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R. K NARAYAN AS A NOVELIST. 

Considered by many eminent critics as the “Indian Chekov” or the "South Indian 

E. M. Forster", R. K Narayan, is one of the geniuses of the twentieth century  Indo-

English fiction, along with Mulk Raj Anand and Raja Rao. However, Narayan is 

different from these two novelists. Mulk Raj Anand, who was highly impressed 

and influenced by the messages of Gandhiji, wrote novels of Social reformation. In 

his novels, he presented the plight of the lowest in the society that of the 

untouchables in ‘untouchable’ ; of the peasants in ‘coolie’ and of the tea garden 

workers in ‘Two leaves and a bud’. His novels are characterized by his humanistic 

approach and realism. On the other hand,  Raja Rao’s novels contain wide range 

of 'thought content' -- philosophical, intellectual, political and social – and 

showcase his command of the fictional form, language and narrative technique. 

He is concerned more with man's spiritual quest for liberty. His works include  

novels viz., Kanthapura, the Serpent and the Rope, The Cat and Shakespeare, 

Comrade Kirillov and the Chessmaster . 

Whereas  Anand’s fictional works are concerned with social reforms and Raja 

Rao’s novels are preoccupied with spiritualism ; R. K Narayan stands apart. 

Narayan’s novels  focuses on ordinary people, reminding the reader of next-door 

neighbours or cousins . He highlights the social context and everyday life of his 
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characters. He was able to write about the intricacies of Indian society without  

modifying  his characteristic simplicity .His novels include -Swami and Friends 

(1935), The Bachelor of Arts (1937), The Dark Room (1938), The English Teacher 

(1945), The Financial Expert (1952), Waiting for the Mahatma (1955), The Guide 

(1958), A Tiger for Malgudi (1983), Grandmother's Tale (1992); non –fiction 

includes -My Days (1973), Reluctant Guru (1974), Mysore (1944) and mythological 

works include - Gods, Demons and Others (1964), The Ramayana (1972) and short 

story collections namely Malgudi Days (1942), An Astrologer's Day and Other 

Stories (1947), Under the Banyan Tree and Other Stories (1985), The 

Grandmother's Tale and Selected Stories (1994).  

Malgudi is a fictional town located in South India in the novels and short stories of 

R.K. Narayan. It forms the setting for most of Narayan's works. Starting with his 

first novel, Swami and Friends (1935), all but one of his fifteen novels and most of 

his short stories take place here. Malgudi was a portmanteau of two Bangalore 

localities - Malleshwaram and Basavanagudi.  The setting of Malgudi  has 

comparable standard to the other writers of English Literature. It is compared to 

‘boarder countries’ of Sir Walter Scott , ‘Lake District’ of William Wordsworth 

,’’The Wessex’ of Thomas Hardy, or ‘five Towns’ of Arnold Bennet. However,  

Narayan’s Malgudi is a reality charged with all that is intimate and poignant in 

human life. It is associated with the rise and fall of heroes and heroines. Narayan’s 

first novel ‘Swami and Friends’ introduces us to this town called Malgudi on the 

boarder of the states of Mysore and Madras. It has grown from the small sized 

agricultural town to a semi-industrialised city. The Malgudi of Swami and Friends 

is not the same as as the Malgudi of The Vendor of Sweets. Even in the same 

novel ,in The Guide ,we see it passing through various phases of development. In 

the novels of R.K. Narayan, the characters are malgudians deeply rooted in the 

age-old local traditions. Malgudi is of all absorbing interest to the readers of 

R.K.Narayan. It is not a mere geographical expression ,it has a distinct personality 

of its own. According to  N.Mukherjee,  Malgudi is the real hero of Narayan’s 

novels and stories. 

Narayan’s art of characterization is never confusing . He creates flat characters 

who are not squarely stereotypes but mostly  predictable. Malgudi is a place 
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where people are not heroic. They have no control over the events  but it seems 

as if they control everything .They are utterly helpless creatures torn by desire. 

There is a divine force controlling the characters of the fictions . Chandran of The 

Bachelor of Arts at last runs away from home . Mr.Sampath is impelled by fortune 

and at last leaves Malgudi forever. The English Teacher finds happiness in the 

world of spirits after the death of his wife. The Guide dies as a ruined man. The 

circumstance is not supportive and he decides to be a willing martyr. The people 

of Malgudi are mere puppets in the hand of fate. The ultimate fate seems to be 

the decider for the happiness or unhappiness of the dwellers of Malgudi. The 

different characters of the fiction are representative figures Malgudi. The 

characters prefer to become sanyasi if they are defeated in life. If they realise that 

the circumstance is not favourable, they surrender the ultimate force of the 

universe. Narayan has given solution for the evils of life : “If you are defeated ,run 

away .” As Dr. Badal observes: "Narayan's characters are typically Malgudians 

rooted in the age old local traditions…..This Sampaths and Chandrans do not play 

their part, but live, move in and out, talk and laugh, and then disappear only to 

appear again and again in the familiar sights." 

The fictional world of Narayan  is replete with a number of themes. The themes of 

parental love, the conflict between orthodoxy and modernity, academic 

disillusionment, harmony in family relationships and Hindu astrology are 

examined in Swami and Friends (1935) and The Bachelor of Arts (1946). Narayan's 

portrayal of orthodox and modern concepts of marriage is appraised in The Dark 

Room (1938), The English Teacher (1946) and The Painter of Signs (1976). 

