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SUMMARY

This thesis analyses critically theme and character in the
fourteen novels of R.K. Narayan, written between 1935 and
1990, and it assesses their importance in Narayan’s Indian
world view. It evaluates Narayan’s depiction of Indian
middle class society in the comic-ironic mode. His skills as
a narrator who experiments with various narrative techniques
are examined. The thesis traces the development of Narayan’s
fictional town, Malgudi, and illustrates how it reflects
changes on the Indian sub-continent and how they impact on

the Malgudi character.

The themes of parental love, the conflict between orthodoxy
and modernity, academic disillusionment, harmony in family
relationships and Hindu astrology are examined in Swami and
Friends (1935) and The Bachelor of Arts (1946). Narayan'’s
portrayal of orthodox and modern concepts of marriage is
appraised in The Dark Room (1938), The English Teacher (1946)
and The Painter of Signs (1976). This thesis examines the
deterioration of marital harmony and Savitri’s portrayal as
the typical Hindu housewife cast in the Pativrata

tradition in The Dark Room. In The English Teacher this
thesis evaluates Krishnan and Susila’s idyllic marriage and
the couple’s psychic communication when Susila dies. Raman
and Daisy’s proposed Gandharva marriage is reviewed in

The Painter of Signs.

This study assesses Narayan’s treatment of the themes of
religious faith, Hinduism and Gandhian ideology in Waiting

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




Sweets (1967). Raju’s transformation from a jailbird to a
swami is evaluated in The Guide. The dedication of
Gandhists such as Bharati and Sriram in Waiting for the
Mahatma, is reviewed. In A Tiger for Malgudi, Narayan’s
innovative talking tiger, Raja, is examined as well as his
treatment of the concepts of reincarnation and the
transmigration of souls. The deleterious effects of

materialism are highlighted in The Financial Expert in which

Margayya is obsessed with accruing large sums of money.
Srinivas and Sampath’s desire to achieve fame and fortune is

explored in the filming of the Burning of Kama in Mr Sampath,,

This thesis ends with an exploration of the conflict between
orthodoxy and modern lifestyles, and the cyclical nature of

life in The World of Nagaraj (1990).




THE ORGANISATION OF MATERIAL in my thesis follows the
guidelines set out in the UNISA 1992 Department of English

Publication - The Masters Dissertation and Doctoral Thesis:

A Guide to Research and Organisation of Material. The

Bibliographical method as well as the End Notes procedure is
based on the MLA Style Sheet, discussed in the Guide. For

references in the body of the chapter the Harvard Referencing

system is used.

THE FOLLOWING ABBREVIATIONS are used for the titles of

certain Malgudi novels:

1. Swami and Friends ~ Swami

2. The Bachelor of Arts - The Bachelor
3. The English Teacher - The Eng. T.
4, Mr Sampath - The Printer of Malgudi - Mr Sampath
5. The Financial Expert - The Fin. Exp.
6. Waiting for the Mahatma - Waiting

7. The Man-Eater of Malgudi - Man-Eater

8. The Vendor of Sweets - The Vendor
9. The Painter of Signs - The Painter
10. A Tiger for Malgudi - A Tiger

11. Talkative Man - Talk. Man

12. The World of Nagaraj - The World



PREFACE

During the period 1961 to 1990 trade, cultural and academic
boycotts of South Africa effectively resulted in a dearth in
the country of research material on Indian English literature
and literary criticism on this branch of English literature.
Therefore, neglected by both critics and academics in South
Africa, Narayan’s literary works have remained relatively
unexplored. Some primary and many secondary texts of
Indian English literature were unavailable in South Africa.
In order to study R.K. Narayan’s Malgudi novels, it became
necessary to undertake a study tour of India in 1990 to
interview the author, to meet certain critics, to

purchase texts and to gather research material.

I acknowledge with gratitude the assistance I received from
certain individuals in South Africa and in India. I am
indebted to my promoter, Dr Y.G. Reddy, in the Department of
English at the University of Durban-Westville for readily
accepting the task of promoting my thesis, even though he was
on the verge of retirement. I am grateful to him for his
guidance, assistance, his encouragement through difficult
periods and for giving of his time unstintingly, during

retirement, to promote my work.

