t i e s , of appearance and r e a l i t y , b e l i e f s and b e t r a y a l s , 

The ordinary man's response to the Indian mi l ieu of the 

t r a n s i t i o n per iod becomes n a t u r a l l y ambivalent as he gropes his 

way between the old t r a d i t i o n and the new c i v i l i z a t i o n . The Indian 
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i s tossed between t r a d i t i o n and mocternity and hence presen ts himself 

as a comic f igure . No big promise i s held cut for him and hence no 

big d is i l Jus icnment , Individual a s p i r a t i o n s and the urge for pe rso­

nal heroics are prompted by the new c i v i l i z a t i o n tha t comes with 

western education, l i f e s ty l e and rapid ma te r i a l advancement. I nd i ­

vidualism becc^mes the new-found i d e a l . But these are betrayed 

success ively by the old India e thos , which s t i l l a s s e r t s i t s immense 

force and influence and which bel ieves more in community exis tence 

than in indiv idual achievements. The old t r a d i t i o n apparently gives 

way to the modern; the community temporar i ly y ie lds place to the i n ­

d i v i d u a l . But in the course of events the process reverses i t s e l f , 

lending an i ron ic dimension to the e n t i r e pe r spec t ive . The middle 

c l a s s tha t emerges with the new education and i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n 

suf fers from a pecul ia r predicament. The middle c l a s s charac te r 

o s c i l l a t e s between the old and the new/ ambit ion and humility^ be­

tween moral i ty and hypocricy. This p l i g h t of h i s , of course , does 

not forebode any great d i s a s t e r . Because of h is t y p i c a l middle 

c las£ charac te r he can ne i the r be a king nor a commoner. His t r o u ­

b les and su f fe r ings , his misunderstandings and misadventures are in 

the end washed out by the cohesion of the community. An optimism, 

spr inging from th i s cohesive s p i r i t of the community or the t r a d i ­

t i o n s , embraces a l l the ups and downs of l i f e and with the optimism 

in background a l l the ambitious plans and p l i g h t s of the individual 

appear comic. I t i s only an objec t ive but s e n s i t i v e a r t i s t who can 

pene t ra te i n t o the r e a l i t y of th ings and irony i s h is chief tool 

with which he can focus on the p e c u l i a r i t y of the human s i t u a t i o n 
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without betraying his personal emotions. In the p a r t i c u l a r soc i a l 

context of India, Narayan remains e q u i d i s t a n t from the Old and the 

New, and t h i s posi t ion offers him a vantage ground t o view r e a l i t y 

ob j ec t i ve ly . Thus Narayan s e t s himself as a pioneer in the t r a d i ­

t i o n of i ron ic realism in Indo-Anglian f i c t i o n . In his novels , 

i rony i s not only^grained in occasional episodes of the n a r r a t i v e , 

but i s a b u i l t - i n phenomenon in p lo t , c h a r a c t e r and s t y l e , 

Swami and Friends i s a p l a in s t o r y about the expe­

r i ences and exp lo i t s of c h i l d r e n , placed in the l a rger perspec t ive 

of an adul t world. Their frequent qua r re l s and c o n c i l i a t i o n s , the 

buminq of caps and the breaking of g lass panes of schools as a 

p a t r i o t i c r i t u a l of the Freedom Movement, the b ig launching of 

the M,C,C,, t h e i r crazy e f f o r t s to c r ea t e a bigger world by 

naively imi t a t ing a perver ted one of the a d u l t s , c o n s t i t u t e a saga 

of innocence and fun. As C D , Narasimhaiah ap t ly remarks : 

"What I n t e r e s t s Narayn i s the brave t a l k 

of the youngesters who c o l l e c t e d in s t r e e t 

corners and echoed the high sounding words 

of t h e i r e l d e r s , most of whom could not have 

been any more e f fec t ive than the school boys 

who employed n a t i o n a l i s t i c pos tu res t o no 

purpose. I t i s these t h a t brought for th 
(15) Narayan's comic qenius in f i c t i o n , " 

The t r a n s a c t i o n s of the adu l t world in t h e i r p ro ­

fessed ser iousness and in t h e i r hypocrisy lock r id icu lous before 

a joyous world of innocent ch i l d r en , Swami and Friends s tands 
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in ironic contrast to all other novels of Narayan that embody such 

adult preoccupations, 

The plots of Narayan's novels follow the usual pattern 

of irony - order, disorder, order. From the saga of innocence in 

Swami and Friends one moves to a realm of adolescent romanticism 

and recklessness in The Bachelor of Arts. It is only in the dreams 

and foolishness of an adolescent where irony finds itself quite 

swift to operate because the adolescent stands in a peculiar position 

between ignorance and innocence of the child and maturity of the 

adult. With the unusual topic for the college union debate, 

'Historians should be slaughtered first', irony unfolds itself with 

a hint at the shape of things to come. The tinge of extremity as 

suggested by the word 'slaughtered* is ridiculously heroic in this 

improbably concept and it is ironic that Chandran, a student of 

History and later the first Secretary of the History Association, is 

its prime mover. From a sentimental lover to a world renouncing 

Sanyasi donring an ochre robe and then again to a devoted husband -

these are the successive somersaults of the comic hero, 

The counterfeit banyasi which illustrates the hide and 

seek phenomenon of appearance and reality in one single role, is a 

favourite theme with Narayan, Traces of this phenomenon are found 

in the character of Jagon and in some other minor characters liHe 

the old landlord in Mr. Sampath, But it finds its artistic culmina­

tion in Raju's role of a saint on which the edifice of the ironic 

vision of the novel is built. In The Bachelor of Arts, Chandran 

becomes a 'sanyasi' not out of any genuine spiritual realization, but 
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out of f r u s t r a t i o n ; 

"He was d i f f e r en t from the usual sanyas i , b the r s 

may renounce with a s p i r i t u a l motive or purpose, 

Renunciation may be to them a means t o a t t a i n peace 

or may be peace i t s e l f . They are perhaps dead in 

t ime, but they do l ive in e t e r n i t y . But Chandran's 

renuDciation was not of t h a t kind. I t was an a l t e r ­

nat ive to s u i c i d e . Suicide he would have committed 

but for i t s s o c i a l s t igma. Perhaps he lacked the 

bares t phys ica l courage t h a t was necessary for i t , 

He was a sanyasi because i t p leased him to mortify 

his f l esh . His renunciat ion was a revenge on s o ­

c i e t y , circumstances, and perhaps, t oo , on dest iny" 

This au tho r i a l in t rus ion i s perhaps not warranted from the point of 

view of an i ronic s t y l e s ince in such a s t y l e motives are never 

made e x p l i c i t and the events speak for themselves, Narayan, how­

ever , succeeds in bui ld ing up the image of a s a i n t during Chan-

d r a n ' s encounter with the v i l l a g e r s . In the background of the r e a ­

l i t y of Ghandran's cha rac t e r , the r e v e r e n t i a l response of the 

v i l l a g e r s to the sanyasi and the innocent i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s of his 

s i l e n c e c rea te a comic s i t u a t i o n , 

In the course of events Ghandran f a l l s in love with 

Sus i l a as i n s t a n t l y as he f e l l in love with Malathi , After h is 

f r u s t r a t i o n in the Malathi a f f a i r he opens out h is painful hear t 
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to the barber , Ragavani 

•Ragavan, help me. You w i l l gain my e t e r n a l g r a t i ­

tude , You w i l l a lso p r o f i t yoursel f . My hear t i s 

dead, Ragavan, I have l o s t everybody I love in 

t h i s world, Ragavan'. 

These are the agonized words of one crossed in love and for whom 

the world seems to have l o s t a l l meaning. But t h i s statement sounds 

i r o n i c a l l y r id icu lous in the face of what succeeds i t» 

' o u s i l a , Sus i l a , Sus i l a , Her name, music, f i gu re , 

face and everytning about her was divine - Sus i l a , 

Sus i la — Malathi , not a spot beside S u s i l a ' 

These two statement show the v o l a t i l e natuire of human fee l ings and 

emotions. Against the background of t h i s fac t any supposedly s e ­

r ious attempt or any emotional outburs t of the ind iv idua l a n t i c i ­

pa tes i ron ic t u r n s , 

Such i ronic turns a lso happen t o s t r a y episodes t h a t 

are woven in to the main p l o t . The t h i e f ca tch ing episode in which 

the f a the r , Chandran and his small bo r the r get up a t 4 o 'c lock in 

the morning and comb the garden from a l l s ides to ca tch the th ie f 

i s a c l e a r example. Words such as ' Pan the r - l i ke s t e p s ' , 'Gomand', 

"War c r i e s ' speak of almost a m i l i t a r y ope ra t ion . But when the 

t h i e f i s caught a f t e r a l l these huge p r e p a r a t i o n s , his appearance 

bet rays a l l expecta t ions for he i s found t o be a middle aged man, 

bare bodied, with matted h a i r , wearing only a lo in c l o t h a 
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*sanyasi, Narayan's i ron ic technique i s t o pack con t rad ic to ry dua­

l i t i e s in one s ingle cha rac te r — e i t h e r the sanyasi in the ro le of 

a t h i e f or t h i e f in the ro le of a sanyas i , 

With small modificat ions here and there t h i s technique 

has been applied in a l l h is novels , Ramani in The Dark Room com­

bines in himself the ro les of a f a i th fu l husband, a fa ther and 

something of a phi landerer , S r in iva s , with the metaphysical d i spo ­

s i t i o n of his charac te r , a lso shares to some ex ten t the adventurism 

of Sampath, In the charac te r s of Margayya and Jagon, the orthodox 

t r a d i t i o n and the modern mater ia l ism simultaneously opera te , e f f e c ­

t i n g a s e r i e s of coxif l ic ts , Margayya, who s ince re ly bel ieves in 

a l l t r a d i t i o n a l r i t u a l s , f a l l s to a craze for money, a feature of 

the modern c i v i l i z a t i o n t h a t goes agains t t r a d i t i o n a l e th i c s and 

humi l i ty . He reconci les these two con t r ad i c t i ons i n i t i a l l y for 

something t o s u i t his own i n t e r e s t s , but i s unable t o car ry i t on, 

