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INTRODUCTION

i

Girish Karnad (b. 1938) belongs to the formative generation of 
Indian playwrights who came to maturity in the two decades 
following independence, and collectively reshaped Indian theatre 
as a major national institution in the later twentieth century. The 
work of these playwrights has a historical connection with the 
modern theatre forms that emerged under the influence of Western 
models in metropolises such as Calcutta and Bombay during 
the colonial period. Their modernity, however, is shaped by the 
unprecedented experience of political autonomy and new nation­
hood, and entails a rejection rather than continuation of colonial 
theatre practices. In modern Indian theatre, the years leading up 
to and following independence in 1947 marked a period of 
disjunction during which both the commercialism of the Parsi 
stage (dom inant until the 1930s) and the radical populism of the 
Indian People’s Theatre Association (dominant during the 1940s) 
became unsatisfactory models for the future development of 
urban drama. This sense of disconnection from the immediate 
past led the more ambitious post-independence playwrights to 
rethink the issues of dramatic form and presentational style, 
to forge radical connections with an older past as well as the 
postcolonial present in India, and to put the resources of world



Vili INTRODUCTION

theatre (especially modern Euro-American theatre) to novel use. 
Along with such contemporaries as Dharamvir Bharati, Mohan 
Rakesh, Vijay Tendulkar, Badal Sircar, Utpa! Dutt, Habib Tanvir, 
G. P. Deshpande, and Mahesh Elkunchwar, Karnad is a play­
wright whose work reveals a determined and self-conscious effort 
towards a new Indian drama.

The members of Karnad’s theatrical generation therefore share 
a number of important qualities that separate them as a group 
from their precursors. In varying degrees, these authors approach 
playwriting as a serious literary activity and drama as a complex 
verbal art, potentially connected to, but also independent of, 
theatrical practice: the play-as-meaningful-text is thus detached 
equally from the genres of commercialized entertainment and 
topical political performance. At the same time, they constitute 
the first group of modern playwrights in India who belong 
simultaneously to the economies of print and performance. All 
of them have had notable success on the stage, while their work 
has also circulated in print and become available for analysis, 
com m entary, and in terpretation  outside the boundaries of 
performance. Each playwright is committed to an indigenous 
language (ra ther than English) as his m edium  of original 
composition, and hence to the literary and performative traditions 
of the region where that language is dominant. But each has also 
participated actively in the process of interlingual translation 
that gives his plays national (and often international) visibility, 
and establishes them as contemporary classics. In yet another 
perspective, Karnad and his contemporaries have rendered the 
role o f‘dramatic author’ largely synonymous with that o f‘theorist’ 
and ‘critic’. By advancing theoretical and polemical arguments 
about form, language, style, purpose, and influence in a range of 
rhetorical genres, they have offered the first fully developed, often 
antithetical theories of dramatic representation and reception in 
the modern period in India, and formulated competing conceptions 
of the role of theatre in cultural and national life.
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With drama as his chosen literary form and Kannada as his 
principal language of original composition, Karnad certainly 
exemplifies the transformative practices of his generation, but he 
has also carved out a distinctive niche for himself with respect 
to subject matter, dramatic style, and authorial identity. The 
majority of his plays employ the narratives of myth, history, and 
folklore to evoke an ancient or premodern world that resonates 
in contemporary contexts because of his uncanny ability to 
remake the past in the image of the present. Karnad’s engagement 
with myth (especially certain episodes in the Mahabharata) 
begins with Yayati in 1961, continues in Hittina Hunja (The 
Dough Rooster, 1980; rewritten in English as Bali: The Sacrifice, 
2002), and culminates in Agni Mattu M ali (The Fire and the 
Rain) in 1994. The line of history plays moves from Tughlaq 
(1964) to Tali-Danda (Death by Decapitation, 1990) and The 
Dreams o f Tipu Sultan (1997). Folktales from different periods 
and sources provide the basis of Hayavadana (Horse-Head, 
1971), Naga-Mandala (Play with a Cobra, 1988), and Flowers: A 
Monologue (2004). Anjumallige (literally, ‘Frightened Jasmine,’ 
1977) is the only early play by Karnad with a contemporary 
setting— Britain during the early 1960s—and his most recent 
work, Broken Images (2004) is the only one to be set in present- 
day India. During the 1961-77 period, therefore, each successive 
play by Karnad marks a departure in a major new direction and 
the invention of a new form appropriate to his content—ancient 
myth in Yayati, fourteenth-century north Indian history in Tughlaq, 
a twelfth-century folktale interlineated with Thomas Mann’s 
retelling of it in Hayavadana, and early-postcolonial Britain in 
Anjumallige. In the later plays this quadrangulated pattern repeats 
itself in a different order, creating a cycle of myth-folklore-history 
in Hittina Hunja, Naga-Mandala, and Tali-Danda (1980-90), 
and a second cycle of myth-history-myth- contemporary life- 
folklore in Agni Mattu Mali, Tipu Sultan, Bali, Broken Images, and 
Flowers (1994-2004).
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The dominant presence of the ancient and medieval past in 
Karnad’s drama is a result of both personal and cultural compul­
sions. He has argued from the beginning that the deep-rooted 
narratives of myth, oral history, and legend constitute a vital 
connection between an author and his or her audience, and 
theatre is a particularly powerful medium for the communication 
of such culturally resonant fictions. Karnad belongs perhaps to 
the last generation of urban Indian writers who encountered the 
‘great’ and ‘little’ traditions of myth, poetry, history, legend, and 
folklore at first hand in their earliest childhood, and internalized 
them deeply enough to have their adult authorial selves shaped 
by them. Such a vibrant culture of orality is no longer available 
to the Western playwright, and Karnad is fully aware that it is 
being rapidly eroded in India by the processes of urbanization, 
Westernized education, and economic development. Orality and 
print, however, are also carefully balanced in his oeuvre. All his 
major plays, from Yayati to Agni Mattu M ali and Bali, originate 
in remembered stories but depend extensively on printed sources 
for their textual complexity and weight. Karnad comes uncannily 
close, therefore, to the kind of modern writer T. S. Eliot imagined 
in ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’, one of the founding 
critical texts of twentieth-century modernism:

[Tradition] involves, in the first place, the historical sense, which we may 
call nearly indispensable to anyone who would continue to be a poet 
beyond his twenty-fifth year; and the historical sense involves a percep­
tion, not only of the pastness of the past, but of its presence;...  This 
historical sense, which is a sense of the timeless as well as of the temporal 
and of the timeless and the temporal together, is what makes a writer 
traditional. And it is at the same time what makes the writer acutely 
conscious of his place in time, of his own contemporaneity.

Karnad’s ability to contend with ‘the timeless and the temporal 
together’ is clearest in his juxtaposition of myth and history, in 
the simultaneous embrace of the ahistorical and the historical. 
The plays based on myth and folklore evoke a chronologically
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indeterminate (but unambiguously premodern) realm of kings 
and queens, goddesses and concubines, horses and elephants, 
bullock carts and country fairs. They create character-types rather 
than individuals, but give them memorable voices, along with a 
local habitation and a name. The history plays draw extensively 
on printed sources, combine real-life individuals with fictional 
characters, and recreate particular places at particular moments 
in time. More than any of his contemporaries, Karnad therefore 
possesses a dramatic imagination that ranges widely in time and 
space, and allows him to ‘speak through’ a remarkably diverse cast 
of characters.

Karnad also persistently describes playwriting as the vocation 
that best expresses his self-perceptions and abilities, and the 
identity of playwright as his chosen literary identity, despite a 
multifaceted engagement with the media of film, television, and 
video, and a larger-than-life presence in the public realm. As 
an actor, director, screenplay-writer, high-profile administrator, 
and public figure Karnad has been— to use an Americanism—a 
‘celebrity’ for more than three decades. No other contemporary 
author in India is more likely to be recognized on cinema and 
television screens or the pages of a magazine than within the 
covers of a printed book or on the stage, and certainly no other 
Indian playwright has been more visible in the national print and 
broadcast media. In addition, Karnad has held administrative 
positions in key cultural institutions, serving as Director of 
the Film and Television Institute of India in Pune (1974-5), Chair 
of the Sangeet Natak Akademi in New Delhi (1988-93), and 
Director of the Nehru Centre in London (2000-3). Yet, as the 
double honour of the Jnanpith Award and the Kalidasa Samman 
(India’s two most prestigious literary prizes) confirmed in 1999, 
Karnad makes very serious claims on our literary attention, and 
values the recognition of his work as a playwright above all other 
distinctions. He thus appears to have maintained a unique sepa­
ration and balance between his contributions to ‘high’, ‘popular’,
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and ‘official’ culture—between the responsibilities of authorship 
and the demands of the marketplace as well as the public sphere.

Furthermore, Karnad is atypical among contemporary play­
wrights in being the principal translator of his own plays, and an 
important commentator on the nature and contexts of his drama. 
With the exception of Yayati, he has rendered all his major plays 
from Kannada into English, and reversed the process with three 
recent plays— The Dreams ofT ipu  Sultan (1997), Broken Images 
(2004), and Flowers (2004)—which he wrote originally in English 
and then translated into Kannada. The acts of translation in both 
directions indicate Karnad’s equal facility in the two languages 
(unique in an Indian-language playwright), and his interest in a 
wider audience, whether a play was written originally in Kannada 
or English. But they also indicate his desire to retain control over 
his plays, and occasionally to act as critic and censor of his own 
work. For instance, Karnad came to regard Yayati as part of his 
juvenilia, and although the play had successful productions in 
Kannada and Hindi, he did not translate it into English. A Hindi 
translation by B. R. Narayan was published in 1979, but the 
English translation by Priya Adarkar has not yet appeared in 
print. Similarly, Anjumallige and Hittina Hunja did not appear in 
English translations after the Kannada editions were published in 
1977 and 1980, again because of the author’s ambivalence towards 
those versions.

In a related practice, for more than three decades Karnad has 
used the forms of the newspaper or journal interview, the essay, 
and the author’s introduction to comment extensively on his own 
new plays, the broader trajectory of his work, and the direction 
of both modern and contemporary Indian theatre. Because of the 
frequency with which he is interviewed in newspapers and 
magazines, Karnad’s journalistic appearances are too numerous 
to mention, but two interviews recorded at very different phases 
in his career—the first with Rajinder Paul for Enact in 1971, and 
the second with me for New Theatre Quarterly in 1993 (published
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in 1995)— showcase his ability to move between the particular 
and the general in theatre practice, and to address important 
cultural and political issues while commenting on his own work. 
In an essay titled ‘Theatre in India’ which first appeared in 
Daedalus (1989), and then in revised form as the Author’s 
Introduction to Three Plays (Oxford University Press, 1994; cited 
hereafter as TP), Karnad offers an elegant commentary on the 
challenges confronting his generation in Indian theatre, and the 
impulses and questions that led to the writing of major plays such 
as Tughlaq and Hayavadana. Karnad’s readers have come to 
expect this ongoing self-reflection on his part, so much so that 
the present volumes mark the first occasion when he has not 
introduced a new collection of his plays in English.

The publication of the two-volume Collected Plays thus offers 
Karnad’s readers and critics an opportunity for the kind of 
discerning assessment of his drama that he has favoured and 
practiced for several decades. The playwright’s controlling hand 
continues to be in evidence here. Yayati (1961) does not appear 
in the collection for the reasons mentioned earlier. Karnad has 
also excluded Anjumallige, the play set in 1960s London, and 
included Hittina Hunja only in the reworked English version of 
2002 that he titled Bali, On the other hand, the author has 
included two very recent one-act plays which constitute a double 
bill and were written originally in English— Broken Images and 
Flowers (both 2004). The remainder of this Introduction is 
devoted to a sequential discussion of the plays first written 
between 1961 and 1988. The Introduction to volume two considers 
the plays from 1990-2004 in chronological sequence, and also 
takes up several issues of general significance to Karnad’s career 
as a playwright: the relationship of various theatrical languages 
and the translator’s role in a multilingual field; the relation of 
his plays to his work in the other media and his visibility as a 
public figure; and the most important stage interpretations and 
performance venues for his drama.
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Naga-M andala  (1988), which came seventeen years after 
Hayavadana, can be considered a companion play because it 
creates variations on many of the same themes. Written in 1987-8 
during Karnad’s residency as a Fulbright fellow at the University
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of Chicago, the play combines another reflexive frame—this time 
about a fictional playwright who can continue to live only if he 
keeps awake for one whole night—with two oral tales that Karnad 
had heard several years earlier from his friend and mentor, A. K. 
Ramanujan. The first story, about the lamp flames that gather in 
a village temple to exchange gossip about the households they 
inhabit, is part of the outer play and gives imaginative expression 
to the idea of community life. The second story, about the woman 
who was visited by a king cobra in the form of her husband, is 
personified in the play as a beautiful young woman in a sari, and 
it ‘tells itself’ (as the inner play) to an audience composed of the 
playwright and the flames. This amalgamation of human, abstract, 
and magical elements creates a synthesis that is thematically and 
philosophically simpler than the polysemy of Hayavadana; it 
allows for innovative staging and rich visual effects, but appeals 
more to the fancy than the imagination.

