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Girish Karnad, the foremost playwright of India, actor, film maker, director, recipient of 

prestigious awards like Sahitya Academy, Padmashri and Padmabhusan, is essentially a man 

of letters of innovative vision and existentialist philosophy. His existentialism is ranked in 

global celebrities like Jean Paul Sartre, Albert Camus, Herman Hesse, Kafka Malraux, 

Hemmingway, Thomas Hardy, Charles Dickens, Sri Aurobindo, Ravindra Nath Tagore, Mulk 

Raj Anand, R.K. Narayan, Nissim Ezekiel, Salman Rushdie and others who have contributed 

to the Universal vision of human understanding. Karnad, as a dramatist, concentrates on 

Indian myths, history, legends and traditions of folk theatres and carves out a new face of 

modern man struggling for a fresh horizon of his struggle for existence and with a new 

identity in the contemporary world. The exploration of new techniques provides him a 

vehicle for communicating man’s desires, ambitions, jealousies with a quest for perfection 

and struggle for elemental passions and that of their conflicts. These desires lead to a new 

synthesis with a new meaning. Girish Karnad, as the leading playwright of the contemporary 

Indian stage, has made the Indian theatre highly rich with his talents as an actor-director and 

his contribution to theatre is multi-dimensional. He has directed feature films, documentaries 

and television serials in Kannada, Hindi and English, and has played leading roles as an actor 

in Hindi and Kannada art as well as commercial films and that of television serials. He has 

represented India as an ambassador of art and culture in the world theatre.  

Karnad was born on 19 may 1938 in Matheran, a town near Bombay. His childhood 

was spent in a small village in Karnataka. He had first-hand experience of the folk theatre 

there. His encounter with Natak Companies at the early stage of his life made a lasting 

impression on his mind that he admits: “It may have something to do with the fact that in the 

small town of Sirsi, where I grew up, strolling groups of players, called Natak Mandalis or 

Natak companies, would come, set up a stage, present a few plays over a couple of months 



and move on. My parents were addicted to these plays. That was in the late 1940s. By nearly 

1950s, films had more or less finished off this kind of theatre, though some Mandalis still 

survive in North Karnataka in a very degenerate state. But in those days they were good or at 

least I was young and thought so I loved going to see them and the magic has stayed with 

me.” During his early days, Karnad went through diverse formative influences. He was 

exposed to a literary scene where there was a direct conflict between Western and native 

traditions. It was India of the Fifties and the Sixties that surfaced two streams of thought in all 

walks of life. Karnad, while writing his plays, had to choose between the classical traditions 

and that of the native traditions. After graduating from Karnataka University, Dharwad, in 

1958, he moved to Bombay for higher studies. Meanwhile, he received the prestigious 

Rhodes scholarship and went to England for his Master’s degree, and during his stay at 

Magdalen College, Oxford, Karnad was intensely inclined in art and culture. On his return to 

India in 1963, he joined Oxford University Press, Madras which offered him an opportunity 

to get exposed to various kinds of writing in India and other parts of the world. Such 

influences made an indelible mark on the creative genius of Girish Karnad. In 1974, he was 

appointed Director of the Film and Television Institute of India, Pun. In 1987, he went to the 

U.S.A. as Fulbright Scholar-in-Residence at the Department of South Asian Languages and 

Civilizations, University of Chicago. From 1988 to 1993, he served as Chairman of the 

Sangeet Natak Academy (National Academy for the Performing Arts), New Delhi. In 1994, 

he was awarded Doctor of Letters degree by the Karnataka University, Dharwad.  