The P h a r i s a i c a l sweet-vendor preaching the sermon of non-a t tach­

ment — "Conquer t a s t e , and you w i l l have conquered the self* 

— i s t h i c k l y engrossed in h is worldly at tachments , in the 

fondness for h i s son and in h is * f ree-cash*. Daisy suffers from 

a c o n f l i c t of i n s t i n c t s and i d e a l s , and the queer course of her 

l i f e and her r e l a t i onsh ip wi th Raman r e f l e c t s t h i s c o n f l i c t , Raman 

moves from a carefree businessman to a sen t imenta l lover and then 

f i n a l l y to a reckless r e a l i s t . But among a l l the charac te r s of 

Narayan, the charac te r of Raju in The Guide of fers the supreme 

l e v e l of Narayan's i ronic s t a n c e , hfcre i s the triief in the role 
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of a sanyas i , accepted and recovt^red by the innocent v i l l a g e r s and 

the Government of India as well as by Velan who knows h is t rue 

i d e n t i t y . The cont rad ic t ions involved in t h i s s i t u a t i o n a l i rony 

are soon resolved when the appearance and r e a l i t y merge toge ther t o 

form a d i s t i n c t i d e n t i t y — the th ie f becomes the sanyas i . This 

p a t t e r n i s a lso repeated in the charac te r of Jagon when he renounces 

t h i s world, t rue t o the s p i r i t of the sermons t h a t he has been hypo-

g r i t i c a l l y professing a l l along, 

The plot of Mr. Sampath i s f u l l with episodes t ha t have 

l i t t l e r e l a t i o n s h i p with one another as far as the c e n t r a l i t y of 

theme i s concerned, as a r e s u l t of which no d i s t i n c t I ronic t r e a t ­

ment i s no t i ceab l e . But, in c o n t r a s t , a l l the events gyrate round 

the c h a r a c t e r of Raju, in i t s various s tages of development, Mr, 

Sampath i s to be read e i t h e r as a s to ry about the adventures of 

Sampath or about Srinivas journey to equi l ibr ium and wisdom; i t may 

a l so be analysed from the point of view of the r e l a t i o n and i n t e r ­

ac t ion between these two a s p e c t s . S r in ivas shares and p a r t i c i p a t e s 

in Sampath's adventuxres t i l l he achieves h^s equanimity. At the 

same time Srinivas* metaphysical ques t ion ings , h is occasional p h i l o ­

sophic n ih i l i sm i r o n i c a l l y match with the gross mate r i a l i nvo lve ­

ments. After a l l the storms are l a i d t o r e s t , Sr in ivas fo r tuna te ly 

f inds a patron to resume the pub l ica t ion of 'The Banner* where in 

an e d i t o r i a l *Non-sense-an adul t pre-occupat ion*, he with the know­

ledge of hindsight makes an appra i sa l of a l l the e a r l i e r events and 

concludes , 
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Adulthood was just a mask that people wore# 

the mask mâ as up of a thick jowl and double 

chin and diamond earnings, or a green shirt, 

but within it a man kept up the nonsense of 

his infancy, worse now for being without the 

innocence and tne pure joy. Only the values 

of comrTerce gave tiiis state a gloss of impor­

tance and urgency » 

Adult occupations and its apparent seriousness are nothing but fu­

tile exercises in nonsence, even more so than the play of children, 

In this ironic perspective, the hubbub as well as the hubris noti­

ceably present in the Malqudi life only amount to much 'sound and 

fury signifying nothing', Srinivas has been searching for the sig­

nificance of life; and experiences finally teach him about the 

absolute reality of tnings j "Even madness passes, Dnly existence 

asserts itself" . Against this fact of life, the adventures 

of Sanpath or Ravi's vision of beauty or for that matter all the 

aspirations and actions of men appear illusory. 

The ironic process starts right from the moment Srinivas 

offers himtelf completely to the care of Sampath and the latter not 

only takes charge of his paper* 'The Banner', but also of all his 

personal affairs. And the relationship becomes so cc«npelling in 

nature that Srinivas cannot easily extricate himself from it. The 

relationship moves through a zigzag process, Sampath obliges a 

helpless Srinivas by undertaking the publication of 'The Banner'; 

handles the court formalities in quite a professional way; helps him 

get all the necessary amenities like water taps through the greedy 
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r e l a t i v e s of the dead lanlord and in fact does a lo t of th ings for 

S r i n i v a s . But a t the same time he shocks and surpr i ses Sr in ivas by 

i n s e r t i n g a green s l i p ins ide the pages of 'The Banner* which anou-

nces the temporary suspension of i t s p u b l i c a t i o n . He involves 

Sr in ivas in the film making p ro jec t , and S r in iva s , because of the 

ex t rove r t nattire which he shares with Sampath, gets involved in a l l 

the surrounding human a c t i v i t i e s . Careless of h is own a f f a i r s , he 

plays a major role in Ravi ' s personal l i f e and a t times a l so i n t r u ­

des in to the pr iva te a f f a i r s of Sampath, But in due course he deems 

i t wise to maintain a safe dis tance from Sampath, his one time 

f r iend and guide. He learns t o r e a l i s e the vagueness of a l l these 

adu l t a c t i v i t i e s . But yet these experiences have provided him with 

b e t t e r philosophic in s igh t t o r e a l i z e l i f e and t h i n g s . The i r o n i c 

s tance of the na r ra to r makes i t poss ib le to involve Sr in ivas in a l l 

these events only to make him r e a l i z e a t l a s t t h e i r meaninglessness, 

S r in ivas confesses t.!iis in one of his e d i t o r i a l s e n t i t l e d "Nonsense 

— an adu l t pre-occupat ion", 

The i ron ic nature of human t r ansac t i ons can be not iced 

in the queer r e l a t i o n s h i p between d i f f e r e n t cha rac te r s of t h i s novel, 

Sc-mpath being in the cen t re of such r e l a t i o n s h i p s most of the t ime, 

He vo lun ta r i l y of ie rs himself to be the s p i r i t u a l d i s c ip l e of the 

miser landlord , hears from him with r ap t a t t e n t i o n the discourse on 

the Gita and the Vedas and a t l a s t very sub t ly robs him of h is 

money. He makes the r e l a t i v e s of the old man, who v i e with one 

another for the l e t t e r ' s p roper ty^ He becomes a mentor of Somu and 

Sohanla l ; but a f te r the shooting of the film faces d i s a s t e r midway. 
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Sampath hides himself frofn them, Hr can Decoine the God Shiva wres­

t i n g the t i t l e from V.L.G, only to oe outdone by Ravi in the next 

moment. He also wins ovtjr Shanti and possesses her t i l l the time 

he gets completely outwit ted by her . The p e c u l i a r manner of 

S h a n t i ' s departure leaving the s leeping Sampath in u t t e r humil ia­

t i on a t the Koppal s t a t i on becomes a s o r t of comic ant i -c l imax t o 

t h e i r f l i r t a t i o n i 

The bus had put us down at Koppal a t s i x in 

the evening and we had near ly twelve hours before 

us for the t r a i n . We ate our food and then s a t up, 

intending to t a l k a l l night t i l l the a r r i v a l of the 

t r a i n . But r e a l l y the re was so l i t t l e to t a l k about, 

Having done nothing but t ha t for five days con t inu­

ously, I th ink both of us had exhausted a l l a v a i l a ­

ble sub jec t s . And a passing thought occurred t o me 

t h a t we might have to spend the r e s t of our l ives in 

s i l ence a f t e r we were marr ied. This problem was un­

expectedly s impl i f i ed for me, I must have fa l l en 

asleep on my s t o o l . When the t r a i n a r r ived and I 

woke up, her cha i r was empty. The t r a i n ha l t s there 

for four minutes or so , and we had t o hurry up. The 

s t a t i o n master s a id , "She l e f t by the eleven down, I 

gave her a t i c k e t for Madras" 

Sampath accepts the irc^nic r eve r sa l of s i t u a t i o n s in the t rue s p i ­

r i t of a comic hero, Cauqht in the i r o n i c process of human act ions 

and i t s unexpected consequences, Sampath works out endless p o s s i b i ­

l i t i e s one aft:^-r anothr r and hence the world does not c lose for him. 
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In other charac te rs a lso Narayan has attempted t o show 

tne b u i l t - i n irony in human na tu re . Irony helps unfold the ludicrous 

beneath the apj.arent grandeur, the s t u p i d i t y and weakness beneath 

apparent c leverness and s t r e n g t h . The shrewd landlord who e x p l o i t s 

h is t e n a n t s , proresses himself to be a 'yogi' and Zealously observes 

a l l orthodox r i t u a l s . Any ordinary ins tance can revea l the t rue 

nature of h is i d e n t i t y : 