By making Rani almost a pure embodiment of feminine simplicity, 
innocence, and powerlessness, Karnad pares his drama of gender 
relations down to an elemental level. Marriage for Rani means 
the loss of the secure world of childhood and parental love, and 
she has to reimagine that world in her fantasies merely to keep 
herself from psychic collapse. As the ill-tempered, tyrannical, two- 
dimensional husband, Appanna rapidly reduces her daily life to 
a featureless existence without companionship or community, 
except for the clandestine visits by Kurudawa, the old blind village 
woman. Because the marriage is unconsummated, Rani’s latent 
power as wife and mother also remains unrealized. The snake- 
lover’s magical visits in the form of the husband are thus virtually 
overdetermined by the familiar folk logic that beauty and innocence 
must trium ph without the overt violation of moral norms. Once 
the visits have begun, Rani’s experience points to two qualities 
that have‘realistic’ resonance in the context of the extended Indian 
family—the difference between ‘day’ and ‘night’ selves, and the 
liberating effects o f sexual fulfilment. Rani is willing to accept that
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the brutish husband of the day turns into the ardent lover at night 
because those are the conditions of her sexual initiation and 
emancipation: as Naga explains, ‘the husband decides on the day 
visits. And the wife decides on the night visits.’

The announcement of Rani’s pregnancy begins a third movement 
in the inner play and marks the return of patriarchal control by 
the husband as well as the community, but by then she has 
matured from a girl into a woman, wife, and mother-to-be, and 
needs a definite resolution to her predicament. The snake ordeal 
is another magical way for Rani to ‘get everything she has ever 
wanted’, but her apotheosis, and the perfect life that follows, are 
riddled with irony and compromise. In a reversal of Rama’s classic 
rejection of Sita, the wayward husband in the folktale has to 
accept the chastity of a wife who undoubtedly had a lover, and 
a child he knows he did not engender. For her part, Rani comes 
to realize that her two husbands were not the same person, and 
her new life of contentment is not free of remembrance and 
regret. Furthermore, as in Hayavadana, Rani’s story does not end 
with the inner play. The characters in the frame narrative question 
the ‘happily ever after’ convention because it leaves too many 
questions unanswered, and the playwright creates two alternative 
endings, one tragic and one happy, to give the story of the snake- 
lover a conclusion as well. Once again, the use of folk material 
by an urban playwright serves as an occasion for reflections on 
the nature of writing and performance, the manipulation of 
conventions, and a reaffirmation of the centrality of women that 
is all the more significant because unlike Padmini, Rani moves 
from a position of total abjection to one of unqualified power.

More than any other full-length play by Karnad, Naga-Mandala 
is a spare and simple text that can be transformed by the visual 
and spatial possibilities of staging—a quality reflected in its 
unusual performance history. It had a unique ‘world premiere’ at 
the University of Chicago in the spring of 1988, and in 1993 
became the first contemporary Indian play to be produced by a



xxxii INTRODUCTION

major regional American theatre company, the Guthrie Theatre 
in Minneapolis (I had the privilege of attending both these 
premieres). With the Paris-based Nirupama Nityanandan (a member 
of Ariane Mnouchkine’s Théâtre du Soleil) in the role of Rani, 
the Chinese-American actor Stan Egan as Appanna and Naga, 
and the African-American actress Isabel Monk as Kurudawa, the 
Guthrie production captured on a smaller scale the intercultural 
resonance associated with a work such as Peter Brook’s Mahabharata 
(1987). In India, the play has been especially attractive to leading 
women directors, who have created an audience for it both at 
home and abroad. Neelam Mansingh Chowdhry produced it in 
Punjabi in 1989, and took her production to the First International 
Theatre Festival in Tashkent the same year. Vijaya Mehta directed 
the play in Marathi in 1991, and in German for the Berlin Festival 
of India in 1992. Amal Allana produced Nâga-Mandala in Hindi 
in 1998, as had Rajinder Nath in 1991. Given the premodern 
setting of the play, its proximity to the life of the average urban 
Indian woman is not self-evident, but the polarities of love and 
lovelessness, perplexity and fulfilment it assigns to the relationships 
of men and women within marriage speak across the particularities 
of form and content (especially in performance), and make a 
distinctive contribution to the ongoing dialogue on gender.
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NOTE

Naga-Mandala is based on two tales from Karnataka which I first 
heard several years ago from Professor A. K. Ramanujan. But that 
is only the least of the reasons for dedicating this play to him.

I wrote Naga-Mandala during the year I spent at the University 
of Chicago as Visiting Professor and Fulbright Scholar-in- 
Residence. I am most grateful to Professor Stuart M. Tave, Dean, 
Division of Humanities, and Professor C. M. Naim, Chairman, 
Department of South Asian Language and Civilizations as well as 
to the Council for International Exchange of Scholars for having 
made that visit possible. I am further indebted to Professor Naim 
for persuading me to write the play.

I am conscious that Naga’s long speech on p. 276 owes much 
to Jean Anouilh, although I have been unable to identify the play.

G ir is h  K a r n a d



Näga-Mandala was first presented in English by the Guthrie 
Theater, Minneapolis on 16 July 1993, as part of its thirtieth 
birthday celebrations. The principal cast was as follows:

R ic h a r d  O o m s  

M ir ia m  La u b e  

N ir u p a m a  N it y a n a n d a n  

St a n  E g i 

I sa b el l  M o n k  

W il l ia m  F r a n c is  M c G u ir e

Directed by 

Set Designed by 

Music by

The Man 

The Story 

Rani

Appanna/Naga

Kurudawa

Kappanna

G a r l a n d  W r ig h t  

D o u g l a s  St e in  

D a v id  P h il ip s o n



for
A. K. R a m a n u ja n  
fr iend , guru , hero



Prologue

The inner sanctum o f a ruined temple. The idol is broken, so the 
presiding deity of the temple cannot be identified.
It is night. Moonlight seeps in through the cracks in the roof and 
the walls.
A man is sitting in the temple. Long silence. Suddenly, he opens his 
eyes wide. Closes them. Then uses his fingers to pry open his eyelids. 
Then he goes back to his original morose stance.
He yawns involuntarily. Then reacts to the yawn by shaking his 
head violently, and turns to the audience.

MAN: I may be dead within the next few hours.
(Long pause.)

I am not talking of ‘acting’ dead. Actually dead. I might die 
right in front of your eyes.

(Pause.)
A mendicant told me: ‘You must keep awake at least one 
whole night this month. If you can do that, you’ll live. If not, 
you will die on the last night of the month.’ I laughed out 
loud when I heard him. I thought nothing would be easier 
than spending a night awake.

(Pause.)
I was wrong. Perhaps death makes one sleepy. Every night this 
month I have been dozing off before even being aware of it. 
I am convinced I am seeing something with these eyes of
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mine, only to wake up and find I was dreaming. Tonight is 
my last chance.

(Pause.)
For tonight is the last night of the month. Even of my life, 
perhaps? For how do I know sleep won’t creep in on me again 
as it has every night so far? I may doze off right in front of 
you. And that will be the end of me.

(Pause.)
I asked the mendicant what I had done to deserve this fate. 
And he said: ‘You have written plays. You have staged them. 
You have caused so many good people, who came trusting 
you, to fall asleep twisted in miserable chairs, that all that 
abused mass of sleep has turned against you and become the 
Curse of Death.’

(Pause.)
I hadn’t realized my plays had had that much impact. 

(Pause.)
Tonight may be my last night. So I have fled from home and 
come to this temple, nameless and empty. For years I’ve been 
lording it over my family as a writer. I couldn’t bring myself 
to die a writer’s death in front of them.

(Pause.)
I swear by this absent God, if I survive this night I shall have 
nothing more to do with themes, plots or stories. I abjure all 
story-telling, all play-acting.

(Female voices are heard outside the temple. He looks.)
Voices! Here? At this time of night? Lights! Who could be 
coming here now?

(He hides behind a pillar. Several Flames enter the temple, giggling, 
talking to each other in female voices.)

I don’t believe it! They are naked lamp flames! No wicks, no 
lamps. No one holding them. Just lamp flames on their 
own—floating in the air! Is that even possible?

(Another three or four Flames enter, talking among themselves.)
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flam e  3 (addressing Flame I, which is already in the temple): 
Hello! What a pleasant surprise! You are here before us 
tonight.

f l a m e  1: That master of our house, you know what a skinflint 
he is! He is convinced his wife has a hole in her palm, so he 
buys all the groceries himself. This evening, before the dark 
was even an hour old, they ran out of kusbi oil. The tin of 
peanut oil didn’t go far. The bowl of castor oil was empty 
anyway. So they had to retire to bed early and I was permitted 
to come here.

(Laughter.)

FLAME 2 (sneering): Kusbi oil! Peanut oil! How disgusting! My 
family comes from the coast. We won’t touch anything but 
coconut oil.

FLAME 1: But at least I come here every night. What about your 
friend, the kerosene flame? She hasn’t been seen here for 
months. She is one of the first tonight.

FLAME 4: Actually, from today on I don’t think I’ll have any 
difficulty getting o u t...a n d  early.

f l a m e  1: Why? What’s happened?
( The other Flames giggle.)

FLAMES: Tell her! Tell her!

f l a m e  4: My master had an old, ailing mother. Her stomach was 
bloated, her back covered with bed sores. The house stank 
of cough and phlegm, pus and urine. No one got a wink of 
sleep at night. Naturally, I stayed back too. The old lady died 
this morning, leaving behind my master and his young 
wife, young and juicy as a tender cucumber. I was chased out 
fast.

(Giggles.)

FLAME 3: You are lucky. My master’s eyes have to feast on his wife 
limb by limb if the rest of him is to react. So we lamps have 
to bear witness to what is better left to the dark.
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(They all talk animatedly. New Flames come and join them. They
group and regroup, chattering.)

MAN (to the audience): I had heard that when lamps are pu t out 
in the village, the flames gather in some remote place and 
spend the night together, gossiping. So this is where they 
gather!

(A new Flame enters and is enthusiastically greeted.)

FLAME 1: You are late. It is well past midnight.

NEW FLAME: Ah! There was such a to-do in our house tonight.

f l a m e s :  What happened? Tell us!

NEW FLAME: You know I have only an old couple in my house. 
Tonight the old woman finished eating, swept and cleaned the 
floor, put away the pots and pans, and went to the room in 
which her husband was sleeping. And what should she see, 
but a young woman dressed in a rich, new sari step out of 
the room! The moment the young woman saw my mistress, 
she ran out of the house and disappeared into the night. The 
old woman woke her husband up and questioned him. But 
he said he knew nothing. Which started the rumpus.

FLAMES: But who was the young woman? How did she get into 
your house?

NEW FLAME: Let me explain: My mistress, the old woman, knows 
a story and a song. But all these years she has kept them to 
herself, never told the story, nor sung the song. So the story 
and the song were being choked, imprisoned inside her. This 
afternoon the old woman took her usual nap after lunch and 
started snoring. The moment her mouth opened, the story 
and the song jumped out and hid in the attic. At night, when 
the old man had gone to sleep, the story took the form of a 
young woman and the song became a sari. The young woman 
wrapped herself in the sari and stepped out, just as the old 
lady was coming in. Thus, the story and the song created a 
feud in the family and were revenged on the old woman.
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FLAME 1: So if you try to gag one story, another happens.
FLAMES (all together): But where are they now, the poor things? 

...H o w  long will they run around in the dark? What will 
happen to them?

n e w  f l a m e :  I saw them on my way here and told them to follow 
me. They should be here any m om ent.. .  There they are! The 
story with the song!