The highlight of my research tour to India was a visit to
R.K. Narayan in Mysore. (See Appendix.) The author informed
me as to where I could locate various literary critics

whom I wished to interview. He pointed out that Professor
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C. D. Narasimhaiah was based at Dhvanayaloka, also in
Mysore. Narayan told me that I would be able to obtain
important research material relevant to my thesis at

the library at Dhvanayaloka. He promptly arranged for me to
meet Professor Narasimhaiah, before I returned to Bangalore.
My meeting with Narayan inspired me to continue my research

with renewed vigour.

I was honoured to meet the distinguished author and critic,

Professor Narasimhaiah, resident editor of The Literary

Criterion and Director of Dhvanayaloka, the centre for
Commonwealth studies in English. We exchanged views

on Indian Writing in English and spoken English in India. I
am grateful to him for his guidance, and his hospitality on
my return visit to Dhvanayaloka to gather research material.
I am also indebted to Ms Rajeswari, his Secretary, for her

assistance.

In Madras, Professor K.R.S. Iyengar informed me
telephonically that Dr V.P. Rao could be contacted in Delhi.
Equally beneficial to my research project was my meeting with
this scholar and critic, Dr V. Panduranga Rao, also known as
Ranga Rao, senior lecturer in English at the Sri Venkateswara
College in Delhi. I had read his stimulating interviews with
R.K. Narayan and his criticism of the novelist’s works.
During our discussion, Dr Rao focused attention on
contemporary Indian English writers whose works were of
literary merit. He also mentioned additional research

material obtainable at the Sahitya Akademi and referred me to
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the Director of the Akademi, Dr D.S. Rao. I am grateful to
the latter for allowing me the use of research material at
the Akademi, and for the assistance I received from his

library staff.

In Bombay I met Mr Darryl D’ Monte, then Resident Editor of
The Times of India. We discussed the role of newspapers in
promoting spoken and written English in India. He also
informed me that Mr Narayan’s brother, R.K. Laxman, the
famous cartoonist, worked in the same building, which housed
a conglomerate of newspapers and furnished me with a

copy of the article ‘ My Brother Myself’ by Laxman, published

in Sunday Observer of 28 October, 1990. The article provided

fascinating family background material.

I also met Professor M.K. Naik, author and critic, at his
home in Goregoan, Bombay. He is a University Grants
Commission Research Professor at the Department of English,
University of Bombay. It was stimulating to discuss with him
some of his critical works pertinent to my study. He also
referred me to bibliographers of Narayan’s works,
specifically Dr Hilda Sales Pontes, and arranged for us to
meet at her home in Bandra West. I am indebted to Professor

Naik and Dr Sales Pontes for their guidance.

I am deeply indebted to my typist, Ms Vatsela Pillay, for her
industry, and the many sacrifices she has made to complete my
work diligently and timeously. My heartfelt gratitude also

goes to members of my family, especially Daya Naidoo, for her
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painstaking proof-reading, and Sathia and Sinda Naidoo, for
their moral support. I also thank Mr Dawie Malan, Subject
Reference Librarian at UNISA, and Mr R. Fenske, at the
University of Durban-Westville Library, for their

assistance.

My heartfelt gratitude goes to the University of
Durban-Westville and the educational institutions in India,
which afforded me the opportunity to complete this
challenging research project. It is hoped that my work will
help to promote greater academic links between South Africa
and India. India’s contribution to international English
literature, particularly in fiction, has been extensive, and
I cannot but envisage a mutually enriching exchange of ideas

between the two countries.

March 1994.

I, Rajasverrie Naidoo, hereby declare that the views and
opinions expressed in this thesis are my own, and that the

research is the result of my own work.
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INTRODUCTION

Of the many novelists and poets of the twentieth century who
are classified as Indian English writers, such as Mulk Raj
Anand, Raja Rao, Anita Desai and Rabindranath Tagore, R.K.
Narayan is the most prolific. Since his first novel, Swami

and Friends (1935), Narayan has published thirteen more

Malgudi novels. In addition he has published short stories,
retold legends based on the Hindu epics, a diary, a memoir,

travelogues, literary criticism and essays. The latest

Malgudi novel to be published is The World of Nagaraj (1990),
and his latest publication, The Grandmother’s Tale (1993),

comprises three novellas. Swami and Friends served as a

literary springboard for a series of Malgudi novels written

during a period of over forty-five years.