' I 'm a sanyasi , my dear young man ~ and no t rue 

sanyasi should ea t more than once a day ' , he sa id 

prompously. He ate the cakes with grea t irelish, 

When a tumbler of coffee was placed beside him he 

looked lovingly a t i t and sa id s 'As a sanyasi I 

hove given up coffee completely, but i t i s a s i n 

not to accept something o f f e r e d ' , he sa id^ 

In him the two cont rad ic tory t r a i t s coex i s t as the two se lves of h is 

c h a r a c t e r — a shre^wd custodian of his f i n a n c i a l wealth and a zealous 

gfuardian of the 'Vedas 'and the *Upanishads* and a l l the ancient cu l tu re 

of Ind ia , Sampath takes advantage of both the weaknesses of t h i s old 

man v.'hen he introduces himj-elf as the l a t t e r ' s s p i r i t u a l d i s c i p l e 

and then as a promottr of h is f inanc ia l i n t e r e s t s by persuading him 

t o advance a loan. The shrewd landlord who t i l l then has been 

making his tenants and borrov^ers fools i s sub t ly bamoozled by 

Sampath, S r i n i v a s ' casual suggestion of the c h i l d r e n ' s t enn i s b a l l 

h i t t i n g the old man to death only h igh l igh t s the point of lud ic rous -

ness in the l a t t e r ' s c h a r a c t e r . The one~time d i s t r i c t board p r e s i ­

dent 1 and even the d i s t r i c t judge who comes to preside 
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over ' the opening cernnony' , ere a l l shalJow, s u p e r f i c i a l b lock­

heads beneath t h e i r grandiose s o c i a l desionat ions and p o s i t i o n s , 

De Mellow with his technical jargon and itollywood nos ta lg i a i s 

qu i te c lose to a c a r i c a t u r e . The fi lm, a f t e r e labora te prepara­

t ions and enough fanfare ends in a f i a sco . In fac t the film 'The 

Burning of Kama' i s , in an i r o n i c way, the ce l eb ra t ion of the be -

ginniijg ot 'karria*. 

In 'Tnc Financia 1 Expert * the i ron ic t reatment embraces 

the r i s e and f a l l of Margayya's fo r tunes . As far as the Indian 

mil ieu i s concerned, the s u p e r s t i t i o u s s p i r i t of the T r a d i t i o n a l on 

the th resho ld of the Modem, app-ear funnily a n s c h r o n i s t i c . The 

a s t r o l o g i c a l wrangles over the horoscope and t r i c k y manoeuvres of 

Dr. Pal in order to bring a match of the horoscopes i l l u s t r a t e the 

p e c u l i a r i t y of the t r a n s i t i o n per iod . The l i b e r a t e d Modern and t^te 

orthodox Trad i t i ona l stnnd in an i ron ic r e l a t i o n s h i p with each 

o the r . Many of Margayya's predicaments s t a r t as he i s tossed 

between these two s i d e s . The fundamental innocence in his charac­

t e r , which Graham Greene observes in h is in t roduc t ion to The Finan-

c i e l Expert , responds in s t range ways to the various forces in the 

s o c i e t y , Margayya's ambition vjhich in fact leads t o the s e r i e s of 

events involving his checkered l i f e spr ings from h i s p a r t i c u l a r 

socio-economic s t a t u s : 

"Margayya f e l t t h a t the world t r e a t e d him with 

contempt because he had no money. People thought 

they could order him about . He sa id t o Amal Dossx 

'Arul DO£S, I don ' t know about you; you can sj:;eak 
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for yourself . But you need not speak for me, 

You may not see a hundred rupees even a f t e r a 

hundred years of s e r v i c e , but I think I s h a l l 

do very socn — and who knows, if you ,̂ s ec re t a ry 

seeks any improvement of h is pos i t i on , he can come 

to me " 

Margayya has in him the innocence of the ordinary folk which 

comes out of the humble s t a t u s of h i s l i f e , and the f ana t i c a l 

ambitions tha t issue from his humil ia t ion and i n f e r i o r i t y com­

plex , In Margayya, dream and r e a l i t y operate toge ther in n e t ­

work of s t range and unpredictable r e l a t i o n s h i p s , Margayya 

earns the sympathy of the readers because of his bas ic s impl i c i ty 

and the humil ia t ion he faces because of h is socio-economic condi­

t i o n . There i s an elemental sadness about him throughout and 

even in his moments of supreme success , he betrays the pa the t ic 

he lp lessness of a bewildered f a the r . Margayya's f a u l t s and 

fool ishness are treatfr^d by Narayan's i r on i c technique not from 

the s tandpoint of s t r i c t moral judgement, but with an a f fec t iona te 

understanding of l i f e ' s predicament. As a consequence, the b i t t e r 

bi t*of irony yie lds place to a mild disapproval or a tender stroke 

of thf. t r ag i -comic . 

Apart from Margayya's eventful l i f e the novel abounds 

with ir*:-nic suggestions of d i f f e r en t n a t u r e . With reference to 

h i s own l i f e , Margayya's name i t s e l f i s i r o n i c , 'Margayya' means 

"one who shov/ed the way. He shoived the way out to those in f inan­

c i a l t rouble " , V/hile managing o t h e r s ' f i nanc ia l a f f a i r s , 
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guides o the r s , but f a i l s to guide himself proper ly t i l l the f ina l 

moments of his conversion. Dr. Pa l , the guide and confident of 

Maraayya, i s the sole cau^e of a l l of the l e t t e r ' s doings and 

u l t imate undoinqs. The pecu l i a r f i r s t meeting between Margayya and 

Dr. Pal in the lonely, abandoned pond i s not only a t r aves ty of the 

usua l , the commonplace, but a lso f a i n t l y i nd i ca t e s the queer natuire 

of events to come as a r e s u l t of t h e i r r e l a t ionsh ip* 

"He ar r ived a t the pond . . . . He tucked up h i s dhot i 

and looked round in order to make s u r e , ' I f a man 

l ives here , he w i l l not need a square inch of c l o t h ' , 

he r e f l ec t ed . Par in a corner of the l i t t l e mantap on 

the other bank he saw some one s t i r r i n g . He f e l t a 

s l i g h t sh iver of fear passing through him as he peered 

c l o s e r . ' I s i t a ghost or a maniac* ? He withdrew a 

couple of s teps and shouted 'Hey, who are you' ? Vaguely 

remembering t h a t i f i t were a ghost i t would run away on 

hearing such a cha l lenge . But the answer came back, 

' I 'm Dr. Pal , a j o u r n a l i s t , correspondent and author ' 

This meeting with Dr. Pal , which proves to be the key t o the f inan­

c i a l success of Margayya, happens, even though in an i n d i r e c t way, 

as a r e s u l t of the for ty days ' r i t u a l , t ie reaf ter events move in 

rap id succession and Margayya has no time to look back t i l l the 

point when he finds t ha t his gains are i r o n i c a l l y accompanied by 

more than equal l o s s e s . Dr. Pa l , who in one of his f i r s t meetings 

with Margayya speaks of his plan " to s t a r t a sociology c l i n i c 
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where p>eople's t roubles are s e t r i g h t " , i s himself a pe r ­

ver t and ruins the domestic happiness of Margayya's family, Dr, 

Pa l , who professes himself t o be an academician i s in fact a gross 

t r a v e s t y of i t . The book 'Domestic Harmony' of which Margayya i s 

the publ i sher and which promises happiness for the people becomes 

the main breeder of domestic disharmony in his own family, 

Like Narayan's o t h r r heroes , Marqayya faces the c r u c i a l 

chal lenge of his own c r e a t i o n . He i s a poor, ambitious man whose 

desperate craze for money gets f u l f i l l e d and he success fu l ly l i f t s 

himself out of his humil ia t ing s t a t u s . But the weal th, which he 

makes for his own comforts, turns upon him, l i t e r a l l y swallowing 

up his very physical ex i s t ence , 

' I n his home the large safe was f i l l e d up, and i t s 

door had to be £orx::ed i n , and then the cup bOords, 

the benches and t a b l e s , the space under the c o t , and 

the c o m e r s . His wife could hardly pass i n t o the 

small room to pick up a saree or towel ' 

His tremendous complacency and the consequent hateful 

a t t i t u d e towards Balu 's teachers coupled with h is extreme affect ion 

for the son, only bl inds him to c o r r e c t judgement and undermines 

h is o\̂ n i n t e r e s t s . This helps s p o i l h is son in whom he has pinned 

g rea t hopes. The r e l a t i o n s h i p between the pupi l (Balu) and the 

home t u t o r , Mr, Murti, a t eacher in the school of which Margayya i s 

the s e c r e t a r y , turns to be a mockery of the sacred teacher - taught 

r e l a t i o n s h i p . What one not ices i s a s o r t of commercial t r a n s a c ­

t i o n : 
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Tht teacher and the pupi l were l ike old p a r t n e r s , 

now seasoned par tners whojî iew each o t h e r ' s s t rong 

poin ts and wtak points* 

Margayya learns the a r t of cunning through the gu i le fu l 

guidance of Dr. Pal , by which he manages t o swindle o thers and 

climb the s o c i a l h ierarchy. The f a t e fu l mcxnent comes when Balu, 

h is eye ' s apple confronts him and demands h is share of the 

p roper ty . Discovering Balu in Dr. P a l ' s e v i l company, Margayya 

finds to his gr ief tha t he h-̂ s been caught in h is own cunning, 

Unable to con t ro l his anger and excitement, he h i t s Dr. Pal with 

one of his sanda l s . I t i s Dr, Pal who had offered the red lotus 

to Margayya for the worship of goddess Laxmi, Immediately a f t e r , 

Margayya*s i l l u s o r y fort crumbles and once again he i s ireduced to 

his o r i g i n a l s t a t u s . His l i f e thus completes a f u l l c i r c l e , 