(The Story, in the form o f a woman dressed in a new, colourful sari, 
enters, acknowledges the enthusiastic welcome from the Flames with 
a languid wave of the hand and goes and sits in a corner, looking 
most despondent. The Flames gather around her.)

NEW FLAME: Come on. Why are you so despondent? We are here 
and are free the whole night. We’ll listen to you.

STORY: Thank you, my dears. It is kind of you. But what is the 
point of your listening to a story? You can’t pass it on.

FLAMES: That’s true ...W hat can we do? Wish we could help.
(While the Flames make sympathetic noises, the Man jumps out 
from  behind the pillar and grabs the Story by her wrist.)

MAN: I’ll listen to you!
( The Flames flee helter-skelter in terror. The Story struggles to free 
herself.)

STORY: Who are you? Let me go!

MAN: What does it matter who I am, I’ll listen to you. Isn’t that 
enough? I promise you, I’ll listen all night!

( The Story stops struggling. There is a new interest in her voice.)

STORY: You will?

MAN: Yes.

STORY: Good. Then let me go.
(He does not.) I need my hands to act out the parts.

(He lets her go.)
There is a condition, however—

MAN: What?
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STORY: You can’t just listen to the story and leave i t  at that. You 
must tell it again to someone else.

MAN: That I certainly shall, if I live. But first I must be alive to . .. 
That reminds me. I have a condition, too.

STORY: Yes?

m a n : I must not doze off during the tale. If I do, I die. All your 
telling will be wasted.

STORY: As a self-respecting story, that is the least I can promise.

MAN: All right then. Start. (Suddenly.) But no! No! I t’s not 
possible. I take back my word. I can’t repeat the story.

STORY: And why not?

MAN: I have just now taken a vow not to have anything to do with 
themes, plots or acting. If I live, I don’t want to risk any more 
curses from the audience.

STORY (gets up): Good-bye then. We must be g o in g .

MAN: Wait! Don’t go. Please.
(Thinks.)

I suppose I have no choice.
(To the audience.)

So now you know why this play is being done. I have no 
choice. Bear with me, please. As you can see, it is a matter 
of life and death for me.

(Calls out.)
Musicians, please!

(Musicians enter and occupy their mat.)
The Story and the Song!

(Throughout the rest o f the play, the Man and the Story remain on 
stage. The Flames too listen attentively though from a distance.) 

(To the Story.) Go on.
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The locked front door of a house with a yard in front o f the house, 
and on the right, an enormous ant-hill. The interior o f the house— 
the kitchen, the bathroom as well as Rani's room— is clearly seen.

STORY: A young girl. Her nam e... it doesn’t matter. But she was 
an only daughter, so her parents called her Rani. Queen. 
Queen of the whole wide world. Queen of the long tresses. 
For when her hair was tied up in a knot, it was as though a 
black King Cobra lay curled on the nape of her neck, coil 
upon glistening coil. When it hung loose, the tresses flowed, 
a torrent of black, along her young limbs, and got entangled 
in her silver anklets. Her fond father found her a suitable 
husband. The young man was rich and his parents were both 
dead. Rani continued to live with her parents until she 
reached womanhood. Soon, her husband came and took her 
with him to his village. His name was—well, any common 
name will do—

MAN: Appanna?

STORY: Appanna.
(Appanna enters, followed by Rani. They carry bundles in their 
arms, indicating that they have been travelling. Appanna opens the 
lock on the front door of the house. They go in. )

a p p a n n a :  Have we brought in all the bundles?
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RANI: Yes.

APPANNA: Well, then, I’ll be back tomorrow at noon. Keep my 
lunch ready. I shall eat and go.

(Rani looks at him nonplussed. He pays no attention to her, goes 
out, shuts the door, locks it from the outside and goes away. She runs 
to the door, pushes it, finds it locked, peers out of the barred 
window. He is gone.)

RANI: Listen—please—
(She does not know what is happening, stands perplexed. She 
cannot even weep. She goes and sits in a corner o f her room. Talks 
to herself indistinctly. Her words become distinct as the lights dim. 
It is night.)

.. .S o  Rani asks him: ‘Where are you taking me?’ And the 
Eagle answers: ‘Beyond the seven seas and the seven isles. On 
the seventh island is a magic garden. And in that garden 
stands the tree of emeralds. Under that tree, your parents wait 
for you.’ So Rani says: ‘Do they? Then please, please take me 
to them— immediately. Here I come.’ So the Eagle carries her 
clear across the seven seas...

(She falls asleep. Moans ‘Oh, MotherV ‘Father’ in her sleep. It gets 
light. She wakes up with a fright, looks around, then runs to the 
bathroom, mimes splashing water on her face, goes into the kitchen, 
starts cooking. Appanna comes. Opens the lock on the front door 
and comes in. Goes to the bathroom. Mimes bathing, then comes 
to the kitchen and sits down to eat. She serves him food.)

RANI: Listen— (fumbling for words) Listen— I feel—frightened— 
alone at night—

APPANNA: What is there to be scared of? Just keep to yourself. No 
one will bother you. Rice!

(Pause.)

r a n i :  Please, you could—

APPANNA: Look, I don’t like idle chatter. Do as you are told, you 
understand?
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(Finishes his mealy gets up.)
I’ll be back tomorrow, for lunch.

(Appanna washes his hands, locks her in and goes away. Rani 
watches him blankly through the window.)

s t o r y :  And so the days rolled by.
(Mechanically, Rani goes into the kitchen, starts cooking. Talks to 
herself.)

RANI: Then Rani’s parents embrace her and cry. They kiss her and 
caress her. At night she sleeps between them. So she is not 
frightened any more. ‘Don’t worry,’ they promise her. ‘We 
won’t let you go away again ever!’ In the morning, the stag 
with the golden antlers comes to the door. He calls out to Rani. 
She refuses to go. ‘I am not a stag,’ he explains, ‘I am a prince’. .. 

(Rani sits staring blankly into the oven. Then begins to sob. Outside, 
in the street, Kappanna enters, carrying Kurudawa on his shoul­
ders. She is blind. He is in his early twenties.)

k a p p a n n a :  Mother, you can’t do this! You can’t start meddling in 
other people’s affairs the first thing in the morning. That 
Appanna should have been born a wild beast or a reptile. By 
some mistake, he got human birth. He can’t stand other 
people. Why do you want to tangle with him?

KURUDAWA: Whatever he is, he is the son of my best friend. His 
mother and I were like sisters. Poor thing, she died bringing 
him into this world. Now a new daughter-in-law comes to her 
house. How can I go on as though nothing has happened? 
Besides, I haven’t slept a wink since you told me you saw 
Appanna in his concubine’s courtyard. He has got himself a 
bride— and he still goes after that harlot?

KAPPANNA: I knew I shouldn’t have told you. Now you have 
insomnia—and I have a backache.

k u r u d a w a :  Who’s asked you to carry me around like this? I 

haven’t, have I? I was born and brought up here. I can find 
my way around.
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KAPPANNA: Do you know what I ask for when I pray to Lord 
Hanuman of the Gymnasium every morning? For more 
strength. Not to wrestle. Not to fight. Only so I can carry you 
around.

k u r u d a w a  (pleased): I know, I know.
(Suddenly Kappanna freezes.)

What is it? Why have you stopped?
(He doesn't answer. Merely stands immobile and stares. A touch of
panic in Kurudawa's voice.)

What is it, Kappanna? Kappanna!

KAPPANNA: Nothing, Mother. It’s just that I can see Appanna’s 
front door from here.

k u r u d a w a  (relieved): Oh! For a moment I was worried it was 
that—who-is-that-again? That witch or fairy, whatever she 
is—who you say follows you around.

KAPPANNA: Mother, she is not a witch or a fairy. When I try to 
explain, you won’t even listen. And then, when I’m not even 
thinking of her, you start suspecting all kinds of—

KURUDAWA: Hush! Enough of her now. Tell me why we have 
stopped.

KAPPANNA: There doesn’t seem to be anyone in Appannas house. 
There is a lock on the front door.

KURUDAWA: How is that possible? Even if he is lying in his 
concubine’s house, his bride should be home.

k a p p a n n a :  Who can tell about Appanna? He’s a lunatic.

KURUDAWA: You don’t think he could have sent his wife back to 
her parents already, do you? Come, let us look in through the 
window and check.

KAPPANNA: Of course not, Mother! If someone sees u s—

KURUDAWA: Listen to me. Go up to the house and peep in. Tell 
me what you see.

KAPPANNA: I re fu se .
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k u r u d a w a  (tearful): I wouldn’t have asked you if I had eyes. 
I don’t know why God has been cruel to me, why he gave me 
no sight...

k a p p a n n a  (yielding): All right, Mother.
(They go near the house. Kappanna peers through the window.)
k a p p a n n a :  The house is empty.
k u r u d a w a :  Of course it is, silly! How can anyone be inside when 

there is a lock outside on the door? Tell me, can you see 
clothes drying inside? What kind of clothes? Any saris? Skirts? 
Or is it only men’s clothes?

k a p p a n n a : I c a n ’t  see  a th in g !

r a n i :  Who is it? Who is that outside?
KAPPANNA: Oh my God!
(Lifts Kurudawa and starts running.)
k u r u d a w a :  Stop! Stop, I tell you! Why are you running as though 

you’ve seen a ghost?
k a p p a n n a :  There is someone inside the house—a woman!
k u r u d a w a :  You don’t have to tell me that! So what if there is a 

woman inside the house? We have come here precisely 
because a woman is supposed to be in the house.

KAPPANNA: Mother, what does it mean when a man locks his wife 
in?

KURUDAWA: You tell me.
KAPPANNA: It means he does not want anyone to talk to his wife.
RANI (comes to the window): Who is it?
KAPPANNA: Let’s go .

(Starts running again. Kurudawa hits him on the back.)
KURUDAWA: Stop! Stop! (To Rani) I am coming, child! Right now! 

Don’t go away! (To Kappanna) He keeps his wife locked up 
like a caged bird? I must talk to her. Let me down—instantly!

(He lets her down.)
You go home if you like.
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k a p p a n n a :  I’ll wait for you here under the tree. Come back soon. 
Don’t just sit there gossiping.

k u r u d a w a  (approaching Rani): Dear g irl...

RANI: Who a re  y ou?

KURUDAWA: Don’t be afraid. I am called Kurudawa, because I am 
blind. Your mother-in-law and I were like sisters. I helped 
when your husband was born. Don’t be frightened. Appanna 
is like a son to me. Is he not in?

RANI: No.

k u r u d a w a :  What is your name?

RANI: They call me Rani.

KURUDAWA: And where is Appanna?

RANI: I don’t know.

KURUDAWA: When did he go out?

RANI: After lunch yesterday.

KURUDAWA: When will he come back?

RANI: He will be back for lunch later in the day.

KURUDAWA: You don’t mean, he is  home only once a day, and that 
to o ...o n ly  for lunch?

(No reply.)
And you are alone in the house all day?

(Rani begins to sob.)
Don’t cry child, don’t cry. I haven’t come here to make you 
cry. Does he lock you up every day like this?

RANI: Yes, since the day I came here.

KURUDAWA: Does he beat you or ill-treat you?

RANI: No.

KURUDAWA (pause): Does h e . . . ‘talk’ to you?

RANI: Oh, that he does. But not a syllable more than required. 
‘Do this’, ‘Do that’, ‘Serve the food’.
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KURUDAWA: You mean—? That means—you are—still—hmm! 
Has h e ...?

r a n i :  Apart from him, you are the first person I have seen since 
coming here. I’m bored to death. There is no one to talk 
to!

KURUDAWA: That’s not what I meant by ‘talk’. Has your husband 
touched you? How can I put it? (Exasperated.) Didn’t anyone 
explain to you before your wedding? Your mother? Or an 
aunt?

RANI: Mother started shedding tears the day I matured and was 
still crying when I left with my husband. Poor her! She is 
probably crying even now.

(Starts sobbing.)

KURUDAWA: Dear girl, it’s no use crying. Don’t cry! Don’t! Come 
here. Come, come to the window. Let me touch you. My eyes 
are all in my fingers.

(She feels Rant's face, shoulder, neck through the bars o f the
window.)