The skills of this indefatigable writer have won for him both
local and international acclaim.® Some of his achievements
are outlined in this Introduction. Narayan received India’s
prestigious literary award, the Sahitya Akademi Award in 1961

for his novel The Guide (1958) 2 In 1964 he received the

Padma Bhushan Award.

In 1965 Narayan received the National Association of
Independent Schools Award (U.S.A.), his first international
award. In 1975 he received the English~-Speaking Union Award
and in 1980 the Royal Society of Literature Benson Medal.
The American Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters

bestowed honorary membership on Narayan in 1982. At the
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ripe age of eighty-three he was invited to lecture for a term

at the University of Texas, Austin.

It is clear that Narayan has achieved much and his works
deserve close scrutiny at doctoral level, especially here

in South Africa where, as I mentioned in my Preface, he has
received almost no critical attention. I have chosen to
focus on his fourteen Malgudi novels because this group

forms a cohesive whole and abounds in a variety of thought-
provoking themes and a diversity of characters. My thesis
will illustrate that these novels often deal with contentious

issues reflecting life in pre- and post-independent India.

My first objective is to analyse critically theme and
character in the Malgudi novels, and to examine their
importance in Narayan’s Indian world view. I shall
evaluate this novelist’s preoccupation with South Indian
middle class society, exemplified in the fictional town of
Malgudi. I demonstrate that Narayan’s primary intention is
to depict Indian life in the comic-ironic mode which

entertains the reader.

In my thesis I identify what appears to be a centrifugal
pattern of themes: childhood, youth, harmony in family
relationships and parental love are portrayed within the
microcosm of the family, whilst other themes which reflect
social concerns, religious and existential issues predominate
in the macrocosm of Malgudi society. I aim to point out

also that although Narayan writes from a non-didactic
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and non-moralistic standpoint he focuses attention on
societal problems such as academic disillusionment,

the conflict between orthodoxy and modernity, the
disruptive influence of the film world, materialism, and

infidelity.

A second aim is to examine Narayan’s creation of the
imaginary world of Malgudi, and to show that he artistically
concretizes his personal experiences of childhood and
adulthood in this little India. I shall examine the comedy
and conflict evident when eastern and western lifestyles are

juxtaposed. I also demonstrate Malgudi’s evolution from a

rudimentary, pastoral town in Swami and Friends (1935), to a

sophisticated, business centre with nightclubs in The World

of Nagaraj (1990).

My third objective is to analyse Narayan’s artistic
development from 1935 to 1993. I aim to evaluate his
comic-ironic style of writing; his skill in portraiture
evident in his motley collection of characters: his comic
detachment and non-judgemental authorial standpoint and
other literary techniques which he employs. I shall show
that the dramatis personae progress from being somewhat

flat and uni-dimensional in the early novels to rounded,
multi-dimensional characters whose complexity keeps pace with

Malgudi’s expansion.

Attention will also focus on Narayan’s skill as a narrator

who is influenced by the harikatha tradition of



story-telling in which stories were narrated by special
story-tellers, and this was often accompanied by dance and
drama. My examination of aspects of narratology in the
Malgudi novels has been guided by the following works: The

Form and Functioning of Narrative, Narratology: Introduction

to the Theory of Narrative, and FLS: Narratology and

Narrative.3 I shall illustrate how Narayan’s technique of
a single, omniscient narrator, used in most of the novels,
changes to multiple narrators, as evidenced in The Guide

(1958) and A Tiger for Malgudi (1983). My thesis will also

highlight how Narayan’s literary skills have stood the test
of time. It is with these objectives in view that I hope to

justify my choice of Narayan’s work for doctoral research.

The fourteen Malgudi novels on which this thesis will

concentrate are: Swami and Friends (1935), The Bachelor of

Arts (1937), The Dark Room (1938), The English Teacher

(1946), Mr Sampath (1949), The Financial Expert (1952),
Waiting for the Mahatma (1955), The Guide (1958), The

Man-Eater of Malgudi (1961), The Vendor of Sweets (1967), The

Painter of Signs (1976), A Tiger for Malgudi (1983),

Talkative Man (1986) and The World of Nagaraj (1990).