During the course of these inc red ib l e f luc tua t ion of 

for tune , i l l u s i o n s are d i spe l l ed and the i nd iv idua l i s chastened, 

Irony leads t o the r e a l i z a t i o n of th ings not in t h e i r i l l u s o r y 

g l i t t e r , but in t h e i r e s s e n t i a l r e a l i t y . This fac t i s evident in 

the f ina l scene of the novel : 

'Balu approached him and s a t beside him, Margayya 

put the arm round him : 'You see t h a t box t h e r e , I 

have managed to get i t out a g a i n , ' He pointed t o a 

corner where his old knobby t runk was kep t , ' I t ' s 

contents are i n t a c t as I l e f t them years ago — a 

pen and an ink b o t t l e You asked for my poper ty . There 

i t i s , take i t ; have an e a r l y meal tomorrow and go 
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to the Banyan t r ee in front of the co-opfcrative 

bank , . , 'Very well then, i f you are not going, 

I am going on with i t , as soon as I am able to 

leave t h i s bed, ' s a i d Margay,a. 'Now get the 

youngster here, I w i l l play with him. Life has 

been too dul l without him in t h i s house , ' 

Theese are no doubt words of sorrow and suf fer ing; yet 

these are a lso the words of wisdom and an in tense r e a l i z a t i o n of 

the fac ts of l i f e . His wealth, for which he madly craved, a l i ena te s 

him from his family and now wealth being no more t h e r e , i t i s a 

happy family reunion. In Narayan's f i c t i o n the i ron ic stance leads 

to the at tainment of wisdom, t h a t helps man to r e j e c t the i l l \asions 

and un i tes him to his roots — e i t h e r in his own se l f or in his 

family or community, 

The cjuide, as fa r as the i ron i c perspect ive i s concerned, 

achieves the supreme concent ra t ion of purpose. No episode i s super ­

fluous or unre la ted to the o thers and a l l con t r ibu t e t o the s ingula r 

theme of Raju 's s p i r i t u a l odyssey. The sequence of events t h a t 

encompasses the innocent p leasures of Raju 's childhood days, h is 

romantic adventures or misadventures of l a t e r years , h is b r i l l i a n t 

shov/manship as a s a in t and h is u l t imate o rdea l , are s e t to an 

i r o n i c rhythm of l i f e . Raju 's l i f e i s c a s t in a c r i s s cross of 

fo r tunes . He undergoes a process of gradual degradat ion from an 

i l l i c i t lover t o a l i a r forging the document and then t o a fake 

swami swindling the e n t i r e community. But t h i s process i s suddenly 

reversed and Raju by an ex t rao rd ina ry f ea t of su f fe r ing and 
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s a c r i f i c e becomes the ture s a i n t redeeming his e a r l i e r l i f e , 
(t6) 

Narayan's theme here is "the irony of l i f e and human riature" 

which he communicates not only through the simple, unpretent ious 

language of a s to ry t e l l e r , but a lso by the help of h is great t e c h ­

n i c a l innovation of telLscoping th t past and the present i n t o one 

another . I t helps t o t race the genesis and growth of the present 

in the pas t in a very sub t l e , but compelling way, 

Irony spans the e n t i r e l i f e of Raju, r i g h t from his 

childhood days to the f ina l moments. The childhood days form an 

indispensnl ' lp factor of the t o t a l i ron ic v is ion of the novel . I t 

not only serves as a backdrop, of i d y l l i c innocence to a l l the events 

tha t happrn aftf'rwards, but a l so e s t a b l i s h e s an int imate minship 

with the decis ive mcxnents of h is l i f e as the Swami, As the Swami 

he na r ra t e s the s tory of penance to the v i l l a g e r s , unaware of i t s 

i ron ic turns whereby he w i l l be c a l l e d upon t o perform the penance, 

"He remembered t h a t not long ago he had spoken 

to them of such a penance, i t s value and technique, 

lie had described i t p a r t l y out of h is head and p a r t l y 

out of t r a d i t i o n a l accounts he heard h i s mother 

narrate-" 

By t e l l i n g the s t o ry , which he had heard from his 

mother in his childhood, and by undertaking the penance, he enacts 

the s f t r y in his own l i f e and in a symbolic way gets un i t ed with 

his mother whom he had driven away e a r l i e r , Af t r r t h i s tremendous 

s p i r i t u a l ordeal he regains the innocence of h is childhood which i s 

suggested through the symbol of a phys ica l s i t u a t i o n — "They held 
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him as i f he were a baby", Benrath t h i s fact of the physi­

c a l condi t ion of Raju, the fac t of Raju's new b i r t h in to s p i r i t u a ­

l i t y i s subt ly hinted a t by the use of the image of 'baby*. This 

s p i r i t u a l d i r t h i s s igna l led by Raju's r e a l i z a t i o n at the end of his 

o rdea l . 

"Velan, i t ' s r a in ing in the h i l i s , I can feel i t 

coming up under my fee t , up niy legs 

Various other events of the past a l so re turn to him, but 

in a s t r ange , a l ien r e l a t i o n s h i p . Once such i s the small rai lway 

s t a t i o n at Malqudi. I t i s a t the railway t r a c k t h a t he l ea rn t h is 

f i r s t bad words. The railway s t a t i o n which gres before his eyes and 

where he played as a ch i l d and a lso from where he was phys ica l ly 

thrown out one day, now takes i t s own b i t of ro l e in the drama of 

Raju's l i f e : 

"The railways were f i r s t to f ee l the p ressure , 

They had to run s p e c i a l t r a i n s for the crowds 

t h a t were going to Malgudi. People t r a v e l l e d on 

foot boards and on the roofs of coaches . The 

l i t t l e Malgudi s t a t i o n was choked with passen-

ge r s ", 

His successive r i s e and f a l l in fortune are cur ious ly 

associri ted with the ra i lways . So a lso i s Gaffur with h i s taxi* 

Gaffur 's t a x i has been a wi tness to many a romantic moment of Raju 

Rosie r e l a t i o n s h i p , a r e l a t i o n s h i p which Gaffur himself did not 

approve of. And now, abso lu t e ly in a d i f f e r e n t con tex t , "Gaffur's 



-252-

t a x i dcrve up and down dozen times a day"/ though GaffurIwKAjUy 

knows tha t i t is Raju in whose service he i s engaged. The same old 

world re tu rns to him, i r o n i c a l l y a t a time when the ex te rna l world 

has l o s t a l l s ignif icance f^r him and he has made an intense journey 

from wittiout to within. 

Of Raju's chequered career , C D , Narasimhaiah comments, 

R^ju, a loafer ge t t ing education from old sc raps , 

guiding t o u r i s t s , himself i l l i t e r a t e f a l l i n g in 

love with a highly educated married Indian woman 

without outraging Indian sent iment , taking charge 

of her, t a l k i n g t o judges and c i v i l i a n s , going t o 

j a i l and becoming a 'sanyasi* recognised by the v i l l ­

agers and even by the Government of India —^Narayan 

has done the most incongruous th ings and made them 

credible in terms of high a r t , ^•^'' 

But even in hie mistakes and s i n s Raju has a debonair 

appeal of persona l i ty t h a t endears him to the r eade r s . His meetings 

with Rosie and Velan turn out t o be dec is ive f ac to r s respec t ive ly in 

the sensuous and s p i r i t u a l chapters of h i s l i f e . He wins oveir Rosie 

by fanning and sa t i s fy ing her i n s t i n c t s for dance and makes Marco 

cuckold. But as William Walsh has commented, 

As Rosie succeeds, as her g i f t gains recogni t ion , 

Raju's s t a t u s changes. He i s l e s s the lover and 
(18) more the manager, t r a i n e r and agent , 

Their public successes are i r o n i c a l l y accompanied by the 
f a i l u r e in t h e i r pr iva te r e l a t i o n s h i p s . As A. N, Kaul o b s e r v e s , " , , , 
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the moments of t h e i r grec-;test public successes are a lso the moments 
(19) of t h e i r g r ea t e s t i s o l a t i o n " . The denouement s t a r t s soon and 

a small blunder of Raju wrecks the e n t i r e understanding d e l i c a t e l y 

b u i l t between them. Hiding Marco's book from Rosie and forging her 

s ignature are pardonable offences on the pa r t of a jealous lover , 

because Raju apprehends t h a t Rosie may get enamoured of her husband's 

achievements. But t h i s t r i g g e r s off a whole s e r i e s of f a te fu l 

events for Raju as on the o ther side of the scene Marco, the zealous 

guardian of ru les operates in his usual non-chalant manner. The 

s t a r lav;yer who f ights the case for Raju, whose p resen ta t ion of the 

ca^e appears l ike a t h r e e - a c t comedy, proves t o a hoax who f a i l s t o 

save Raju from imprdsonment in sp i t e of h is braggadocio, 

Raju's ego, which in e l l occasions determines h is f a t e , 

c a l l s upon him to be the master of any s i t u a t i o n whether i t i s 

in h is vocation as a guide or in his r e l a t i o n s h i p with Rosie, whe­

the r as a convict or as the Swami, His ex t rao rd ina ry sense of s e l f -

d i r ec t ed humour as i s witnessed in his conversa t ion with the barber 

or in his mminations about the j a i l l i f e e x t o l l i n g i t s merits# 

enables him to come through the many c r i s i s of h i s l i f e . This p r a c ­

