
                                Identity Crisis in Hayavadana 

Identity crisis is one of the major themes in the play Hayavadana. The main plot of 

Hayavadana has been taken from Vetalapanchavinshati, a constituent of Somadeva’s 

Kathasaritsagar. The story is built on a moral problem of deciding the identity of a woman’s 

husband. A washerman marries a beautiful woman. Once he sets out on a journey with his wife 

and brother-in-law. On the way, he comes across a Kali temple where he offers his head as a 

sacrifice to Goddess Kali. Seeing this, the brother-in-law also follows suit and consequently the 

wife tries to do the same when she is stopped by the Goddess and helped by her in receiving the 

dead. But in her anxiousness, the wife mixes up the heads and thus puts her husband’s body, thus 

creating an identity crisis. This crisis is solved by the wise king Vikrama by the judgment that the 

body bearing the husband’s head will be taken to be the lady’s husband. 

Though this concept is acceptable to the Indians but Thomas Mann defies this concept in 

his play entitled The Transposed Heads. He believes that body can not be rejected completely. He 

argues that the body is “a fit instrument for the fulfillment of the human destiny.” Mann necessarily 

uses the story as “a vehicle for the expression of his favorite idea, namely the ironic confrontation 

between opposites in human life.” 

Karnad, following his own principles, taken to a mid-way of humanism in Hayavadana. 

He deals with the psycho-social dimensions of the problem of identity crisis. It is worth noticing 

that he maintains the moral problem in the main plot and philosophical problem in the sub-plot. 

He combines these two plots on the broader psycho-social plane of the world illuminating the 

essentially ambiguous aspect of human nature. Where the tragic identity crisis of Padmini is dealt 

in the main plot, the comic identity crisis of Hayavadana remains uncovered in the sub-plot. 

Karnad invented the story of Hayavadana to resolve his own problem of identity crisis in his 

dramatic career but is unable to do so and remains in search of a solution even today. Padmini’s 

identity crisis was psycho-social but Hayavadana’s was mainly physical. Strangely, he was having 

a horse’s head on a human body, which made him look ridiculous. To top at all, he talked like a 

human being, which sent Padmini’s dumb boy into peals of laughter. The role of the supernatural 

presence in the story adds to the miseries of identity crisis than prove to be its redressal. For 

instance, the mention of Lord Ganesha is just as a presence in the beginning signifying remover of 

all hurdles. He is also called “the destroyer of incompleteness.” 

 Secondly, Hayavadana’s father is a celestial being cursed by God Kubera and turned into 

a horse. He comes to the swayamvara of the Princess of Karnataka carrying the Prince of Araby. 

Strangely, the Princess chooses the horse to be her husband. After passing fifteen years together 

with the Princess, the horse is delivered of the curse and changes back into a celestial being. On 

his reversal to his original form, he asks his wife to accompany him to heaven. On her refusal, he 

curses her to change into a horse and himself leaves for heaven. This is the first encounter of an 

earthly being with a celestial being, which turns out to be a failure for mortals. 

 



  