The main body of the thesis will feature an intensive
critical appraisal of the main themes and characters in the
Malgudi novels. Generally, I use the eclectic, critical

approach in my textual analyses, and also examine, among
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others, the historical approach used by certain Indian
English critics. Whilst the novels are grouped for
convenience and narratological similarities, they appear, for
the sake of clarity, and as a basis for an analysis of
authorial development, in chronological order of publication.
Brief comparisons will be made, where relevant, to the works
of Narayan’s contemporaries such as Mulk Raj Anand, Raja Rao

and V.S. Naipaul.

What follows in this part of the Introduction is a brief
outline of the salient points in Chapters One to Six of this
thesis. Chapter One analyses theme and character in Swami

and Friends (1935) and The Bachelor of Arts (1937).

Attention will focus on themes such as childhood and youth,
the conflict between orthodoxy and modernity, academic
disillusionment, harmony in family relationships and

Hindu astrology.

Narayan’s portrayal of marriage in The Dark Room (1938), The

English Teacher (1946) and Mr Sampath (1949), will receive
attention in Chapter Two. In The English Teacher, largely
autobiographical, the idyllic marriage of Krishnan and Susila
will be reviewed. Krishnan’s search for harmony, identity
and self-realisation, after Susila’s death, is an existential
concern which will also be examined, along with the
contentious issue of his psychic communication with his

deceased wife. The deterioration and defilement of



marital harmony in The Dark Room will be examined through

the relationship between the despotic husband, Ramani, and
his seemingly docile wife, Savitri. In a similar pattern of
critical analysis the theme of marital infidelity will be
explored as exemplified in the relationship between Sampath
and Shanti Devi, in Mr Sampath (occasionally titled Mr

Sampath - The Printer of Malqudi). The disruptive influence

of the film world and materialism will also be studied in

this novel.

In Chapter Three, an obsession with the amassing of wealth
and the theme of paternal love are highlighted in the aptly

titled novel, The Financial Expert (1952). Waiting

for the Mahatma (1955) reflects the themes of selflessness
and self-abnegation. I shall also examine the mythopoeic
nature of the novel.4 Narayan’s rare treatment of the

theme of politics, exemplified in the characterization of
Sriram, will be critically assessed. This chapter will also

depict the influence which Gandhian ideology had on his

followers.

In Chapter Four, I shall review the illicit relationship
between Raju and Rosie in The Guide. My analysis will
incorporate a study of Raju’s evolution from a fake to an

authentic swami, and certain existential issues.

In Chapter Five the theme of debased, sexual passions and

immorality is highlighted in Mali and Grace’s relationship in

The Vendor of Sweets (1967), and that of Vasu and Rangi
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in the The Man-Eater of Malgqudi (1961); Vasu’s

. . 5 . .
characterization as a rakshasa™ will also be examined.

In discussing The Vendor of Sweets, I shall evaluate the

magnetic spell of Gandhi'’s religious and philosophic
teachings on Jagan. In Chapter Five the theme of population
development and family planning will be analysed in The
Painter of Signs (1976). Traditional and unorthodox concepts
of marriage and the stand adopted by the modern, working

woman, will also be discussed.

In Chapter Six, I shall assess Narayan'’s characterization of

Raja, a tiger, in A Tiger for Malgudi (1983). The themes of

Hinduism and reincarnation, human corruption and man’s
predatory nature will be highlighted. I shall analyse the

tragic undertones in The Talkative Man (1986) and focus on

the themes of marital infidelity, debauchery and deception
which are evident in the character of Dr Rann. The talkative
man’s function as narrator who enthrals the inhabitants of
Malgudi with the story of Dr Rann’s visit to the town, will

be examined in this chapter.

Chapter Six will incorporate a discussion of Narayan’s

final Malgudi novel, The World of Nagarai (1990),6 with its

recurrent theme of the conflict between orthodoxy and
modernity. I examine aspects of Nagaraj’s world and analyse

the conflict between Nagaraj’s traditional lifestyle and that

of his nephew, Tim.
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A part of the Introduction is devoted to an explanation of
the terminology pertinent to Indian English literature, to a
discussion of English education in India, and to the
presentation of a biographical sketch of Narayan, his
literary forebears and some of his contemporaries. I examine
the concept of Indianness7 and the possible sources of the
Malgudi novels. Malgudi, the fictional town itself will also
come under focus. An important feature in the novels, that
is, a pre-determined cycle of existence within which the