t i c e of humour a t one 's own cos t transforms i t s e l f t o the sublime 

s p i r i t of s e l f - s a c r i f i c e when the s i t u a t i o n war ran t s . And during 

t h i s process of t ransformation the comic gradual ly y ie lds place t o 

the s e r i o u s , as happens in the l a s t scene of t h i s novel , 

Once Raju's s p i r i t u a l journey s taxr ts , Rosie, Marco 

and a l l o t h e r s , who were once important in h i s l i f e , are rendeired 
unnecessary and hence are removed from the scene , for such a 
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mantle of swamihood f a l l s on him. Ordinar i ly / everyday accidents 

play a s ign i f i can t role in shaping the des t iny of his l i f e . But an 

ove ra l l analys is of his l i f e would reveal an i m p l i c i t design in a l l 

these accidents which lead him s tep by s t ep t o h is ul t imate s a l v a ­

t i o n , This design i s governed by his dynamic s p i r i t , his indomitable 

ego t h a t can r i se to any occasion and meet success fu l ly any challenge, 

I t i s a pure coincidence tha t he, j u s t a f t e r h is re lease from the 

p r i son , should be discovered by Velan who has been burdened with the 

domestic problem of a d isobedient s i s t e r . And for tuna te ly the g i r l 

gets cured and t h i s confirms the v i l l a g e r s ' b e l i e f in Raju's s p i r i ­

t u a l powers. Thus the v i l l age l i f e flov/s on with Raju in t h e i r 

midst as the s p i r i t u a l guide, Raju by v i r t u e of h is various manoeu­

vres lends credence to t h i s new image of h i s . His accepts t h i s ro le 

because i t i s the only comfortable occupation for him under the 

circumstances of his s t igmat ized l i f e . And once the image has been 

b u i l t on the rocked of the innocent b e l i e f s of v i l l a g e r s , Rajy finds 

i t ciruel t o break t h e i r i l l u s i o n . In h is f i r s t meeting with Velan 

t h i s has been made c l e a r : 

But he h e s i t a t e d , wondering how he should say i t . I t 

looked as though he would be hu r t i ng the o t h e r ' s dee­

pes t sentiment i f he so much whispered the word 

• j a i l ' 

Raju i s aware of t h i s tendency in him to t ry t o appeacB 

others and never to f r u s t r a t e them a tendency without which he 

would have been one among the count less commoners of the world : 
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I suppose, if I had the i n c l i n a t i o n t o say *! d o n ' t 

knov; what you are t a l k i n g about*, my l i t e would have 

taken a d i f fe ren t t u rn" 

As the v i l lagers* b e l i e f s get c r y s t a l l i z e d in Raju t o make 

him t h e i r s p i r i t u a l anchor, he makes h is hypocrisy appear more and 

more sacrosanct . He grows a beard; t e l l s them episodes from the 

l i ve s of great men; na r ra tes to them s t o r i e s from mythology and in 

h is words and s i lence maintains the d ign i ty expected of s p i r i t u a l 

f i gu re . To t h i s deception he brings per fec t ion p a r t l y by his c u -

nr.ing and more by the fact of the v i l l a g e r s s i n c e r e l y accept ing him 

with t h e i r t yp i ca l ru s t i c s i m p l i c i t y . But t h i s brings a curious 

development in him, tfe not only deceives the v i l l a g e r s , but soon 

s t a r t s deceiving his ovm s e l f . He thinks of counting the s t a r s with 

the i l l i c i t motive of being considered as a night guide : 

"People w i l l say, "Here i s the man who knows the 

exact number of s t a r s in the sky. If you have any 

t rouble on tha t account, you had b e t t e r consu l t him» 

He w i l l be your n ight -guide for the sk ies " 

For a moment he begins t o bel ieve in h is own cunning and 

in fe:Ct at tempts counting the s t a r s : 

"Hie t o l d himself, 'The th ing to do i s t o s t a r t 

from a comer and go on patch by pa tch . Never work 

from the top to the horizon, but always the other 

way" , He s t a r t e d the count from above a 

f igure of palmyra t r e e s on his l e f t hand s ide , , , 
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Such is the compulsion of his make-up t h a t he attempts t c 

l ive ciuite c lose to i t , an attempt which takes ser ious dimension 

af terwards, 

'He ijets bewitched by h is own make-up, which b l inds him to 

the l im i t a t i ons of the man hiding ins ide the great mark of a s a i n t , 

"He was hypnotized by h i s own voice; he f e l t himself 

growing in s t a tu re as he saw the upturned faces of 

the ch i ld ren shining in the half l i g h t when he spoke. 

No one was more impressed with the grandeur of the 

whole th ing than Raju h i m s e l f , 

His mask s i t s so much embedded on him t h a t an ordinary 

happening brings in the inev i t ab l e predicament of i d e n t i t y and 

i l l u s i o n . The casueil and thought less misrepor t ing by Velan 's 

b ro ther before the v i l l age r s t h a t the Swaml s h a l l not take food 

unless i t rains i r o n i c a l l y conforms to the image t h a t he has been 

s t e a d i l y bui ld ing for himself. Sac r i f i ces are now demanded of him 

in the very manner in which they were demanded from others in the 

s t o r i e s t ha t he had narra ted t o the v i l l a g e r s . The mask has ou t ­

grown the man; 

He had t o ld them, "When the time comes, everything 

w i l l be a l l r i g h t . Even the man who would br ing the 

r a in w i l l appear a l l of a sudden*. They i n t e r p r e t e d 

h is words and appl ied them now to the presen t s i t u a ­

t i o n , He f e l t t h a t he had worked himself i n t o a p o s i ­

t ion from which he could not oet out . . . . He now saw 

thr enormity of h is own c r e a t i o n . He had c rea ted a 
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giant with his puny self, a throne of authority 

with that slab of stone , 

Such is the nature of his mask that it stifles the man 

within; but also such is the nature of the man (Raju) that it can 

raise itself from the quagmire of deception to get itself tperged in 

the mask, 

,vhat one witnesses in the l a s t pages of the novel i s almost 

akin t o a bap t iza t ion — a s inner metamorphosed i n t o a s a i n t . This 

at once reminds us of the 'Ratnakar Valmiki'myth. Such transforma­

t ions are not incredible in India where fee l ing i s considered more 

important than knowledge; where Marco with h i s scho la r sh ip remains 

only emotionally f r ig id ; Vasu with his M,A. degree remains a 

maneater; and RaJu with no academic q u a l i f i c a t i o n to boast of, but 

only with warm feel ings of l i f e supplemented by the innocent b e ­

l i e f s of v i l l a g e r s , a t t a i n s the s p i r i t u a l he igh t , 

The i ron ic vision in the novel l e t s us not ice the immense 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s in the l i f e of a wayward young man, doing b i t s of 

jobs in the small railway s t a t i o n of Malgudi who in course of events 

emerges as the benefactor of humanity. Accidents bu i ld the ed i f ice 

of his l i f e and his e f fo r t s l i e in submit t ing to them and mastering 

tnem u l t i m a t e l y , A casual ana lys i s of Raju's l i f e makes i t abun­

dan t ly c l e a r t h a t a hideous sense of humour i s deeply embedded in 

the p a t t e r n of our exis tence s 

As f l i e s to wanton boys are we to the gods; They 

k i l l us for t h e i r spor t (King Lear IV. 1.36), 
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Some way or other men are dragged from the height of t h e i r 

successes to the abyss of t h e i r misfor tunes, Raju's herculean 

e f f o r t s in winning nosie are p a t h e t i c a l l y undone by a t r i v i a l 

occurrence of forging a not -so-important document. His comforta­

ble stage-show of the s a i n t faces a ser ious c r i s i s from the thought­

less repor t ing by a v i l l age boy. Vasu, the roaneater of immense 

s t r eng th i s i r o n i c a l l y k i l l e d for an equal ly t r i v i a l cause of the 

mosquoitoes. 

When Raju undertakes the f a s t , "he i s p i t t e d , not agains t 

a v ind ic t ive husband/ but aga ins t the vengeful nature of an image 

he has eo s tup id ly bu i l t up himself, and those who w i l l hasten his 
(21) 

doom are in fact h is most dedicated suppoirters". If t h i s 

happens, in keeping to the logic of i rony, Raju a l so has got the 

propens i ty to f u l f i l the expec ta t ions demanded of him and in a 

heroic fea t he wipes out the di f ference between the man and the 

mask. This process has been presented by an i ron ic e x t e m a l i z a t i o n 

which i s 

couched not in words but in a symbol — the c rocodi le 

which in fes t s the r i v e r by the s ide of Raju 's sanctury , 

The co rcod i l e , an a rche typa l symbol of hypocrisy provides 

an apt p a r a l l e l for the fake s a i n t . Appropriately enough, 

no one in the v i l l a g e seems to have a c t u a l l y seen the 

c rocod i l e , though they a l l know i t i s there - i t i s a 

myth, which even l i k e Raju 's sa inthood, becomes a r e a ­

l i t y only in death, for i t i s seen for the f i r s t time 
(22) 

when the drou.jht, which i s t o k i l l Raju, a l so k i l l s i t , 
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RajU/ during his days as the coun te r f e i t Swarni says to the 

v i l l age school t e r che r , "What can a c rocodi le do t o you i f your mind 