Ayyo! How beautiful you are. Ears like hibiscus. Skin like 
young mango leaves. Lips like rolls of silk. How can that 
Appanna gallivant around leaving such loveliness wasting 
away at home?

RANI: I am so frightened at night, I can’t sleep a wink. At home, 
I sleep between Father and Mother. But here, alone— 
Kurudawa, can you help me, please? Will you please send 
word to my parents that I am, like this, here? Will you ask 
them to free me and take me home? I would jump into a 
well— if only I could—

KURUDAWA: Chih! Chih! You shouldn’t say such things. I’ll take 
care of everything.

(Calls out.)
Son! Son!

k a p p a n n a  {from behind the tree): Yes?
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KURUDAWA: Come here.

KAPPANNA: No, I won’t.

KURUDAWA: Come here, you idiot.

KAPPANNA: I absolutely refuse, Mother. I told you right at the start 
that I won’t.

KURUDAWA: Honestly!
(Comes to him.)

Listen, Son. Run home now. Go into the cattle shed— the left 
corner—

KAPPANNA: The left corner—

KURUDAWA: Just above where you keep the plough, behind the 
pillar, on the shelf—

k a p p a n n a :  Behind the pillar— on the shelf—

KURUDAWA: There is an old tin trunk. Take it down. It’s full of 
odds and ends, but take out the bundle of cloth. Untie it. 
Inside there is a wooden box.

KAPPANNA: A wooden box. All right—

KURUDAWA: In the right hand side of the wooden box is a coconut 
shell wrapped in a piece of paper. Inside are two pieces of a 
root. Bring them.

k a p p a n n a :  Now?

KURUDAWA: Now. At once. Before Appanna returns home.

KAPPANNA: Mother, listen to me. If he finds you here—

KURUDAWA: Don’t waste time now. Do as I say. Run.
(Gets up and comes hack to the house. Kappanna leaves.)

Are you still there?

RANI: Yes. Who is that?

KURUDAWA: My son, Kappanna. Oh, don’t let his name mislead 
you. He isn’t really dark. In fact, when he was born, my 
husband said: ‘Such a fair child! Let’s call him the Fair One!’
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I said: ‘I don’t know what Fair means. My blind eyes know 
only the dark. So let’s call this little parrot of my eyes the Dark 
One!’ And he became Kappanna.

r a n i :  And where have you sent him?

k u r u d a w a :  I’ll tell you. I was born blind. No one would marry 
me. My father wore himself out trudging from village to 
village, looking for a husband. But to no avail. One day a 
mendicant came to our house. No one was home. I was alone. 
I looked after him in every way. Cooked hot food specially 
for him and served him to his heart’s content. He was pleased 
with me and gave me three pieces of a root. ‘Any man who 
eats one of these will marry you’, he said.

r a n i :  And then?

k u r u d a w a :  ‘Feed him the smallest piece first’, he said. ‘If that 
gives no results, then try the middle-sized one. Only if both 
fail, feed him the largest piece.’

RANI (entranced): And then?

KURUDAWA: One day a boy distantly related to me came to our 
village and stayed with us. That day I ground one of the pieces 
into paste, mixed it in with the food, and served him. Can 
you guess which piece I chose?

RANI (working it out): Which one now? The smallest one, as the 
mendicant said? No, no, surely the biggest piece.

KURUDAWA: N o , I was in such a hurry I barely noticed the small 
one. The biggest scared me. So I used the middle-sized root.

r a n i :  And then?

KURUDAWA: He finished his meal, gave me one look and fell in 
love. Married me within the next two days. Never went back 
to his village. It took the plague to detach him from me.

(Rani laughs.)

KAPPANNA (entering): Mother—
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k u r u d a w a :  Ha! There he is! Wait!
(Goes to him.)

Have you brought them?
(Kappanna gives her the two pieces o f root. Kurudawa hurries back 
to Rani.)

Are you still there?
RANI: Yes, I a m .

k u r u d a w a :  Here.

RANI: What is that?

KURUDAWA: The root I was telling you about.

(Rani Starts.) Here. Take this smaller piece. That should do 
for a pretty jasmine like you. Take it! Grind it into a nice paste 
and feed it to your husband. And watch the results. Once he 
smells you he won’t go sniffing after that bitch. He will make 
you a wife instantly.

RANI: But I am his wife already.

KURUDAWA: Just do as I say.
(Rani takes the piece. Kurudawa tucks the other one in the knot 
o f her sari. Kappanna whistles. She turns.)

That must be Appanna coming.

RANI (running in): Go now, Kurudawa. But come again.

KURUDAWA: I shall too. But don’t forget what I told you. 
(Kurudawa starts to go. Appanna crosses her.)

a p p a n n a  (suspicious): Who is  that? Kurudawa?
KURUDAWA: How are you, Appanna? It’s been a long time—

APPANNA: What are you doing here?

KURUDAWA: I heard you had brought a new bride. Thought I 
would talk to her. But she refuses to come out.

APPANNA: She won’t talk to anyone. And no one need talk to her.

KURUDAWA: If you say so.
(Exits.)
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a p p a n n a  (so she can hear): I put a lock on the door so those with 
sight could see. Now what does one do about blind meddlers? 
I think I’ll keep a watch dog.

(Opens the door and goes in. To Rani.)
I am lunching out today. I’ll have my bath and go. Just heat 
up a glass of milk for me.

(Goes into the bathroom. Mimes bathing. Rani boils the milk. Pours 
it in a glass and starts to take it out. Notices the piece o f root. 
Stops. Thinks. Runs out. Sees that he is still bathing. Runs back into 
the kitchen, makes a paste o f the root.)
APPANNA (dressing): Milk!
(Rani jumps with fright. Hurriedly mixes the paste into the milk. 
Comes out and gives Appanna the glass of milk. He drinks it in a 
single gulp. Hands the glass back to her. Goes to the door, ready to 
p u t the lock on. She watches him intently. He tries to shut the door. 
Suddenly clutches his head. Slides down to the floor. Stretches out 
and goes to sleep on the door-step, half inside and half outside the 
house. Rani is distraught. Runs to him. Shakes him. He doesn't wake 
up. He is in deep sleep. She tries to drag him into the house, but 
he is too heavy for her. She sits down and starts crying.) 
APPANNA (groggily): Water! Water!
(She brings a pot o f water. Splashes it on his face. He wakes up 
slowly, staggers up. Washes his face. Pushes her in. Looks the door 
from outside. Goes away. Rani watches, stunned. Slowly goes back 
to her bedroom. Starts talking to herself It becomes night.)
Ra n i: . . .S o the demon locks her up in his castle. Then it rains 

for seven days and seven nights. It pours. The sea floods the 
city. The waters break down the door of the castle. Then a 
big whale comes to Rani and says: ‘Come, Rani, let us g o ...’ 

(She falls asleep. Midnight. Kappanna enters carrying Kurudavva. 
Stumbles on a stone. They fall.)
KURUDAWA: Thoo! That’s the problem with having eyes: one can’t 

see in the dark. That’s why I have been telling you to let me 
go out on my own at least at night—
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k a p p a n n a :  Go! Go! From this point on you can certainly go on 
alone. I refuse to come any closer to that house. And what 
are you doing, Mother? Suppose he is in the house. And he 
hears you. What will you say? That you have come to gossip 
with his wife in the dead of night?

k u r u d a w a :  Shut up! We are here only to find out if the lock is 
gone yet. If it’s gone, he is inside now. That means success 
is ours. We’ll leave right away.

(Goes and touches the door. It is closed. Tip-toes to feel the latch.
The lock is still there. Recoils in surprise.)

I can’t believe it. The lock is still there! (Thinks.)
Perhaps he has taken her out to the fields or the garden!

(Laughs.)

RANI (wakes up): Who is that?

KURUDAWA: Me.

RANI (comes running): Who? Kurudawa? This time of the night?

k u r u d a w a :  What happened, child? Why is the lock still there?
(No reply.)

Did you feed him the root?
RANI: Yes.
KURUDAWA: And what happened?
r a n i :  Nothing. He felt giddy. Fainted. Then got up and left.
KURUDAWA: That’s bad. This is no ordinary infatuation then. 

That concubine of his is obviously—

RANI: Who?
KURUDAWA: Didn’t want to tell you. There is a woman, a bazaar 

woman. She has your husband in her clutches. Squeezes him 
dry. Maybe she’s cast a spell. There is only one solution to 
this—

RANI: What?
KURUDAWA (giving her the bigger piece): Feed him this largest 

piece.
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RANI: No! 

k u r u d a w a :  Yes!

r a n i :  That little piece made him sick. This one—

k u r u d a w a :  It will do good, believe me. This is not hearsay. I am 
telling you from my own experience. Go in. Start grinding 
it. Make a tasty curry. Mix the paste in it. Let him taste a 
spoonful and he will be your slave. And then? Just say the 
word and he will carry you to my house himself.

(Rani blushes.)
Son! Son!
(To Rani) Remember. Don’t let anything frighten you. 

(Rani goes into the kitchen. Kurudawa wakes up Kappanna. They 
exit. It gets brighter. Appanna comes. He has a vicious-looking dog 
on a chain with him. He brings it to the front yard and ties it to 
a tree stump there. Then comes to the front door and unlocks it. 
The dog begins to bark. Surprised at the bark, Rani peers out of 
the window.)

r a n i :  Oh! A dog—

a p p a n n a :  That blind woman and her son! Let them step in here 
again and they’ll know! I’ll bathe and come to eat. Serve my 
food.

(Goes to the bathroom and starts bathing. Rani takes down her pot 
o f curry. Removes the lid. Takes out the paste o f the root.)

r a n i  (to the Story): Shall I pour it in?

STORY: Yes.
(Rani prays silently to the gods and pours the paste into the curry. 
There is a sudden explosion. She runs and hides in a corner of the 
room. The curry boils over, red as blood. Steam, pink and 
dangerous, coils out of the pot. Rani shuts her eyes in fear. Appanna 
calmly continues his bath. It is evident he has heard nothing.)

RANI: Oh my god! What horrible mess is this? Blood. Perhaps 
poison. Shall I serve him this? That woman is blind, but he 
isn’t. How could he possibly not see this boiling blood, this
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poisonous red? And then—even if he doesn’t see it— how do 
I know it is not dangerous? Suppose something happens to 
my husband? What will my fate be? That little piece made him 
ill. Who know s...?

(Slaps herself on her cheeks.)
No, no. Forgive me, God. This is evil. I was about to commit 
a crime. Father, Mother, how could I, your daughter, agree 
to such a heinous act? No, I must get rid of this before he 
notices anything.

(She brings the pot out. Avoids the husband in the bathroom. Steps 
out o f the house. Starts pouring out the curry. Stops.)

No! How awful! It’s leaving a red stain. He is bound to notice 
it, right here on the door-step! What shall I do? Where can 
I pour it, so he won’t see?

STORY: Rani, put it in that ant-hill.
RANI: Ah, the ant-hill!
(Runs to the tall ant-hill. Starts pouring the liquid into it. The dog 
starts howling in the front yard.)

APPANNA: Rani! See what is bothering the dog!
(Surprised at receiving no reply.) Rani! Rani!

(Goes to the kitchen, drying himself. She is not there. Comes to the 
front door looking for her. By this time Rani has poured the curry 
into the ant-hill and is running back to the house. The moment she 
turns her back to the ant-hill, a King Cobra lifts its hood, hissing, 
out o f the ant-hill. Looks around. It sees Rani and follows her at 
a distance. By the time she has reached the front door o f her house, 
it is behind a nearby tree, watching her.
Rani comes to the front door and freezes. Appanna is waiting for 
her.)

APPANNA: R a n i, w h e re  h a v e  y o u  b een ?

(No answer.)

I said, where have you been? Rani, answer me!

(Moves aside so she can go in. But the moment she steps in,
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Appanna slaps her hard. Rani collapses to the floor. He does not 
look at her again. Just pulls the door shut, locks it from outside and 
goes away. There is not a trace of anger in anything he does. Just 
cold contempt. The dog barks loudly at the King Cobra which 
watches from behind the tree, hissing, excited, restless. Appanna 
goes away. Rani goes to her bedroom. Throws herself down in her 
usual corner, crying.
When it is dark, the Cobra moves toward the house.
The barking becomes louder, more continuous. Rani wakes up, goes 
to the window, curses and shouts. Goes back to bed. The Cobra 
enters the house through the drain in the bathroom.)