characters function, will be examined.8

It is interesting to note that diverse terms are used by
critics and authors to categorise Indian English
literature. There is no chronological, evolutionary
development of such nomenclature. The terms ‘Indo-Anglian’,
‘Indo-English’ and ‘Indian Writing in English’ are commonly
used. At Dhvanyaloka, the centre for Commonwealth studies in
English, Professor Narasimhaiah advised me to use either
‘Indian Writing in English’ or ‘Indian English Literature’ ,
terms which are accepted by the Sahitya Akademi. When I
suggested that he found the terms acceptable because

they implied a global categorisation of such writings, he
concurred. He dislikes the derogatory connotation of the
term ‘Indo-Anglian’ stating that it implies a mixture of
Indian and English languages. The question of an Indian
writing with an Indian sensibility which takes cognisance of

the Indian ethos is part of the discussion on Indianness.
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For the purposes of this thesis, I have selected the term
‘Indian English literature’ because I feel that it indicates
clearly that it is literature written by Indians through the
medium of English. It is also recommended by the Sahitya
Akademi (National Akademi of Letters), in Delhi. I shall

also take cognisance of other terms used by critics.

As education is an important motif in the early Malgudi
novels, I examine very briefly the historical and
socio-political milieu which impacted on English education in
India. A factual outline of the history of English education
in India, based on selected studies, is given in this part of
the Introduction. The critic Lakshmi Holmstrom highlights
the lingua franca in India before English was introduced:
Before the coming of the English, there were two
kinds [of] schools in India: Sanskrit institutions,
attended mainly by Brahmin boys and teaching classical
law, literature and the scriptures, with their Muslim
counterparts which taught Islamic classics in Arabic
and Persian; and schools where non—B5ahmins were
taught in the regional languages....
This system of education underwent drastic changes with the
advent of foreigners on Indian soil. The viability of the
orient as a lucrative trading partner enticed the Portuguese,
Dutch and finally the British to India.° According to the
historian and critic, M.K. Naik, the arrival of the British
in the seventeenth century rejuvenated the waning Indian
spirit, and led to the birth of, inter alia, Indian

English literature (Naik, p. 8).
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Educational reforms under the British were opposed by the
‘Orientalists’ who advocated the continuance of classical
learning, while the ‘Anglicists’, in keeping with progressive
trends, opted for ‘a scientific and liberal education in

. . . 11
English’ (Holmstrom, p. 4). Naik confirms this.

One of the crusaders for an English education was the sage,
educationist and social reformer, Raja Rammohun Roy, who is
regarded as ‘the father of Indian literature in English'.12
As the call for an English education gathered momentum, the
issue was resolved by Macaulay, then President of the
Governor-General’s council, in his ‘famous Minute on
Education of 2 February 1835’, in which he advocated the
teaching of English (Naik, p. 12). Lord William Bentinck,
Governor-General at the time, supported Macaulay’s

recommendations and passed the ‘government resolution of

7 March 1835’ (Naik, pp. 12-13).

In 1857 the three pioneer universities of Calcutta, Bombay
and Madras opened and it was these institutions which were
to nurture the Indian intelligentsia who would initiate
progress in all facets of Indian life, including its

literature (Naik, p. 13).

At present there are fourteen languages and many dialects
spoken by the 843 930 861 inhabitants of India (1991).13
During an interview with V.P. Rao, Narayan stated that some

form of English must be taught to villagers.14
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In discussing the beginnings of Indian English prose,
historians and critics alike are quick to point out that
Indians were already writing in English before Macaulay’s
Minute.15 In Naik’s discussion of early prose he cites
Cavelley Venkata Boriah’s translation, ‘Account of the Jains’
(1803), as ‘perhaps the first published composition in
English of some length by an Indian’ (Naik, p. 113).

However, Rammohun Roy wrote the first original prose piece of
literary merit in 1817, an essay titled ‘A Defence of Hindu
Theism’ (p. 14). Besides his thirty-two original essays in
English on various subjects, he wrote several other pieces of

historic and literary significance (pp. 15-17).

K.5. Ramamurti is another critic who highlights Rammohun
Roy’s achievements, and also acknowledges the role played by
Indian journalists in promoting English prose. He asserts

that:

...Indian prose in English owed its development in
this country very much to the pioneers of Indian
journalism. Newspapers like The Hindu, The Statesman
and The Times of India, not only built up excellent
standards in English writing but also cultivated a
public taste for good English by1ﬂmigopu1arity they
enjoyed among the educated classes.