i s c l e a r and your conscience i s untroubled"? The words r e ­

tu rn to him to be applied in his own c a s e . Raju's beginning of the 

ordeal with a c l e a r mind and an untroubled conscience occurs almost 

simultaneously with th?' df^ath of the c r o c o d i l e , 

Raju a t t a i n s his fame not by banking upon Rosie ' s t a l e n t 

but by his own e f fo r t s of s a c r i f i c e . As A, N, Kaul comments, he 

gets more fame and newspaper coverage than Rosie and Marco and irony 
(23) 

l i e s in his remaining anonymous in t h i s r o l e . His anonymous 

s t a t u s suggests in a subt le way h is s t a t e of non-attachment, the 

prelvide to any s p i r i t u a l r e a l i z a t i o n . In the f i na l pages of the 

novel , Narayan describes Raju simulatneously by h is proper name 

•Raju' and by his s p i r i t u a l t i t l e , 'Swami' and ' S a g e ' , which helps 

t o br ing an i ron ic jux tapos i t ion btween i d e n t i t y and i l l u s i o n and 

l^eeps the reader in perpetual awareness of Raju 's s p i r i t u a l conver­

s ion , In the d u a l i t i e s of Raju's l i f e the i ron i c a t t i t u d e of Nara­

yan i s i nhe ren t . He descr ibes the complex psychic process a t work 

In Raju's inner s e l f ; and a t the same time focuses on the world of 

t r a d i t i o n a l values emerging tr iumphantly from the m a t e r i a l i s t i c 

blandishments of the Modem, Narayan's i rony h igh l igh t s the values 

t h a t su s t a in the sweet old world of Malgudi or of India and a t the 

same time a f f ec t i ona t e ly exposes the small vices and i l l u s i o n s of 

man. As V.Y. Kantak r i g h t l y f e e l s ; 

His irony here becomes something l ike a new 

perspect ive because h is sympathies are as 



deeply engaged by the genuine ccmponent of t h a t 

prototype as h i s decis ion i s aroused by the impos-
(24) 

ture often fo i s t ed upon i t , 

Here, as also elsewhere in Narayan's f i c t i o n a l world, 

the motive of irony i s never to c a s t i g a t e , but t o understand l i f e ' s 

p leasure and pain, i t s s ins and hypocricies as wel l as i t s i nno­

cence and tenderness . But in a l l t hese , whether in t h e i r v i r t u e s or 

in t h e i r v ices , there i s the intense fee l of l i f e which con t r i bu t e s 

to the unique poetry of the Malgudi e x i s t e n c e . In the i r o n i c frame­

work of Warayan's novels, one not ices a thousand small r e v o l t s and 

reverses of li-fce; the amazing transformation of a wayward boy and 

l a t e r a swindler in to a martyr i s not a sav iour , "In any case" , as 

William Walsh remarks, "his a t t i t u d e i s too nimble with i rony for 

one or the o ther . Ana t h a t i rony, i t should be noted, i s an irony 
..<25) 

of recogni t ion , not an i rony of c o r r e c t i o n , " 

Narayan's i rony recognizes the queer and complex 

workings within the i nd iv idua l , as well as h i s r e l a t i o n to the world 

wi thout , Raju's onAeJ^ during his f i n a l r o l e , amidst a motley crowd 

of p i lg r ime , T.V, Producer, gemblers, peddlers s e l l i n g ba l l ons , 

reed-whis t l e and sweets, men from Stealth Department showing films 

about 'mosquitoes, malar ia , plague and tube rcu los i s and B,C,&, 

vaccinat ion* and above a l l cur ious onlookers , suggests the u t t e r 

l one l ine s s of a man who i s on the verge of a s p i r i t u a l awakening, 

This i s the lone l iness of a l l grea t men, who choose t o be d i f f e r en t 

from o t h e r s , yet c a s t t h e i r l o t for the sake of o t h e r s , for humanity 

in gene ra l . As William Walsh puts i t , 
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For Marayan, then the very conditions of human 

growth are individual discrepancy and communal 

collaboration. It is this double insight which 
(26) 

the career of Raju embodies and j u s t i f i e s , 

His lone, ser ious ordeal gives r i s e t o a v i l l age ca rn iva l 

and he, though in the cent re of i t , i s i r o n i c a l l y , aloof from a l l 

t h e s e , Narayan, here , focuses on the aspect of man's lone l iness in 

h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p with others : 

, , , a t every s tage of his l i f e , the i s o l a t e d 

indiv idual faces the enormous, fundamentally 
(27) ind i f f e ren t crowd, 

Closely surrounded by a crowd who watch his movements 

each minuce, Raju, i f no phys ica l ly , yet mental ly and s p i r i t u a l l y , 

i s far d is tanced from them for he i s the only one who i s c a l l e d upon 

t o perform t h i s tas)c. He i s one who cannot share h i s agony, h is 

for tunes with o the r s ; not even with Velah who hears the e n t i r e s to ry 

of h i s l i f e , Raju i s doomed t o i s o l a t i o n . Raju's ordea l , over which 

hangs the question of his l i f e and death, for sometime i s pushed t o 

the background, in the hubbub of loud-speakers , film shows, merry-

go-round and a l l o ther items of the f a i r . The s u p e r f i c i a l i t i e s of 

the modem, commercial c i v i l i z a t i o n i s brought c l o s e , during the 

n a r r a t i o n , to a ser ious quest for s a lva t ion qu i t e in the s p i r i t of 

anc ien t t r a d i t i o n s , Malone's casua l ques t ions t o the Swami meant for 

commercial T,V, shows, quest ions t h a t range from Raju's physical con­

d i t i o n and f a s t to i r i re levant i ssues of c a s t e system in India ; 

Government's absurd te legraphic message to the doctors to "persuade 
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Svfami resume f . s t l a t e r " and many such things appear c h i l d ­

i s h l y funny before Raju's in tense s p i r i t u a l groping. Phis i s subt ly 

suggestea by Raju's smile: 

The shallow modern c i v i l i z a t i o n becomes the bu t t of 

the i ron ic treajbrnent in the background of the sacred t r a d i t i o n s and 

the innocent feel ings and s u p e r s t i t i o n s of r u s t i c v i l l a g e r s . 

Prom the childhood innocence of Malgudi t o a flamboyant 

and yet profess ional involvement with dance and then back t o the 

r u s t i c innocence of Mangal — the i r o n i c p a t t e r n becomes complete 

as the c i r c l e c loses where i t has begun. The logic of irony leadlB 

him to the threshold of a s p i r i t u a l realm and once Raju s teps i n , 

the focus of irony s h i f t s from Raju t o the f l ippan t crowd of pedd­

l e r s , gamblers and onlookers, the men from the Health Department 

and the T.V, Producer from C a l i f o r n i a . After Raju resolves t o con­

t inue the fas t with s i n c e r i t y r i s i n g above a l l s e l f i s h cons idera ­

t i o n s and un i t ing himself with the community, the na r r a t i ve no more 

deals with the con f l i c t s and the complex worlcings within h i s psyche, 

The comic irony which has moulded the career and charac te r of Raju 

now reaches i t s culminating p o i n t . We are c a r r i e d beyond the boun­

da r i e s of a comic world to a solemn r e l i g i o u s occasion, t o tl^e 

soberness of a so r t of c r u c i f i x i o n , Raju r i s e s above the ordinary 

human leve l by v i r tue of h is s p i r i t u a l s t eadfas tness and according­

ly the i ron ic perspect ive s h i f t s from him to the convival crowd 

enjoying the f a i r . Now, the l a t t e r , in r e l a t i o n t o Raju are ex ­

pose;?, in t h e i r f r a i l t i e s and f l ippancy, Raju transcends the i ron ic 

predicament as his drama begins on another plane of ex i s t ence . I t 
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i s a so r t of 'd ie in to l i f e ' with f ie rce convu l se ' , very much in the 

manner of young Appollo in Hyperion, 

The theme of I'he Vendor of Sweets has c lose resemblances 

with t ha t of Phe Guide. The ' d ie i n to l i r e ' theme i s in a way mani­

fested in Jagon 's v/ish, "At sixtyone i s reborn" and in his apparent 

renuncia t ion of the world to see a de i ty eanerge from s tone . In the 

i r o n i c des i jn a s inner i s l i f t e d t o the sublime s p i r i t u a l height in 

The Guide and likewise the h y p o c r i t i c a l sweet-vendor i s brought t o 

the shores of s p i r i t u a l exper ience . But unl ike Raju, Jagon i s una­

ble t o take a plunge and t h e r e , between the borders of the physical 

and the metaphysical , he s tands with his f a i l i n g s and predicaments 

expoied. The b u i l t - i n con t r ad ic t ion in Jagon 's cha rac t e r i n e v i t ­

ably put him in the centre of the i ron i c perspec t ive of the novel, 

He i s a pur i t an taking s a l t - f r e e and sugar - f ree d i e t . He preaches 

to conquer t a s t e , yet s e l l s a l l s o r t s of de l i c ious sweets . He reads 

the Bhagavad Gita to himself and to his workers, but a t the same 

time manages to smuggle the ' f r e e - c a s h ' . He combines a shrewd 

sense of business with sayings and ' s l o k a s ' from the Vedas and the 

Upanishads, h is hobbyhorse t o wtiich he turns f requent ly . In his 

ro le AS a moral man he looks sad and t ende r . These two aspects 

con t r ibu t e to the unique appeal of h i s p e r s o n a l i t y . 