STORY: As you know, a cobra can assume any form it likes. That 
night, it entered the house through the bathroom drain and 
took the shape of—

(The Cobra takes the shape o f Appanna. To distinguish this 
Appanna from the real one, we shall call him Naga, meaning a 
‘Cobra’.
Naga searches for Rani in the house. Finds her sleeping in the 
bedroom. He moves nearer her and then gently caresses her. She 
wakes up with a start.)

r a n i :  You—you—

NAGA: Don’t get up.

RANI: But, when did you come? Shall I serve the food?

NAGA (laughs): Food? At midnight?

RANI: Then something else. Perhaps—
(Doesn't know what to say. Stands dazed, leaning against the wall.)

n a g a :  Why don’t you sit? Are you so afraid of me?
(She shakes her head.)

Then sit down.

r a n i :  No.

NAGA: I will go and sit there. Away from you. Will you at least 
sit then?
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(Moves away, sits on the floor at a distance from her.)
Now?

(Rani sits on the edge of the bed. Long silence. She is dozing but 
struggles to keep her eyes open.)

NAGA: You are very beautiful.

r a n i  (startled): Hm? What? Do you—want something?

NAGA: No. I said you are very beautiful. Poor thing!

RANI: Poor thing— ?

NAGA: That a tender bud like you should get such a rotten 
husband.

RANI: I d id n ’t  say  a n y th in g !

NAGA: You didn’t. I am saying it. Did it hurt—the beating this’ 
morning?

RANI: No.

NAGA: Locked up in the house all day... You must be missing 
your parents.

RANI (struggles to hold back a sob): No.

NAGA: They doted on you, didn’t they?
(She suddenly bursts out into a f i t  of weeping.)

NAGA (startled): What is it?
(Rani continues to howl.)

I know, you want to see your parents, don’t you? All right. 
I’ll arrange that.

(She looks at him dumbfounded.)
Truly. Now, smile. Just a bit. Look, I’ll send you to them only 
if you smile now.

(Rani tries to smile. A new outburst o f barking from the dog.) 
Oh! Does this dog carry on like that all night? How long is 
it since you have had a good night’s sleep?

RANI: But—

NAGA (happy to see her react): But what?
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r a n i :  Nothing.

n a g a  (in order to provoke her): Listen to that racket! Have you 
had even one good night’s sleep since coming here?

r a n i :  But—

NAGA: What are you ‘but’ting about? But what?

RANI: But you brought the dog here only this morning! There was 
no problem all these days.

NAGA (trying to cover up): Yes, of course.

r a n i :  Till this morning, once the housework was over, what was 
there to do? I used to sleep through the day and lie awake 
at night. Today this wretched dog has been barking away since 
it was brought here. That’s why I was dozing when you came 
in. I’m sorry—

n a g a  (teasing): Quite right! That won’t do any more. From 
tomorrow I want you to be fresh and bright when I come 
home at night—

RANI (uncertain): At night?

NAGA: Yes. I shall come home every night from now on. May I? 
(Rani laughs shyly. Pause. She is sleepy.)

May I sit by you now? Or will that make you jump out of your 
skin again?

(Rani shakes her head. Naga comes and sits very close to her. When 
she tries to move away, he suddenly grabs her, with frightening 
speed.)

n a g a :  Don’t be afraid. Put your head against my shoulder. 
(She slowly puts her head on his shoulder. He gently puts his arm 
around her.)

NAGA: N o w , don’t be silly. I am not a mongoose or a hawk that 
you should be so afraid of me. Good. Relax. Tell me about 
your parents. What did all of you talk about? Did they pamper 
you? Tell me everything—

(She has fallen asleep against his chest. He slowly unties her hair.
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It is long and thick and covers them both. He picks up her hair in 
his hand, smells it.)

NAGA: What beautiful, long hair! Like dark, black, snake prin­
cesses!

(He lays her down gently. Gets up. Goes to the bathroom, turns into 
his original self and slithers away. Morning. Rani wakes up, and 
looks around. No husband. Comes to the front door. Pushes it. It 
is still locked. Baffled, she washes her face, goes to the kitchen and 
starts cooking.
The dog starts barking. Appanna comes. Pats the dog.)

a p p a n n a :  Hello, friend! No intruders tonight, eh?
(He unlocks the door and steps in. A t the noise o f the door, Rani 
comes out running. She is laughing.)

r a n i :  But when did you go away? I’m ...
(Freezes when she sees the expression of distaste on his face.)
a p p a n n a : Yes?

r a n i :  Oh! Nothing.

APPANNA: Good.
(Goes to the bathroom. Rani stares after him, then returns to the 
kitchen.)

RANI: I must have been dreaming again—
(Appanna bathes, then eats silently as usual and leaves. It grows 
dark. Night. Rani lies in bed, wide awake. A long silence. The Cobra 
comes out of the ant-hill and enters the darkened front yard of her 
house. The dog suddenly begins to bark. Then, sounds o f the dog 
growling and fighting, mixed with the" hiss of a snake. The racket 
ends when the dog gives a long, painful howl and goes silent. Rani 
rushes to the window to see what is happening. It is dark. She cannot 
see anything. When silence is restored, she returns to her bed. 
The Cobra enters the house through the drain and becomes Naga. 
In the bathroom, he washes blood off his cheeks and shoulder and 
goes to Rani’s room. When she hears his step on the stairs, she covers 
her head with the sheet. Naga comes, sees her, smiles, sits on the
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edge o f her bed. Waits. She peeps out, sees him, closes her eyes tight.) 

NAGA: What nonsense is this?
(Without opening her eyes, Rani bites her forefinger. Gives a cry 
of pain.)

What is going on, Rani?

RANI (rubbing her finger): I m u s t  b e  g o in g  m a d .

NAGA: Why?

RANI (to herself): His visit last night— I assumed I must have 
dreamt that. I am certainly not dreaming now. Which means 
I am going mad. Spending the whole day by myself is rotting 
my brain.

n a g a :  It is not a dream. I am not a figment of your imagination 
either. I am here. I am sitting in front of you. Touch me. 
Come on! You won’t? Well, then. Talk to me. No? All right. 
Then I had better go.

r a n i :  Don’t. Please.

NAGA: What is the point of sitting silent like a stone image? 

r a n i :  What do you—want me to say?

NAGA: Anything. Tell me about yourself. About your parents. 
Whatever comes into your head. If you want me to stay, tell 
me why. If you want me to go, say why.

RANI (pouting): What can I say if you behave like this?

NAGA: Like what?

RANI: You talk so nicely at night. But during the day I only have 
to open my mouth and you hiss like a ...s tu p id  snake. 

(Naga laughs.)
It’s all very well for you to laugh. I feel like crying.

NAGA: What should I do then? Stop coming at night? Or during 
the day?

RANI: Who am I to tell you that? It’s your house. Your pleasure.
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n a g a :  No, let’s say, the husband decides on the day visits. And 
the wife decides on the night visits. So I won’t come at night 
if you don’t want me to.

r a n i  {eyes filling up): Why do you tease me like this? I am sick 
of being alone. And then tonight, I was terrified you might 
not come—that what I remembered from last night may 
have been just a dream. I was desperate that you should 
come again tonight. But, what am I to say if you spin riddles 
like this?

NAGA (seriously): I am afraid that is how it is going to be. Like 
that during the day. Like this at night. Don’t ask me why.

RANI: I won’t.

NAGA: Come. You slept like a child in my arms last night. You 
must be sleepy now. Come. Go to sleep.

r a n i  (moves into his arms, suddenly stops): But, what is this?
(Touches his cheek.)

Blood on your cheeks! And your shoulders! That looks like 
tooth-marks. Did you run into a thorn bush or a barbed-wire 
fence on your way here?

NAGA: Don’t worry about it.

RANI: Wait. Let me apply that ointment Mother gave me. Where 
is it? I took it out the other day when I cut my thum b slicing 
onions. Where did I put it? Oh, yes! The mirror-box!

(She rushes to the mirror-box and opens it. Before Naga can move 
away so Rani won’t see his reflection, she looks (it him in the mirror. 
Screams in fright. He moves with lightening speed, pulls her away 
from the mirror and holds her in his arms. She is trembling.)

NAGA: What is it? What is it, Rani?
(He gently shuts the mirror-box and pushes it away. Rani turns and 
looks at where he had been sitting.)
r a n i :  When I looked in the mirror, I saw there—where you were 

sitting—instead of you, I saw a—
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(Mimes a cobra hood with her fingers.)
— sitting there.

n a g a :  What? A cobra?

RANI (silencing him): Shh! Don’t mention it. They say that if you 
mention it by name at night, it comes into the house.

n a g a :  All right. Suppose a cobra does come into this house...

RANI: Don’t! Why are you tempting fate by calling that unm en­
tionable thing by its name?

NAGA: ...w hy shouldn’t it come with love?

RANI: May God bless our house and spare us that calamity. The 
very thought makes me shudder.

NAGA: I am here now. Nothing more to fear.
(They sit on the bed together.)

RANI: Oh no! What am I to do with myself? In all this, I forgot 
to put the ointm ent on your wounds.

(She tries to get up. He forces her down. She gently touches his
wounds. Shivers.)

Your blood is so cold. It’s the way you wander about day and 
night, heedless of wind and rain—

(Stares into his eyes. Suddenly shuts her eyes and clasps him.)

NAGA: What is it now?

RANI (looking up): Since I looked into the mirror, I seem to be 
incapable of thinking of anything else. Father says: ‘If a bird 
so much as looks at a cobra— ’

NAGA: There! Now you said ‘cobra’. Now he is bound to come—
(He mimes a cobra’s hood with his hand.)

RANI: Let it. I don’t feel afraid any more, with you beside me. 
Father says: ‘The cobra simply hooks the bird’s eyes with its 
own sight. The bird stares— and stares—unable to move 
its eyes. It doesn’t feel any fear either. It stands fascinated, 
watching the changing colours in the eyes of the cobra. It
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just stares, its wings half-opened as though it was sculpted in 
the sunlight.’

NAGA: Then the snake strikes and swallows the bird.
(He kisses her. The Flames surround them and dance, and sing.
Naga and Rani join them).

F la m e s :  Come let us dance
through the weaver-bird’s nest 
and light the hanging lamps 
o f glow-worms
through the caverns in the ant-hill 
and set the diamond 
in the cobra’s crown ablaze 
through the blind woman’s dream 
through the deaf-mute’s song 

Come let us flow
down the tresses o f time 
all light and song.
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Rani is sitting in a corner, hiding her face behind her knees, her 
arms wrapped around her legs. Naga is watching her with a smile, 
from  the bed. The Flames are watching them humming the last lines 
o f the song.

FLAMES (sing): Come let us flow
down the tresses of time 
all light and song.

(As the song fades away)

NAGA: What is it now?

RANI: Go away! Don’t talk to me.

n a g a :  But why are you crying?

r a n i :  I said be quiet.
(Pause.)

I didn’t know you were such a bad man. I should have known 
the moment you started using honeyed words.

(Pause.)
Had I known, I would never have agreed to marry you. What 
will Father and Mother say if they come to know?

NAGA: They will say: ‘Good! Our daughter is following nicely in 
our footsteps— ’
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RANI (exploding): Quiet! I warn you, I am your wife and you don’t 
have to answer anyone about me. But I will not have you say 
such things about my parents. They are not like—like— like 
dogs!

NAGA (laughs): What have dogs done to deserve sole credit for it, 
you silly goose? Frogs croaking in pelting rain, tortoises 
singing soundlessly in the dark, foxes, crabs, ants, rattlers, 
sharks, swallows— even the geese! The female begins to smell 
like the wet earth. And stung by her smell, the King Cobra 
starts searching for his Queen. The tiger bellows for his mate. 
When the flame of the forest blossoms into a fountain of red 
and the earth cracks open at the touch of the aerial roots of 
the banyan, it moves in the hollow of the cottonwood, in the 
flow of the estuary, the dark limestone caves from the womb 
of the heavens to the dark nether worlds, within everything 
that sprouts, grows, stretches, creaks and blooms— every­
where, those who come together, cling, fall apart lazily! It is 
there and there and there, everywhere.

RANI: Goodness! Goats have to be sacrificed and buffaloes 
slaughtered to get a word out of you in the mornings. But 
at night—how you talk! Snakes and lizards may do what they 
like, but human beings should have some sense of shame.