Newspapers such as The Times of India, The Sunday Observer,

The Hindu and others continue to play a significant role in

promoting the English language and literature.

The first novel to be published in India, written in 1854, in

Bengali, was Alaler Gharer Dulal by Pyari Chand Mitra. It

was the forerunner to novels in several other Indian
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The first Indian to write an English novel is Bankim Chandra,
‘who established the novel as a major literary form in India’
with his Raimohan’s Wife which was serialised in the Indian

Field in 1864 (Ramamurti, pp. 38-39). In Ramamurti’s opinion

this novel and Lal Behari Day’s Govinda Samanta were ‘the

first real Indian novels’, in terms of the critic’s
expectations of a good novel (p. 38):

Again, if a serious concern for the business of

everyday life, and for action issuing from character,

an interest in man’s struggle to break away from the

tyranny of an existing social order, and a

corresponding interest in the growth of character

presented in terms of an interaction with the

environment are what one expects in a good novel,

one will have to consider Bankim’s Rajamohan’s

Wife and Lal Behari Day’s Govinda Samanta
as the first real Indian novels.
(Ramamurti, pp. 37-38.)

Ramamurti’s views will be examined critically later in the
thesis when the Malgudi novels are analysed. Professor
William Walsh notes that besides Bankim Chandra, other Indian
writers such as the poets Henry Derozio (1809-31),
Kashiprosad Ghose (1809-73), Michael Madhusudan Dutt
(1827-73), and the sisters, Aru and Toru Dutt, were pioneer
Indian English writers.17 Toru Dutt translated French
verse into English, wrote a French novel (1879), and an
unfinished English novel, Bianca (1878) (Walsh, p. 2).
Another prominent English prose writer of the latter half of

the nineteenth century is the sage, Swami Vivekananda

(1862-1902) (Walsh, p. 3).
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Later Indian English writers whose works are held in high
esteem are the Bengali poet, Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941),
and the scholar Aurobindo Ghose (1872-1950) (Walsh, p. 4).
Walsh describes the poet Sarojini Naidu as ‘a gifted woman
who, when her literary talent burnt out, became a formidable
figure in national politics’ (Walsh, p. 5). He makes a
significant observation in respect of certain
twentieth-century writers:

But it was not till the 1930’s that a number of

novelists began to write in English - genuine

novelists , that is, for whom fiction is an end in

itself and not a means for communicating other kinds

of truth.

(Walsh, p. 6.)

V.P. Rao also refers to writers of the 1930’s in his article
titled ‘*Arrival in Malgudi’, in which he discusses the
English literary works of K.S. Venkataramani, B.R. Rajam
Iyer and A. Madhaviah, who had already published significant

works before Narayan’s Swami and Friends (1935).18

According to Rao:

In the early Thirties, as Narayan worked on his first
novel, the literary scene of South India was 1it up by
its brightest star, a novelist in English, K.S.
Venkataramani, who had already published a hovel,
"Murugan the Tiller", and other books, and his second
novel-in-progress "Kandan the Patriot" was serialised
in a Madras newspaper edited by a fiery patriot. The
eventual publication of the novel in book form was the
talk of the day.

(Rao, p. 94.)

Rao adds also: ‘The earliest among Narayan’s precursors
is B.R. Rajam Iyer who is credited with writing the first

novel in English in South India, the unfinished True
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Greatness of Vasudeva Sastri’(Rao, p. 95).

It is evident that the Indian English novel had begun to find
its niche in early twentieth-century writings. However, scant
attention was paid to the early writers, while other
‘Commonwealth writers’ received increasing notice (Walsh, p.
6), but Walsh singles out Mulk Raj Anand, Raja Rao and R.K.
Narayan for their praiseworthy publications (Walsh, p. 6).
This thesis will focus on Narayan’s Malgudi novels because,
like Anthony Spaeth, I believe that ‘Malgudi has become a
kind of ancestral village for the whole literate world, a
timeless and quintessentially Indian place painstakingly
built from memory, philosophy and Narayan’s unique wit’

(Spaeth, p. 52).