Yet in his adherence t o Gandhian p r i n c i p l e s or to the 

doc t r ines prescr ibed by our ancient scr ip tu i res , the re i s a strange 

innocence, a kind ot sent imental belongingness t o h i s idea l s of 

Gandhi or of the ancient t r a d i t i o n s . What i s exposed i s not his 

v i l J a i n y , but his nn ive te . V/hen asked by the cousin about the need 
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for conquering the self, Jagon can merely reply, "I do not know, 

but all our sages advice us so," And at time he nostalgically 

reflects, 

,,, how Mahatma Gandhi used to address huge 

assemblies on the sands of the river and how 

he himself/ a minute speak in such a crowds had 

felt his whole life change when he heard that 

voice, 

His loyalty to Gandhi is the only motto in his life 

which gxiides him through every state » 

If Gandhi had said somewhere, "Pay your sales tax 

uncomplainingly", he would have followed his advice, 

but Gandhi had made no reference to the sales tax 

anywhere to Jagon's knowledge, 

But the ironic tri atment of Jagon's character attributes 

a subtle motive to his innocence or fanaticism, 

Jagon's fanaticism resiolts in arduous quest for the 

leather of dead anJUnals, or in his taking twenty drops of honey 

in warm water as a substitute for sugar and in many sxach fads 

which appear conjftically out of date. On the other hand Mali's 

\iltra-modem innovation, the story manufacturing machine in the India 

of grandmothers who are respositories of ancient stories, appear a 

gross perversion, Jagon for sometime shares the fancies of Mali, 

leaving his own emotional moorings, "Gradually his reading of the 

file:///iltra-modem
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Bhagavad Gita was replaced by the blue a i r mall l e t t e r s " • 

And t h i s s t a r t s undoing him, landing him in more and more d i f f i ­

c u l t i e s t i l l he once again a s s e r t s the his s e l f of t r a d i t i o n a l 

belie^fs and va lues . He says t o the cousin with a firmness, 

h i t h e r t o unnoticeci in his tender hear t of the f a the r , 

If what you say i s trut-, well t r u t h w i l l win, 

If i t is not t r ue , there i s nothing I Can do , 

His shrewd business sense and his small corrupt ions 

of f ree-cash ' and the l i k e , which do not confc rm to the sacred 

p r i n c i p l e s he professes are understandable and execusable human 

f laws. tie always propacjates t h a t attachment i s a delusion which 

man must be r i d of; yet he induloes in attachments — one of 

money, the o ther of his son — which u l t i m a t e l y ruin his happi­

nes s , Jagon wijies ovit t h i s weakness in him by a f i na l decis ive 

act of renuncia t ion . But i t i s not a l so without Narayan's charac 

- t e r i s t i c t inge of i rony. Even on the verge of his s p i r i t u a l 

b i r t h he does not f a i l t o c a r r y his bank book with himself. Here, 

as a l so elsewhere, irony leaves bare a c l u s t e r of ambigui t ies . In 

t h i s context i t i s worthwhile to r e f e r t o V,Y. Kantak's analysis 
(28) Of Naipaul ' s c r i t i c i s m aga ins t Karayan, Without looking in to 

the i ron ic motive of Narayan, Naipaul has c r i t i c i s e d him for i n ­

d i ca t i ng Jagon ' s corrupt ions and hyprocr isy , h is 'bewilderment ' , 

as a fact of Hinduism. What Kaipaul misses in h i s c r i t i c i s m i s 

the i ron i c banter of Narayan's t r ea tment , Jagon, unl ike Raju in 

the e a r l i e r novel , i s unable t o take the f i n a l leap and remains 

only in the tv / i l ight region of s p i r i t u a l r e a l i z a t i o n , Jagon 's 



-267-

attempt a t renunciat ion appears r id i cu lous as much as h is e a r l i e r l i f e 

of high sermons and lov; s c rup le s . As Prof, Kantak sugges t s , Narayan's 

i rony v indica tes the t r a d i t i o n a l va lues , 

At the hear t of Narayan's i rony l i e s the comic incon­

g r u i t y . He makes ludicrous things takes se r ious s i gn i f i cance , and 

often br ings de l igh t fu l ly unexpected turns of even ts , Jagon 's s a l v a ­

t i o n l i e s through the ha i r -dyer , who i s having a white beard hirnself 

but blackens a l l o t h e r ' s ha i r and whose percentage i s not known. Hair 

dying i s a profess ion, grossly comrivercicl in i t s e l f and i t i s na tu­

r a l l y inc red ib le t ha t a ha i r dyer should serve as a s o r t of p r i e s t t o 

bapt ize Jagon in to a s p i r i t u a l l i f e . But in Narayan's i r on i c scheme 

of t h i n g s , the t r i v i ^ a l and the se r ious exchange p l a c e s , A mere 

•half a b o t t l e of some a lcohol ic dr ink ' i s cause enough to 

se i ze Mal i ' s car and a r r e s t him j u s t as a couj-.le of mosquitoes happen 

t o serve as the agent of the maneater ' s death in The Mane a t e r of 

Malcpgdi. The irony in both these ins tances suggests a deeply planted 

motive in the nature of t h i n g s . Pride and arrogance, apparent ly 

i n v i s i b l e , are u l t imate ly and unceremoniously undone by the smallest 

of ob jec t s , 

The Vendor of Sweets i s the drama of an ungrateful son 

and an extremely fond fa ther . At the back of Jagon ' s commicality one 

can perceive the injured and bewildered fee l ings of a f a the r . He 

f l aun t s Mal i ' s l e t t e r s with the pr ide of a fa ther even though he d i s ­

approve^. of h is doinqs in America and fee ls extremely broken for i t in 

h i s inmost h e a r t , i'here i s a deep awareness of the t r a g i c behind the 

v e i l of the comic. I t i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of the w r i t e r whose vision of 
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the universe or more- spec ia l ly of human l i f e i s i r on i c vision un­

folds depths of r e a l i t y . I t reveals to us t h a t underneath the gales 

of laughter the re are also s t i f l e d c r i e s of pa in , 

As i t happens in The Guide and The Vendor of S\reetp, 

Narayan's i ron ic device concerns i t s e l f with the r e l i g ious or 

s p i r i t u a l , and in an a l l e g o r i c a l way, in The Maneater of Malgudl. 

To the d o c i l e , re licrious-minded Malgudians, Vasu i s a 'demon* and 

h is a r r i v a l a t once briraqs in i t s wake a l l s o r t s of chaos, Vasu 

possesses tremt:ndous physical s t r e n g t h , h is arguments have strange 

logic t h a t sound novel and no to r ious ; he i s unpredic table and 

dynamic, lie i s an extreme i n d i v i d u a l i s t and he seems to bel ieve in 

the s u p e r i o r i t y of s t rength as the key t o e x i s t e n c e . He i s not 

bound to the soc ie ty by any e t h i c s save h i s own i n t e r e s t s . In a 

way, he remains in the awesome i s o l a t i o n of a demon and Narayan 

carves out the pecu l ia r reac t ions of the t imid Malgudians t o hitn in 

terms of high comedy. Stage by stage Narayan bu i lds up the aggre­

s s ive pe r sona l i t y of Vasu only t o humiliate h i s s t r e n g t h a t the end 

through an apt ant i -c l imax, Vasu breaks the laws during the Civ i l 

DisobedieBce Movement, h i t s and in jures h is 'pahelwwan* master, 

breaks the ainn of the Police Inspec tor , k i l l s t i g e r s and other 

Jungle animals, t e r r o r i z e s people and even chal lenges God's c r e a ­

t i o n ; but u l t ima te ly he i s undone by a couple of mere mosquitoes, 

He laughs of Nataraj ; 

•So you are taken in i You poor fool ,' These 

eyes were given i t by me, not by God' , 

'Vrffc have cons t an t ly t o be r i v a l l i n g Nature a t 



-269-

her own game. Posture , look, the t o t a l p e r s o n a l i t y , 

everything has t o be c rea ted* . This man had se t him­

se l f as a r i v a l t o Nature and was ca r ry ing on a 

r e l e n t l e s s f ight . 

He mocks at the poet who wr i tes an epic on Krishna ' s l i f e 

in monosyllabic verse and j e e r s a t everybody, even a t the v i l l a g e 

f e s t i v a l , very contemptously I r o n i c a l l y , i t i s the p o e t ' s epic t h a t 

leads to the f e s t i v a l and events happen fo r t u i t ous ly in which Vasu 

meets his death. That an i n s i g n i f i c a n t c rea tu re l ike the mosquito 

w i l l be the instrument of Vasu's death, underscores the i rony i n ­

volved not only in t h i s p a r t i c u l a r con tex t , but a lso in a symbolic 

way in the e n t i r e scheme of t h i n g s . i:>astri explains t h i s in the 

novel ; 

E.very demon appears in the world with a s p e c i a l boon 

of i n d e s t r u c t i b i l i t y . Yet the universe has survived a l l 

the rakshasas t h a t were t v e r born. Every demon c a r r i e s 

within him, unknown t o himself, a t i n y seed of s e l f -

des t ruc t ion , and goes up in t h in a i r a t the most unex­

pected mome-nt* Otherwise, what i s t o happen t o 

humanity ? 