NAGA (suddenly looks out): It is almost dawn. I must go.
r a n i :  No! No!

NAGA: Listen! The drongo. And the koel.

RANI: Why don’t those birds choke on their own songs? Who has 
given them the right to mess about with other creatures’ 
nights?

NAGA: I’ll be back again at night.
RANI: Only at night? Not for lunch?
NAGA: Of course. There’s always that. (Pause.) Listen, Rani. I shall 

come home every day twice. At night and of course again at 
mid-day. At night, wait for me here in this room. When I come



ACT TWO 277

and go at night, don’t go out of this room, don’t look out of 
the window—whatever the reason. And don’t ask me why.

r a n i :  No, I won’t. The pig, the whale, the eagle—none of them 
asks why. So I won’t either. But they ask for it again. So I can 
too, can’t I?

(Runs to him and embraces him.
While the above scene is in progress, Kurudawa and Kappanna 
have arrived outside. As usual, he lowers her to the ground and sits 
under the tree. She goes to the door. Stumbles over the dog. 
Surprised, she feels it, makes sure it is dead. Feels the lock on the 
door. Calls out in a whisper.)

KURUDAWA: Kappanna!

KAPPANNA: Yes.

k u r u d a w a :  Come here.

k a p p a n n a :  N o , I w o n ’t.

KURUDAWA: I said come here. This fool doesn’t understand a 
thing. Quick. Something funny is happening here. 

(Reluctantly, Kappanna comes to the door.)
Look here.

KAPPANNA: A dog. And it is dead!

KURUDAWA: It wasn’t here the night before. And the lock is still 
there. I wonder what the silly girl has gone and done. Look 
inside the house. Can you see anything?

k a p p a n n a  (looking): N o!

KURUDAWA: Listen.
(They listen. Naga walks toward the bathroom.)

KAPPANNA: Footsteps.

KURUDAWA: It’s a man.

k a p p a n n a :  Appanna! He is inside. He will be out any minute!

KURUDAWA: He can’t! What about the lock? (Thinks.) And if 
Appanna locked the door from the outside, who is in there
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now? Look, look. See who i t  is.

k a p p a n n a : I c a n ’t  see  a n y th in g  f ro m  h e re .

k u r u d a w a :  Try the window at the back.
(Reluctantly he goes to the backyard. Naga goes to the bathroom, 
turns into a King Cobra and goes out o f the drain, just as Kappanna 
arrives at the spot and sees the Cobra emerge.)

KAPPANNA (screams): Snake! Snake! A cobra!
(Rushes to the front door, picks up Kurudawa and starts to run.)

KURUDAWA: Where?
k a p p a n n a :  In the backyard! Out of the bathroom drain!

k u r u d a w a :  Then why are you running? It isn’t following us, is 
it? It should be gone by now. Let me down! Let me down! 

(Rani hears the commotion, comes running to the front door.)

RANI: Who is it? Kurudawa?

KURUDAWA: Let me down! Yes, it’s me, child.
(Comes back to the door.)

k a p p a n n a :  Don’t go too near, Mother. It may still be there— 

RANI: What is it. Kurudawa? Who was that shouting? 

k u r u d a w a :  I won’t come any closer. I’ll speak from here. 
Kappanna says he saw a cobra there.

RANI: Where?

k u r u d a w a :  Coming out of your bathroom drain.

RANI: Oh my God! I hope he didn’t go to the bathroom— 
(Rushes to the bathroom, calling out to Appanna.)

Listen—listen—
(She is relieved to find it empty. Comes back to the front door.)

KURUDAWA: Who are you calling? Appanna?

RANI: Yes, he left just a few minutes ago. I think he’s gone— thank 
God!

k u r u d a w a :  He must be inside the house. We have been here the 
last half hour. No one has come out.



ACT TWO 279

RANI: He certainly isn’t in the house!
(Pushes the door.)

There! The door is locked from the outside. It wouldn’t be if 
he was in here, would it? Perhaps you didn’t see him come out?

k u r u d a w a :  May be so. Well, my child, have you started your 
married life?

RANI (blushing): Yes, Kurudawa.
(Yawns. )

k u r u d a w a  (laughs): Tired? Poor thing! So you see the power of 
my root? Didn’t I tell you your husband will cling to you once 
he tastes it?

(Rani, embarrassed, tries to laugh.)

KURUDAWA: Well, my work is done. I’ll be off now. Bless you. 
Burn incense in a ladle and stick it into the drain. Keeps the 
reptiles out.

RANI: Please come again.
(Kappanna lifts up Kurudawa. They talk in whispers.)

KAPPANNA: If the steps we heard were Appanna’s, well, he certainly 
hasn’t come out of the house.

KURUDAWA: Of course, he is in there. Once couples start playing 
games, they begin to invent some pretty strange ones. Come 
on. Let’s go.

(They move. Rani thinks for a while, goes into the bedroom.
Kappanna, carrying Kurudawa, suddenly stiffens. Stands frozen,
staring at something in the distance.)

KURUDAWA: Kappanna—Kappanna—
(He does not respond. She hits him on his back in an effort to wake
him up. But he is immobile.)

KURUDAWA (panicky): Kappanna! What is it? Why do you act like 
this? Kappanna—

(He suddenly wakes up.)

KAPPANNA: Eh? Nothing.
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KURUDAWA: What do you mean nothing? Giving me a scare like 
that—

KAPPANNA: You won’t believe me if I tell you. It was her again— 
k u r u d a w a :  Why shouldn’t I believe you if you talked sense? Just 

admit it’s one of the girls from a nearby village, instead of 
making up fancy stories about some— 

k a p p a n n a :  She is not a village girl. Which village girl will dare step 
out at this hour? And I am not making up stories. That day 
she floated out from the haunted well. Just now she stepped 
out of the cemetery. Looked at me. Smiled and waved. 

k u r u d a w a :  Perhaps she is an ogress. Of demon birth. Or 
someone from the netherworld, perhaps. A spirit. Why don’t 
you just say who it is— 

k a p p a n n a :  You won’t let me—
k u r u d a w a :  When you talk like this I feel we are falling apart. 

It’s a fear I have never felt before.
k a p p a n n a :  Mother, just listen—
k u r u d a w a :  Shut up now!
(They exit, arguing. I t gets brighter. It is mid-day. Appanna enters. 
Sees the dead dog.)
APPANNA: What’s wrong with this dog? Why is it asleep in the hot 

sun?
(Whistles. Then comes nearer and inspects.)

It is dead! Dead! I paid fifty rupees for it!
(Rani comes to the front window and looks out.)
APPANNA: Something has bitten it. Perhaps that cobra— from that 

an t-h ill...
{To Rani.) This was no ordinary hound. It cornered a cheetah 

once. It must have sensed the cobra. It must have given a 
fight. Didn’t you hear anything at night?

(She shakes her head. He gets up.)
a p p a n n a :  I’d better go and find an Untouchable to bury the 

carcass.



ACT TWO 281

(Appanna exits. Rani stares after him nonplussed. Touches herself 
on her cheek.)

RANI: But last night... he had blood on his cheeks... and shoulders. 
N ow ...

(Goes to the kitchen. Starts cooking. Appanna comes, bathes, sits 
down to eat. She serves him food. He gets up. Locks the door and 
goes away.
While all this is going on, the Story narrates the following.)

STORY: The death of the dog infuriated Appanna. He next brought 
a mongoose. The mongoose lasted only one day. But it had 
evidently given a tougher fight: its mouth was full of blood. 
There were bits of flesh under its claws. Bits of snakeskin were 
found in its teeth.

Rani fainted when she saw the dead mongoose. That 
night he did not visit her. There was no sign of him the next 
fifteen days. Rani spent her nights crying, wailing, pining for 
him. When he started visiting again, his body was covered 
with wounds which had only partly healed. She applied her 
ointment to the wounds, tended him. But she never questioned 
him about them. It was enough that he had returned. 
Needless to say, when her husband came during the day, there 
were no scars on him.

(Itgets dark on stage. Rani hurriedly lights the lamps in the house.)

RANI: Wait now. Don’t be impatient. It won’t be long ... It will 
open out. Reach out with its fragrance.

(Rushes into her bedroom. Waits tensely. Suddenly jumps up, 
breathes in deeply.)

There it is ... The smell of the blossoming nightqueen! How 
it fills the house before he comes! How it welcomes him! God, 
how it takes me, sets each fibre in me on fire!

(Naga comes, they embrace. They make love. Naga plays with her 
loose hair. She suddenly laughs.)

NAGA: What is it?
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r a n i :  Thank God.
n a g a :  Why?

RANI: All these days I was never sure I didn’t just dream up these 
nightly visits of yours. You don’t know how I have suffered. 
When I saw your scowling face in the morning, I would be 
certain everything was a fantasy and almost want to cry. But 
my real anxiety began as the evening approached. I would 
merely lie here, my eyes shut tight. What is there to see after 
all? The same walls. The same roof. As the afternoon passed, 
my whole being got focused in my ears. The bells of cattle 
returning home— that means it is late afternoon. The ca­
cophony of birds in a far-away tree—it is sunset. The chorus 
of crickets spreading from one grove to another—it is night. 
Now he will come. Suppose he doesn’t tonight? Suppose the 
nightqueen does not blossom? Suppose it’s all a dream? Every 
night the same anxiety. The same cold feeling deep within 
me! Thank God. That’s all past now.

NAGA: Why?

RANI: I have definite evidence to prove I was not fantasizing.

NAGA: What evidence?

RANI: I am pregnant.
(He stares at her, dumbfounded.)

Why are you looking at me like that? There is a baby in my 
womb.

(He stares blankly.)
We are going to have a baby.

(Pause.)
It doesn’t make you happy?
(Anguished.) What am I going to do with you? Laugh? Cry? 
Bang my head against the wall? I can never guess how you’ll 
react. I thought you would dance with joy on hearing the 
news. That you would whirl me around and fondle me. Feel 
my stomach gently and kiss me. All that—
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(Pause.)
Actually, I was also afraid you might not do anything of the 
sort. That’s why I hid the news from you all these months. 
I can’t make any sense of you even when it is just the two 
of us. Now a third life joins us! I didn’t know if that would 
be too much for you. So I was silent.

(Her eyes fill up.)
What I feared has come true. What kept me silent has 
happened. You are not happy about the baby. You are not 
proud that I am going to be a mother. Sometimes you are so 
cold-blooded—you cannot be human.

(Forcibly puts his hand on her belly.)
Just feel! Feel! Our baby is crouching in there, in the darkness, 
listening to the sounds from the world outside— as I do all 
day long.

NAGA (dully): I am glad you hid the news from me all this time. 
Even now, try to keep from speaking about it as long as 
possible. Keep it a secret.

RANI: From whom?

NAGA: From me.

RANI: What are you talking about? I have already told you. How 
can it be a secret again? And how long can it remain a secret? 
Another fifteen days? Three weeks?

NAGA (sadly): I realize it cannot remain a secret for long. That 
is why I said, as long as possible. Please, do as I tell you.

RANI (blankly): Yes, I shall. Don’t ask questions. Do as I tell you. 
Don’t ask questions. Do as I tell you. No. I won’t ask 
questions. I shall do what you tell me. Scowls in the day. 
Embraces at night. The snarl in the morning unrelated to the 
caress at night. But day or night, one motto does not change: 
Don’t ask questions. Do as I tell you.

(He is silent.)
I was a stupid, ignorant girl when you brought me here. But
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now I am a woman, a wife, and I am going to be a mother. 
I am not a parrot. Not a cat or a sparrow. Why don’t you take 
it on trust that I have a mind and explain this charade to me? 
Why do you play these games? Why do you change like a 
chameleon from day to night? Even if I understood a little, 
a tiny bit— I could bear it. But now— sometimes I feel my 
head is going to burst!

(Naga opens his mouth to say something.)

r a n i :  I know. Don’t ask questions. Do as I say.

NAGA (laughs): That is not what I was going to say.

RANI: You don’t want the child, do you? If I had remained barren, 
I could have spent my whole life happily trying to work out 
whether all of this was real or a dream. But this is no dream 
now. Dreams remain in heads. This one has sent roots deep 
down into my womb.

(Suddenly.)
What shall I do? Shall I have an abortion?