During his departure to England, in an intense emotional turmoil, he found himself 

writing a play. While reading the Mahabharata just for fun, he read the story of Yayati which 

clicked in his mind and it came as a play. He suddenly experienced that he had a talent of 

playwright. It was a natural phenomenon. The play was in Kannada, the language of his 

childhood, and the theme of the play Yayati was taken from ancient Indian mythology. The 



theme and language was typically native, the play owed its form, not to numerous 

mythological plays he watched, but to Western playwrights whom he had read. The subject 

matter was purely native and traditional, while the form and structure were western. Karnad’s 

writing of the play Yayati without any premeditation, set him as a dramatist. He stopped his 

efforts in writing poetry that he aspired to write, and his source of inspiration was history, 

mythology and folklore. Even at the age of twenty-two, he felt that he could not be a poet, but 

only a playwright though his greatest ambition of life “was to be a poet.” During his college 

days, he wanted to write in English and become a novelist of international repute. But he felt 

that there have been more poets and more novelists, but few playwrights with few goods 

plays. He further realized that the art of a poet or a novelist was much easier than that of a 

dramatist. He thus utters: “The subject that interests most writers is, of course, themselves 

and it is easy subject to talk about. But you know it is always easier if you are a poet or a 

novelist because you are used to talking in your voice. You suspend your whole life talking 

as writer directly to the audience. The problem in being a playwright is that everything that 

you write is for someone else to say.”  

A playwright has many problems like theatres and desirable audience in India, though 

the Natak Companies have made a major contribution to the Indian theatre. Therefore, 

Karnad Joined films in order to find some kind of a living audience and to earn his livelihood. 

Karnad has always been in search of a suitable and rich subject for his plays. For instance, 

after writing Yayati, he read all kinds of books in the history of Kannada literature by 

Kirtinath Kurtkoti and learnt that “Indian history has not been handled by any Indian writer. 

Impressed by this statement, Karnad went through a book of Indian history. And when he 

came to Tughlaq, he said, “Oh! Marvellous. That is what I wanted.” That was a subject in 

tune with the times. In those days, existentialism was quite in fashion. Everything about 

Tughlaq was found suitable in what Karnad had learnt from Kurtkoti. He found Tughlaq as a 



fantastic character. Tughlaq was the most extraordinary character who came to the throne of 

Delhi and he was meticulous and unsurpassable in religion, philosophy, calligraphy, battle 

war field, and many other areas. Selection of such a subject, seemed challenging and 

rewarding to Karnad and, later on, it became popular and heart throb of people of times. 

Karnad’s Tughlaq resembles Shakespeare’s Richard II in many ways. Like King Richard, 

Muhammad-bin-Tughlaq, is temperamental and whimsical. Events in both the plays centre 

around the eccentricities of their protagonists. Again, like Shakespeare, Karnad presents the 

historical events and complexities of the time with perfect objectivity of a true historian. He 

exhibits without hesitation the weakness of the king’s character but spares no pain to create 

our wholehearted pity for him in his downfall. Tughlaq had a grand success with the reading 

public and it achieved greater popularity on the stage. As opposed to the first play, Karnad 

wrote Tughlaq in the tradition of the Natak Companies. The political chaos which Karnad 

depicts in Tughlaq reminded many readers of the Nehru era of Indian history. Karnad finds 

this similarity quite contemporarily situational and as well as accidental. He elaborates: “I did 

not consciously write about the Nehru era. I am always flattered when people tell me that it 

was about the Nehru era and equally applies to development of politics since then. But I think 

well, that is a compliment that any playwright would be thrilled to get, .but it was not 

intended to be a contemporary play about u contemporary situation.” The publication of 

Yayati in 1961 and especially of Tughlaq in 1964 made him a master artist dramatist. 

Subsequently he published Hayavadana (1971), Angumalige (1977), Hittina Hunja (1980), 

Naga-Mandala (1988), Tale-Danda (1990) and Agni Mattu Male (1995). Karnad wrote all his 

seven plays in Kannada which have been translated into major Indian languages including 

Hindi. Five of his plays- Tughlaq, Hayavadana, Naga Mandala, Tale- Danda and Agni Mattu 

Male (The Fire and the Rain) have been translated into English. The first three of these have 



been published by Oxford University Press in India and the remaining two by Ravi Dayal 

Publishers, New Delhi. 