Neither Nataraj nor the o ther Malgudians have any ro le in 

Vasu's death except t ha t they are p a r t i c i p a n t s in a r e l i g ious ^ s -

t i v a l . The irony embedded in Vasu's death once again v ind ica tes the 

sacred t r a d i t i o n s . When humanity i s th rea tened , the grace of God, 

which comefc in mysterious ways, dest roys the wicked and saves o t h e r s , 
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What ^aves the Malgudi community from Vasu i s not an accident but , 

as William Walsh suggests , ' the b less ings of the gods or j u s t the 

s tubbcrness of l i f e i t s e l f . The hypothesis of ' t h e b less ings of 

the yodt ' canr.ot ue ea s i l y r e j ec t ed in an Indian con tex t . With 

Vasu's death, peace and order are once again r e s to red t o the soc ie ty , 

Nataraj i s roused from his complancency and t h i s b r i e f d i sorder , i f 

not to any one e l s e , at l e a s t t o Nataraj and s a s t r i a lone, brings 

renewed f a i t h in God's subt le ways of saving humanity, 

In a way, Vasu faces the enormity of his own c r e a t i o n . He 

becomes a victim of his own s t r e n g t h . In Narayan'S i ron i c scheme, 

his heroes face the challenge from t h e i r own cireations — Margayya 

and Jagon from tfieir sons; Raju from the image he c r e a t e s ; and Vasu 

from his immense physical s t r e n g t h . He has broken h is cot-frame to 

d isp lay h is s t r eng th as a r e s u l t of which he s leeps in h is easy 

c h a i r on the fa te fu l oay ins tead of s leeping on the co t provided by 

a mosquito ne t . I t becomes evident t h a t an extreme arrogant i n d i ­

vidualism, however, powerful i t may oe c a r r i e s the p o t e n t i a l of i t s 

own doom. In the irony of h is death, Isiarayan has amply suggested 

h i s disapproval of Vasu's e v i l s t r eng th and genius , 

I t i s stranqe t h a t a man who has taken h i s Master ' s degree 

in His tory, Economics and L i t e r a tu r e should choose no o ther profession 

but k i l l i n g and s tu f f ing animals, Vasu's unnatura l death i s f i t t i n g 

f ina le to his s t range l i f e . His a r r i v a l throws i n t o d i s a r r ay the 

apparent s t a b i l i t y and the comfortable i l lvisions of Nataraj and his 

s o c i e t y . As H, Nev; William puts i t , 
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"Th '̂' r r i n t shop i s only an arena where the 

pretence is consciously c u l t i v a t e d . Nataraj 

must seem to be busy, S a s t r i must seem to have 

f u l l s taf f e t c . The flamboyance of the mask and 

the naivete t h a t under l ies i t i s evident leading 

to a happy acceptance of face values and the 
(30) wi l l i ng inference of more than the eye comprehends, 

Even though there are some genuine f lahes of irony here 

and there in his l a t e s t novel The Pa in te r of S igns , yet unlike 

the e a r l i e r novels , there i s no de f in i t e i r o n i c pa t t e rn in which 

the cha rac te r s j radually mature i n to r e a l i z a t i o n and knowledge, 

Of course , Raman emerges from his sent imental r e l a t i o n s h i p a b i t 

more r e a l i s t i c ; but irony which tr iumphantly upholds the t r a d i ­

t i o n s and l i f t s the individual to a sublime height i s conspicu­

ously absent here . The prolonged love-hate r e l a t i o n s h i p between 

Daisy and Raman, the decis ion and dreams of marr iage, and u l t i -

m.ately in a f i a sco . There i s a number of anecdots in the novel 

t h a t are informed by an i ron ic s t ance . The lawyer, whose profe ­

ss ion makes i t imperative to p r a c t i s e the a r t of reasoning, depends 

on as t ro logy to hang his s ignboard. Daisy i s a^vwomah, who has 

' s o r t or unmitigated antagonism to concept ion ' and who confesses, 

"Married l i f e i s j o t for me, I have thought i t over. I t f r i gh ­

tens me. I aru not cut out for the l i f e you imagine, I c a n ' t 

l i v e except a lone. I t won't work" . In the context 

of Indian t r a d i t i o n s where i t i s unusual for a woman to s tay alone 

and where her chief de^sire i s t o get married and make her house­

hold joyous v;ith ch i ld ren , Daisy i s an iconoc las t and she stands 
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in a sharp i ronic cont ras t with thr t r ad i t i cma l Indian woman-hood, 

rhe Dark Room/ The English Teacher and Waiting for Mahatma 

move av;ay from tho usual i ron ic pa t t e rn of Narayan's novels , K.R.S, 

Iyengar says , 

"Waiting for Mahatma i s an ambitious e f f o r t and an 

impressive fea t ; but one a l so feels t h a t Narayan's 

art- now deniea the s e c u r i t y of Malgudi and ca tapula ted 

in to Ciandhian or t e r r o r i s t p o l i t i c a l ac t ion - betrays 
(31) 

unsurenesE ana p e r p l e x i t y , " 

At tent ion continuously and confusedly s h i f t s from the 

p o l i t i c a l theme of the novel t o the romantic theme and vice versa , 

Srir?im'E p o l i t i c a l hobnobing in Gandhi's movement t o win Bhara t i ' s 

love c a r r i e s an i ronic t inge as much as B h a r a t i ' s consent for 

marriage as condi t ional on Gandhi's sanct ion does. Sr i ram's conver­

sion from a Gandhian worker t o a t e r r o r i s t , h$s sent imental ism, and 

B h a r a t i ' s fana t ic devotion to Gandhi t h a t reminds us of Daisy, the 

family planning zea lo t in The Pa in te r of S igns , arc a l l a f f e c t i o ­

na te ly drawn with de l i ca t e i r ony . To miss the dua l i t y of the theme 

— the p o l i t i c a l and the romantic, i s to miss the sub t l e irony in 

the t rea tment of the c h a r a c t e r s . The s u p e r s t i t i o u s Indian milieu 

occas iona l ly comes to the forefront of the n a r r a t i v e reveal ing 

Narayan's c h a r a c t e r i s t i c good-humoured i rony . One such i s the 

p r i e s t ' s r e fusa l t o bring Sr i r am ' s aunt from, the funeral pyre even 

a f t e r i t i s revealed tha t she i s a l i v e . The crowd's endorsement of 

the p r i e s t ' s view tha t she cannot be c a r r i e d back t o the town because 

•no one who has oeen c a r r i e d here can ever s t ep in to the town bounds 
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again l e s t the whole town should be 'wiped out by f ire or 

plague'^ focuses on the naivete of the Indian masses. The 

irony here not only confines i t s e l f to stray re l ig ious episodes but 

a lso i t embraces the p o l i t i c a l s ide . I t i s an indirect reference 

t o the people who supersi t i tously join Gandhi's movement or who 

shrewdly profess Gandhian ideals for the ir own in tere s t s , as does 

the Municipal chairman, 

Jn The Dark Room the attention i s focused on S a v i t r i ' s 

misfortunes and the plot i s not congenial enough for the conic 

irony to operate. Of course, Shantabai's shrewd conquetry comes 

for Narayan's ironic banter as much as Raman!'s foolishness and 

f r a i l t i e s . Yet, on the whole The Dark Room remains a domestic 

drama l ike The English Teacher wheire the narrative moves from the 

physical aspect of existence to the metaphysical. In both these 

novels , the small Malgudi town of various forces — of vinbridled 

aspirations and ins t incts as well as of taboos and tradit ions — 

has been tapered to the narrow confines of husband wife relation*-

ship . In other novels, the hviman fate or the world plays a perpe­

tual hide and seek with man's emotions and ambitions; and the Don 

Quixotes f a l l to the ground time and again t o shed t h e i r i l l u s i o n s 

ul t imately . In the framework of the conic irony the individual 

r i s e s to f a l l and f a l l s t o be restored to his roots; and In the 

process the comic incongruity i s focused. Fo l l i e s are discarded 

and i t i s once again a happy reconc i l ia t ion , 

In Narayan's f i c t iona l world there i s no agonizing sense 

of waste and void as in the great tragedies of Shakespeare, no utter 
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helplessness as in some of the dramas of Ibsen, no deep pathos as in 

Hardy's novels , not even the gruell ing sense of suffering as in the 

novels of Mulk Raj Anand; but there i s an amusing sense of l i f e ' s 

small dreams and defeats . There i s always the sure presence of l i f e 

throbbing in i t s virtues as wel l as in i t s v icas . Against the fixed 

background of the age-old tradit ions and a strong community U f a of 

Malgudi, the individual's frenzy, feds or f e t i sh operate, from time 

to time towards bringing temporary disorders. But throughout the 

narrative, in an implic i t or subtle way, the ultimate victory of the 

tradi t ions and the society i s assured. As Srinivas puts i t , *Ev«n 

madness passes. Only existence asserts I t s e l f • 

Narayan, with a humanist's v i s ion notes the f o l l i e s and 

angular i t ies , the revolts and retreats of the Maigudi fo lk . Ffs 

finds them wallowing in their favourite i l l u s i o n s , trooing t h e i r 

l ad ie s , worshipping the ir gods, running after wealth, making f i lms, 

dancing, gossipping and doing a hundted other things . But a l s o , 

along with these , there are the Jo l t s in l i f e that awaken man from 

his dreams. I t i s a bu i l t - in ironic device In the nature of things 
that an universal harmony i s there among a l l individuals and the 
soc i e ty , for whose preservation, individual in s t inc t s an ambitions 
often have to be trimmed. 

In Narayan*s f i c t ion irony underscores a fundamental fact 

of human exis tence; that our ins t inc t s and aspirations are svibject to 

the tanta l i z ing nature of the soc ie ty or the external world; that we 

are more or l e s s Don Quixotes l i v ing with our Lady Dulciness or 

f ight ing with wind m i l l s . The compelling presence of the tradit ion 
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brings, of course, the prodigal sons back to the fold of society. 

The reader feels relieved and gratified, for 'all's well that 

ends well*. And this can well be said to be the acnievement of 

comic irony, 
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