(Naga stares, blankly.)
I may find a sharp instrument in the kitchen— a ladle, a knife. 
Or I can ask Kurudawa’s help. No, it’s too late. I t’s five 
months old. Too big to be kept a secret. Forgive me. I know 
it’s my fault. But the secret will be out whatever I do.

NAGA: It’s almost morning. I must go.

RANI (waking up): What?

NAGA: I h a v e  to  go.

RANI (gently): Go.
(She turns away. Naga takes a step to go. They both freeze. The lights
change sharply from night to mid-day. In a flash, Naga becomes
Appanna: Pushes her to the floor and kicks her.)

APPANNA: Aren’t you ashamed to admit it, you harlot? I locked 
you in, and yet you managed to find a lover! Tell me who it 
is. Who did you go to with your sari off?
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RANI: I swear to you I haven’t done anything wrong!

a p p a n n a :  You haven’t? And yet you have a bloated tummy. Just 
pumped air into it, did you? And you think I’ll let you get 
away with that? You shame me in front of the whole village, 
you darken my face, you slut— !

(He beats her. The Cobra watches this through a window and moves 
about, frantic. Neither notices i t . ) '

a p p a n n a :  I swear to you I am not my father’s son, if I don’t abort 
that bastard! Smash it into dust! Right now—

(Drags her into the street. Picks up a huge stone to throw on her. 
The Cobra moves forward, hissing loudly, drawing attention to 
itself. Rani screams.)

RANI: Oh m y  God! A snake! A cobra!
(Appanna throws the stone at the Cobra which instantly withdraws. 
Rani uses this moment to run into the house and lock herself in. 
Appanna runs behind her and bangs on the door.)

a p p a n n a :  Open the door! Open the door, you whore! All right 
then, I ’ll show you. I’ll go to the Village Elders. If they don’t 
throw that child into boiling oil and you along with it, my 
name is not Appanna.

(He exits. She rushes to her bedroom. Lights change to night. She 
is crying on the floor. Naga comes and sits glumly nearby.)

RANI: Why are you humiliating me like this? Why are you 
stripping me naked in front of the whole village? Why don’t 
you kill me instead? I would have killed myself. But there’s 
not even a rope in this house for me to use.

NAGA: Rani, the Village Elders will sit in judgement. You will be 
summoned. That cannot be avoided.

RANI: Look at the way you talk—as if you were referring to 
someone else. After all, you complained to the Elders about 
me. Now you can go and withdraw the complaint. Say my 
wife isn’t a whore.
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NAGA: I’m sorry, but it can't be done. Rani, listen. You do trust 
me, don’t you?

RANI: You ask me that? Isn’t all this a result of trusting you? 
(Suddenly helpless.) Who else is there for me?

NAGA: Then listen to me carefully. When you face the Elders, tell 
them you will prove your innocence. Say you will undertake 
the snake ordeal.

RANI: Snake ordeal? W hat is  that?

n a g a :  You know the ant-hill under the banyan tree. Almost like 
a mountain. A King Cobra lives in it. Say you will put your 
hand into the ant-hill—

RANI (screams): What?

NAGA: Yes. And pull out the King Cobra. And take your oath by 
that Cobra.

RANI: I c a n ’t! I c a n ’t!

NAGA: There is  no other w ay.

RANI: Yes, there is. Give me poison instead. Kill me right here. 
At least I’ll be spared the humiliation. Won’t the cobra bite 
me the moment I touch it? I’ll die like your dog and your 
mongoose.

n a g a : N o , i t  w o n ’t  b i te .  O n ly , y o u  m u s t  te l l  th e  t r u t h .

RANI: What truth?

n a g a :  The truth. Tell the truth while you are holding the cobra.

RANI: What truth? Shall I say my husband forgets his nights by 
next morning? Shall I say my husband brought a dog and a 
mongoose to kill this cobra, and yet suddenly he seems to 
know all about what the cobra will do or not do?

NAGA: Say anything. But you must speak the truth.

r a n i :  And if I lie?

NAGA: It will bite y o u .
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RANI: God!
(And then gently, almost menacingly.)

And suppose what I think is the truth turns out to be false? 
n a g a :  I’m afraid it will have to bite you. What you think is not 

of any consequence. It must be the truth.
(Anguished.)

I can’t help it, Rani. That’s how it has always been. That’s how 
it will always be.

RANI: Oh, God!
NAGA (gets up): All will be well, Rani. Don’t worry. Your husband 

will become your slave tomorrow. You will get all you have 
ever wanted.

(He turns to go.)
RANI: Wait!
(She suddenly runs to him and embraces him.)

Please hold me tight. I’m afraid. Not of the cobra. Nor of 
death! Of you. For you. You say you’ll become my slave 
tomorrow. That we will be together again. Why then does 
your heart hammer so frantically? I had not even noticed it 
until now. And now, why is it fluttering like a bird ambushed 
in a net? Why this welcome to my child?

(He slowly moves her away. Unable to look at him, unable to keep 
quiet, she leans her forehead against the wall.)

The night is almost over. You must go. But I know this is not 
a morning like any before. Tomorrow won’t be a day like any 
other day. I don’t want any tomorrows. Or days after. I want 
this night to last forever. Remain unchanged. I mustn’t let you 
go. I must listen to my heart and hold you back. Take you 
like a baby in my.arms and keep you safe.

(As she talks, Naga moves down the steps, turns into a snake and 
goes away. She suddenly turns to him. He is not there.)

Listen. Please. Wait.
(She rushes out. Runs to the front door. Lifts her hand to open the 
latch. And freezes. )
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But the d o o r...I  had locked it from inside. And it is still 
locked.

(A new thought occurs to her. Almost unconsciously, she runs to the
bathroom. Looks inside, it is empty.)

Where are you? Where are you?
(Sudden commotion. Crowds o f villagers fill the stage from all sides.
The three Elders come and take their positions near the ant-hill.
The stage becomes the village square.)

e l d e r  I: Dear child, we have done our best. But you refuse to 
listen to us. We have no alternative now but to give in to your 
demands.

ELDER II: It brings no credit to the village to have a husband 
publicly question his wife’s chastity. But Appanna here says: 
since the day of our wedding, I have not once touched my 
wife or slept by her side. And yet she is pregnant. He has 
registered the complaint, so we must judge its merits.

e l d e r  ill: The traditional test in our Village Court has been to 
take the oath while holding a red-hot iron in the hand. 
Occasionally, the accused has chosen to plunge the hand in 
boiling oil. But you insist on swearing by the King Cobra. The 
news has spread and, as you can see, attracted large crowds.

ELDER I: This Village Court has turned into a Country Fair. Such 
curiosity is not healthy for the village, nor conducive to 
justice.

ELDER ill: Listen to us even now. If something goes wrong and 
the Cobra bites you, not just your life but the life of the child 
you carry will be in jeopardy. We risk the sin of killing your 
unborn child.

e l d e r  II: To risk visiting such a sin on the whole village and on 
the Village Elders purely for a personal whim of yours is not 
right. Think again. Listen to us. Desist from this stupidity.

ELDER I: We shall be content if you go through the ordeal of the 
red-hot iron.
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RANI: I am young and immature. I know nothing. But I ask 
pardon of the Elders. I must swear by the King Cobra.

(The Elders discuss animatedly among themselves.)

e l d e r  I: All right. If you insist. Come now child. Truth shall 
prevail. Come.

(Rani steps up to the ant-hill. The crowds surge forward. The Cobra 
rears its head out o f the ant-hill. The crowd steps back in terror. 
Even Rani is scared and runs back. The Cobra waits, swaying its 
hood. Rani steps farther and farther back. The Cobra goes back into 
the ant-hill.)

ELDER II: Go on, c h i ld .  Don’t d e la y  now.

RANI: I am scared. Please, if the Cobra bites me, what shall I do?
I am afraid—

(Runs to Appanna.)
Please, please, help me—

APPANNA: You whore!

ELDER ill: Appanna, there is no need to be vituperative. She may 
have erred. But she is a child yet. Even we feel shaken by the 
sight of the King Cobra. So her fright is quite understandable.

ELDER I: If you are afraid, there is no need to go through with 
the ordeal. Accept your guilt. We shall then go on to consider 
the punishment.

RANI: But I have not done anything wrong. I am not guilty of 
anything. What shall I plead guilty to?

e l d e r  II (angry): Listen to me. We have been patient until now 
because of your youth. We have given in to your whims. But 
you have tested us enough. Either confess or accept the 
ordeal.

ELDER III: Remember, child, you have a choice of ordeals even 
now.

RANI (looking at the ant-hill): All right. I shall take my oath, 
holding the red-hot iron.
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(A roar o f disappointment from the crowds. But the Elders are 
delighted.)

APPANNA: This is ridiculous! You can’t allow this harlo t...

e l d e r  I: Heaven be praised. It’s a load off our conscience.

e l d e r  II: We have been saved.

ELDER III: Hurry up now. Heat the iron rod. Quick!
(In all this confusion, Kurudawa enters calling her son.)

KURUDAWA: Kappanna, my son! Where are you? Can you hear 
me?

r a n i :  Kurudawa—

KURUDAWA: Has my son come here? Why is he teasing me like 
this? Kappanna—

RANI: Kurudawa—
(Tries to rush after her but is stopped by Appanna.)

APPANNA: Where do you think you are going?

ELDER I: Do you know that old woman? Don’t you know she has 
gone mad?

e l d e r  II: Her son disappeared a week ago.

ELDER III: We have all told her he is not in the village. But she 
won’t listen. Wanders around day and night calling him.

k u r u d a w a :  Kappanna, son—

RANI (snarling at Appanna): If you don’t let go, I’ll—
(Taken aback by her fury, Appanna lets her go.)

ELDER ill: Let her. The rod isn’t hot yet.

RANI (runs to Kurudawa): Help me, Kurudawa. Help me, please!

k u r u d a w a :  D o  you know where he is? He—

RANI: It’s me. Rani. What shall I do? I don’t know ...

k u r u d a w a :  My Kappanna is  gone. Melted away.

r a n i :  I am innocent, Kurudawa. I haven’t done anything, what 
shall I do?
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KURUDAWA: I woke up. It was midnight. I heard him panting. He 
was not in his bed. He was standing u p ... stiff.. .  like a 
wooden pillar. Suddenly I knew. There was someone else in 
the house. A third person.

r a n i  (mesmerized): Who w a s  it?

KURUDAWA: If only I had eyes! I would have seen her. I would 
have recognized. But what can one do with these pebbles? 
When he tried to tell me I didn’t listen. I was deaf. A 
temptress from beyond? A yaksha woman? Perhaps a snake 
woman? But not a human being. No. What woman would 
come inside our house at that hour? And how? She wasn’t 
even breathing. I shouted: ‘Who are you? What do you want 
from us? Go away!’ Suddenly the door burst open. The 
rushing wind shook the rafters. He slipped from my hands 
and was gone. Never came back.

ELDER I: Rani—

KURUDAWA: Now I wander about calling him. They tell me he is 
not in the village. They think I am mad. I know he is not here. 
I know he won’t come back. But what can I do? How can I 
sit in the house doing nothing? I must do something for him.

ELDER II: Rani—

KURUDAWA: I must go. Look for my son. Can’t waste time like 
this. Kappanna. Son, it’s your Mother. Don’t torment me 
now, ch ild ...

(Goes out. Rani stands staring in her direction. Then turns to the
Story.)

RANI: Why should she suffer like this? Would sight have helped? 
Do desires really reach out from some world beyond right 
into our beds?

(The crowd has become restive. So Rani's remaining questions get
lost in the increasing hubub. We only see her addressing the Story,
who does not answer.)

e l d e r  I: Silence! Silence!
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(The crowd falls silent. Only the last part o f Rani’s dialogue is 
heard.)

RANI (to the Story): Why should I let you push me around? Isn’t 
it better to accept the kiss of the Cobra and the dark silence 
of the ant-hill?

e l d e r  II: Come, child. The iron rod is hot and ready.
r a n i :  No. I’ll opt for the ordeal by the Cobra.
(Goes to the ant-hill, plunges her hand into it and pulls the Cobra 
out.)

ELDER III: Be q u ic k  n o w .

RANI: Since coming to this village, I have held by this hand, only 
tw o...

APPANNA (triumphant): There. She admits it. Two, she says. Two! 
Who are they?

RANI: My h u s b a n d  a n d . . .

APPANNA: And— say  i t ,  w h o  else?

r a n i :  And this Cobra.
(Suddenly words pour out.)