Narayan superbly treats  the themes of religious faith, Hinduism and Gandhian 

ideology in Waiting for the Mahatma (1955), The Guide (1958) and The Vendor of 

Sweets (1967). Raju' s transformation from a jailbird to a swami is evaluated in 

The Guide. The dedication of Gandhists such as Bharati and Sriram in Waiting for 

the Mahatma is noteworthy. In A Tiger for Malgudi, Narayan's innovative talking 

tiger, Raja, is examined as well as his treatment of the concepts of reincarnation 

and the transmigration of souls. The deleterious effects of materialism are 

highlighted in The Financial Expert in which Margayya is obsessed with accruing 

large sums of money. Srinivas and Sampath' s desire to achieve fame and fortune 
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is explored in the filming of the Burning of Kama in Mr Sampath. an exploration of 

the conflict between orthodoxy and modern lifestyles, and the cyclical nature of 

life in The World of Nagaraj (1990). 

Narayan’s plots do not form any standard formula, because Narayan starts with 

an idea of character and situation and the plot progresses on the line he 

conceives to be the logical development of the idea. It may mean no marriage, no 

happy ending and no hero of standardized stature. Even his early novel The Dark 

Room ends almost tragically with no regard to poetic justice. In The English 

Teacher, the hero is a college lecturer, neither romantic nor brave. The hero of 

Swami and Friends is just a young boy doing nothing brave or noble or 

adventurous. The financial expert, Margayya and Mr. Sampath are lovable rogues. 

The hero of The Bachelor of Arts, Chandran is an ordinary college student. The 

heroes of Narayan do not approach the conventional heroic type. 

Since the action of the stories of Narayan logically springs from characters, the 

usual stock-in-trade of the novelist, such as accidence, coincidence, sudden 

reversal of fortune have no place in the plot of Narayan. Narayan’s are the first 

novels which set out to give a picture of life unaffected by any desire for dramatic 

efforts. His stories are conditioned entirely by the logical demands of the situation 

or character. In this point, Narayan follows the examples of Henry James, H.G. 

Wells and Arnold Bennett. In Narayan, the Indo-Anglican novel structurally comes 

of age. 

In Narayan’s plot there is a mixture of the comic and serious, the real and the 

fantastic. So is the case with The Guide. Raju, the poor becomes the rich, the 

convict gets the reputation and regard of the saint, the holy man and the swami. 

There is squalor, poverty and misery in the life of Raju on the other side there is 

relief, which is beautiful and charming Rosie. 

Narrative technique distinguishes between story and discourse. Story is the 

sequence of events and discourse employs an order in presenting these events.   

R K Narayan draws upon the traditional narrative technique of the storyteller 

effectively reiterating his traditional, typically Hindu perception of life. His books 

and novels are supposed to happen in Malgudi, which is the town originally 
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fictional and has been used by him as the setting of his novels. His stories 

manifest the real and genuine scenes that while reading them we can feel the 

true essence of real life in them. This was enchanting as much as it was universal 

in appeal.  

Unlike the novels of Mulk Raj Anand or Raja Rao , Narayan’s fictional world is full 

of humours. This humour is the direct outcome of his intellectual analysis of the 

contradictions in human experience tragically or comically. In his novels humour 

and irony coexist. In the Bachelor of Arts, novelists vision is very clean he wants 

Chandran to act according the words of pandit. Because if he marries  Malthi, 

there may be some misfortune for either of them. So they should not marry and 

watch for other prospects of life. Mismatch of horoscope may cause harm to life. 

R.E. Wolseley says, "His basic unexpected comic vision presents to his art of 

characterization a spirit of separation and pleasant acknowledgment of the 

confusions of life. Graham Greene comments, "… and how distinctively Narayan's 

characters do live." 

There are few doubts that R.K. Narayan was the most famous Indian writer in 

English of the pre-Rushdie era. It is important to mention that R.K. Narayan is not 

a social critic as such nor is he interested in propagating any ideas. The stories of 

his novels reveal that the author makes his common man aware of his talent and 

potentials. Narayan’s philosophy is based on acceptance of life and not on denial 

of life. He is not pessimistic in his vision. In his view, life is neither a tragedy nor a 

comedy. It is a blend of tragic-comedy. It is this realistic perception of life that 

gets manifested in his novels through his characters. 

 Pulitzer Prize winner Jhumpa Lahiri has classified Narayan  as belonging to the 

pantheon of short-story geniuses that include O. Henry, Frank O'Connor and 

Flannery O'Connor. Lahiri also compares him to Guy de Maupassant for his ability 

to compress the narrative without losing the story, and the common themes of 

middle-class life written with an unyielding and unpitying vision. However, 

according to Shashi Tharoor, Narayan's subjects are similar to those of Jane 

Austen as they both deal with a very small section of society. However, he adds 

that while Austen's prose was able to take those subjects beyond ordinariness, 

Narayan's was not. A similar opinion is held by Shashi Deshpande who 
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characterizes Narayan's writings as pedestrian and naive because of the simplicity 

of his language and diction, combined with the lack of any complexity in the 

emotions and behaviours  of his characters.  
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