Yes, my husband and this King Cobra. Except for these two, 
I have not touched any one of the male sex. Nor have I 
allowed any other male to touch me. If I lie, let the Cobra 
bite me.

(The Cobra slides up her shoulder and spreads its hood like on 
umbrella over her head. The crowd gasps. The Cobra sways its hood 
gently for a while, then becomes docile and moves over her shoulder 
like a garland. Music fills the skies. The light changes into a soft, 
luminous glow. Rani stares uncomprehending as the Cobra slips back 
into the ant-hill. There are hosannas and cheers from the crowd.)

ELDER I: A miracle! A miracle!

e l d e r  II: She is not a woman. She is a Divine Being!
e l d e r  III: Indeed, a Goddess— !
(They fall at her feet. The crowd surges forward to prostrate itself
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before her. Appanna stands, uncomprehending. The Elders shout, 
‘Palanquin! Music!' They lift her into the palanquin. Then, as an 
afterthought, Appanna is seated next to her. The couple is taken in 
procession to their house.)

ELDER I: Appanna, your wife is not an ordinary woman. She is a 
goddess incarnate. Don’t grieve that you judged her wrongly 
and treated her badly. That is how goddesses reveal them ­
selves to the world. You were the chosen instrument for the 
revelation of her divinity.

e l d e r  II: Spend the rest of your life in her service. You need merit 
in ten past lives to be chosen for such holy duty.

e l d e r  ill: Bless us, Mother. Bless our children.
(All disperse, except Rani and Appanna. Appanna opens the lock 
on the door, throws it away. He goes in and sits, mortified, baffled. 
She comes and stands next to him. Long pause. Suddenly he falls 
at her feet.)

APPANNA: Forgive me. I am a sinner. I was blind.

RANI: Hush, now!
(She gently takes him in her arms. Music starts in the background 
and the words they speak to each other cannot be heard.)

STORY: So Rani got everything she wished for, a devoted husband, 
a happy life. For Appanna’s concubine was present at the trial. 
When she saw Rani’s glory, she felt ashamed of her sinful life 
and volunteered to do menial work in Rani’s house. Thus 
Rani even got a life-long servant to draw water for her house. 
In due course, Rani gave birth to a beautiful child. A son. 
Rani lived happily ever after with her husband, child and 
servant.

(Her last sentence is drowned in the hubub created by the Flames 
as they prepare to leave. ‘That was a nice story!', *Has it dawned 
yet?', 7  don't want to be late', ‘Poor girl!')

MAN (exasperated): These Flames are worse than my audience. 
Can’t they wait till the story is over?
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FLAMES: But isn’t it? ... It will be dawn soon.
MAN: It can’t be. No one will accept this ending.
STORY: But why not?
MAN: Too many loose ends. Take Kappanna’s disappearance, for 

instance.
STORY: Oh, that is Kurudawa’s story. If you are interested in that 

one, you may find her yet, meet her unexpectedly as you met 
me here, in some remote place. Even in the market place 
perhaps. Or someone in the audience may know. Or you can 
invent the missing details. That would be quite in order. I am 
only Rani’s story.

MAN: Even then, the present ending just doesn’t work.
STORY: And why not?
MAN: It’s all right to say Rani lived happily ever after. But what 

about Appanna, her husband? As I see him, he will spend the 
rest of his days in misery.

(Appanna suddenly moves out o f Rani’s embrace. Speaks to
himself.)
a p p a n n a :  What am I to do? Is the whole world against me? Have 

I sinned so much that even Nature should laugh at me? I 
know I haven’t slept with my wife. Let the world say what it 
likes. Let any miracle declare her a goddess. But /  know! What 
sense am I to make of my life if that’s worth nothing?

STORY: Well then, what about her?
(Rani does not speak but responds restlessly to the Story’s following
dialogue. )
STORY: No two men make love alike. And that night of the Village 

Court, when her true husband climbed into bed with her, 
how could she fail to realize it was someone new? Even if she 
hadn’t known earlier? When did the split take place? Every 
night this conundrum must have spread its hood out at her. 
Don’t you think she must have cried out in anguish to know 
the answer?
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MAN: So? The story is not over then?

STORY: When one says, ‘And they lived happily ever after’, all that 
is taken for granted. You sweep such headaches under the 
pillow and then press your head firmly down on them. It is 
something one has to live with, like a husband who snores, 
or a wife who is going bald.

(As the Story speaks, Rani and Appanna come together, smile, 
embrace and are plunged into darkness.)

MAN: But that ending lacks something. (Remembering.) Of 
course, the Cobra!

STORY: Yes, the Cobra. One day the Cobra was sitting in its ant­
hill and it thought of Rani and said: ‘Why should I not go 
and take a look?’

{During the above dialogue, the Cobra enters the house, takes on 
his human form .)

NAG A: Why should I not take a look? I have given her everything. 
Her husband. Her child. Her home. Even her maid. She must 
be happy. But I haven’t seen her. It is night. She will be asleep. 
This is the time to visit her. The familiar road. At the familiar 
hour. (Laughs.) Hard to believe now I was so besotted with 
her.

(Goes into Rani’s bedroom. Rani is sleeping next to her husband, 
her head on his shoulders, her long loose tresses hanging down from  
the edge o f the cot. Her child is by her side. There is a quiet smile 
of contentment on her face. Naga looks at the group and recoils in 
sudden anguish. Covers his face as though he cannot bear to see the 
scene.)

n a g a :  Rani! My queen! The fragrance of my nights! The blossom 
of my dreams! In another man’s arms? In another man’s 
bed? Does she curl around him as passionately every night 
now? And dig her nails into his back? Bite his lips? And 
here I am—a sloughed-off skin on the tip of a thorn. An 
empty sac of snake-skin. No. I can’t bear this. Someone must
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die. Someone has to die. Why shouldn’t I kill her? If I bury 
my teeth into her breast now, she will be mine. Mine for­
ever!

(Moves to her swiftly. But stops.)
No, I can’t. My love has stitched up my lips. Pulled out my 
fangs. Torn out my sac of poison. Withdraw your veils of 
light, Flames. Let my shame float away in the darkness. Don’t 
mock, gecko. Yes, this King Cobra is now no better than a 
grass snake. Yes, that is it. A grass snake. A common reptile. 
That’s what I am and I had forgotten that. I thought I could 
become human. Turn into my own creation. No! Her thighs, 
her bosom, her lips are for one who is forever a man. I shed 
my own skin every season. How could I even hope to retain 
the human form? For me—yes, only her long locks. Dark, jet- 
black snake princesses.

(Smells them.)
They are like me. Reptilian. Cold. Long. They are right for 
me. I shall summon my magical powers for the last time— 
to become the size of her tresses. To become so thin, so small, 
that I can hide in them, play with them, swim away in their 
dark flow.

(Presses her hair to his body.)
Become their size now! Enter her tresses! Make love to them. 
They have no sensation. They will not disturb her dreams. 
But for you, that will suffice.

(A beam of light on him. The rest is plunged into darkness. Long
dark hair appear to descend and cover him. He covers himself with
the hair and dances.
Finally, Naga ties a tress into a noose and places it around his neck.
The stage slowly becomes dark.
Long silence.
Then Kurudawa’s voice is heard in the distance.)

k u r u d a w a ’s v o ic e :  Son! Where are you?
{Lights comes on. Rani, Appanna and child are sleeping.)
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k u r u d a w a ’s  v o ic e :  Kappanna—
(Appanna sits up.)
a p p a n n a :  Yes?

RANI (waking up): What is it?
a p p a n n a :  I thought I heard someone calling me.
k u r u d a w a ’s VOICE: Kappanna! Where are you?
RANI: The poor soul! Kurudawa.
APPANNA: In my sleep, it sounded like my mother calling me— 
RANI: Poor you!
(Tries to sit up. Groans and clutches her hair.)

APPANNA: What is it?
RANI: My head. It feels so heavy. Ahh! Please. Can you give me 

a comb? My head weighs a ton. I must comb my hair.
(He gives her a comb. She tries to comb her hair, but cannot. There 
is something caught up in her tresses.)

(To Appanna.) Could you please help?
a p p a n n a :  Certainly.
(He combs her hair. He has to struggle to get the comb through. A 
dead cobra falls to the ground.)

A cobra! Stay away!
(They look at it from afar)
RANI: Oh! Poor thing, it is dead!
APPANNA (examining the dead snake): You know, it seems to have 

got caught in your hair and strangled itself. Your long hair 
saved us, Rani. The Elders were right. You are no common 
person. You are a goddess.

RANI: We are not important. But our son is the blossom of our 
family. He has been saved. He has been given the gift o f life 
by the Cobra, as by a father.

APPANNA: So?
RANI (almost to herself): A cobra. It has to be ritually cremated. 

Can you grant me a favour?
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APPANNA: Certainly.
RANI: When we cremate this snake, the fire should be lit by our 

son.

APPANNA: As you say.
RANI: And every year on this day, our son should perform  the 

rituals to commemorate its death.
a p p a n n a :  But aren’t you going too far? I mean—that’s done only 

for one’s own father. And 1 am still alive.
RANI: Please don’t say no.

a p p a n n a :  Of course, there is no question of saying no. You are 
the goddess herself incarnate. Any wish of yours will be 
carried out.

(He exits. She sits staring at the snake. Her eyes fill with tears.
Music. She bows down to the dead snake, then picks it up and
presses it to her cheeks. Freezes. The Story o f course is gone.)

FLAMES: Is it really over?...Oh! What a lovely tale! etc.

MAN (looks out): No sign of any light yet!

FLAME 3: Pity it has to end like that.

FLAME 2: These unhappy endings...

FLAME 4: Why can’t things end happily fo r  a change?

MAN: But death! It’s the only inescapable truth, you know.

FLAME 5: Don’t be so pompous!

FLAME 1 (sharply): Then why are you running away from it?

f l a m e  2: If darkness were the only option, we might as well have 
embraced it at home!

MAN: But—that’s how the story is. That’s how it ends. I ’m not 
to blame.

FLAMES: Stop making excuses! You are a playwright, aren’t you? 
The story may be over. But you are still here and still alive!... 
Listen, we don’t have much time le ft... Get on with it, for 
goodness’ sake, etc.
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MAN: All right! All right! Let me try.
(The Flames rush back to their corners and wait expectantly. 
Rani and Appanna are sleeping, with the child next to them. 
Rani suddenly moans and sits up, holding her hair. Appanna wakes 
up.)

APPANNA: What is it?

RANI: My head! It hurts—as though someone were pulling out my 
hair! Ahh! Please. Can you give me a comb? I can’t bear the 
pain.

(He gives her a comb. She tries to comb her hair, but cannot. She 
gives the comb to Appanna.)

Would you please help?

(He takes the comb. Combs her hair. A live snake falls out o f her 
hair and lies writhing on the floor.)

APPANNA: A snake! Stay away! It’s tiny, but it’s a cobra, all right. 
And alive. How did it get into your hair? Thank god for your 
thick tresses. They saved you. Wait. We must kill it.

(Backs away from the snake, then runs out, shutting the bedroom 
door behind him. Searches for a stick in the kitchen.
Rani watches the snake transfixed.)

APPANNA: Isn’t there a stick anywhere here?

RANI (softly, to the Cobra): You? What are you doing here? He’ll 
kill you. Go. Go away. No! Not that way. He’s there. What 
shall we do? What shall we do? Why did you ever come back 
here, stupid? (Suddenly) My hair! Of course, Come, quick. 
Climb into it.

(She lets her hair down to the floor.)
Quick now. Get in. Are you safely in there? Good. Now stay 
there. And lie still. You don’t know how heavy you are. Let 
me get used to you, will you?

(Appanna comes in with a stick.)
It went that way—toward the bathroom.
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(Appanna rushes out of the bedroom, toward the bathroom, looking 
for the snake. Rani pats her hair.)

This hair is the symbol of my wedded bliss. Live in there 
happily, for ever.

(Picks the baby up. Turns to the Man, gives him a thumbs-up sign. 
Walks out triumphant.
It gets brighter. The Flames disappear, one by one.
We are back in the inner sanctum o f the temple. The Man is sitting 
alone. He looks up. Sunlight pours in through the cracks in the 
temple roof. It is morning. The man vigorously stretches himself, 
bows to the audience and goes out.)