Rasipuram Krishnaswami Narayanswami was born on 10 October
1906, in Madras, of a middle class Brahmin family. Narayan

explains his lineage in an interview with Ved Metha:

We are Tamilians, from the province of Madras. And our
family’s ascent from a village to Madras, the capital
city, took many generations. I have no sense of
history, but I know that my initial "R" stands for
Rasipuram,ighe village which must have housed my

ancestors.
Narayan’s middle name was acquired from his father
Krishnaswami Iyer, who left Madras and settled in Mysore. The
hames were abbreviated to R.K. Narayan on Graham Greene’s

suggestion in 1935.20
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Insights into Narayan’s personal and professional life are
provided by his own autobiographical writing, My Dateless

21 .
Diary: An American Journey (1964) and My Days: A Memoilr

(1973),22 as well as by various other critics and

journalists who have interviewed him. His memoir reveals that
the greater part of his infancy and childhood was spent in
Madras with his maternal grandmother and an uncle, who had a
profound effect on his upbringing.23 He maintained close
family ties at all times, and strong family influences shaped
his adult life and permeated his writings (My Days, pp.

25-40).

Narayan describes his father as having had ‘a commanding
personality .... a stentorian voice, a sharp nose, and a
lionlike posture’, a description which is supported by R.K.
Laxman, Narayan’s brother, the cartoonist who, for over
fifty years, has provided the illustrations for the Malgudi
novels and other literary works24 (My Days, p. 32). Pamela
Philipose highlights the unique relationship between the
brothers in her article titled My Brother, Myself’, and

quotes Laxman’s comments made during her interview with him

in 1990:

Mother was a lively influence on all of us. She was a
chess and bridge champion .... Father was like a Roman
senator, aloof, club-going, tennis playing .... We
were very respectful to our father. With mother it was
grea? fun,.... There was one other person who had a
Speclial niche in Narayan’s life. She was the
grandmother he stayed with, when he was a boy in
Madras. It’s perhaps she who inspired that sweet old
grandmother, in Swami and Friends.

(Philipose, p. 1.)
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Although Narayan remained in awe of his father throughout his
life, he emulated him in certain respects. Like his father he
read English literature avidly, poring over works by Sir
Wwalter Scott, Charles Dickens, Rider Haggard, Marie Corelli,
Moliére, Pope, Marlowe, Tolstoy, Thomas Hardy -‘an
indiscriminate jumble; [he] read everything with the utmost
enjoyment’ in the well-stocked library at Maharaja’s College
in Mysore, where his father was Headmaster (My Days, pp. 33,

58-59).

Narayan recalls his poor performance as a scholar, his
dislike of examinations and the military-like discipline
exercised by the Lutheran Mission and other schools in
Madras. These experiences were to be concretized later in
Swami and Friends. After his school career in Madras, he
joined his father at Maharaja’s College. He failed in English
in the University Entrance examination because of his
aversion to studying for examinations (My Days, p. 53). Yet
he was to become India’s foremost English author of the
twentieth-century, writing for almost sixty years. Whilst
waiting to repeat his examination, he spent a year reading
fiction and international literary magazines which

acquainted him with contemporary critics and fiction writers

(My Days,pp. 59-62).

These experiences inspired him to attempt writing himself.
One of his first literary efforts was a ten-page piece of
poetic prose, inspired by his father’s sorrow on losing a

close friend (My Days, p. 62). His next creation ‘Divine
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Music’, was followed by two pieces on the stars.25

However, Narayan thinks that his efforts as a fledgling
writer are not laudable (My Days, p. 64), but they hinted at
a literary career which Narayan hoped to turn into a
livelihood. He was optimistic that London critics would
instantly recognise his merit and when he received rejection
slips, he was crestfallen (My Days, p. 66). Nonetheless,

he continued to seek publication abroad.

After obtaining his B.A. degree in 1930, he thought briefly
about studying for the M.A. degree in literature and becoming
a college lecturer. However, a friend dissuaded him from
doing so, ‘arguing that this would be a sure way to lose

interest in literature’ (My Days, p. 72).

After trying unsuccessfully to obtain employment at the
railways and at a bank to supplement his father’s small
pension, he went to live with his grandmother in Bangalore.
When he was about to begin his first Malgudi novel, his
grandmother consulted the Hindu almanac, and on an auspicious

day he started writing Swami and Friends (My Days, pp.

76-=77). During this period, his father secured him a post as
a teacher in Chennapatna, but after two spells he decided he
had had enough. On the first occasion he took leave of
absence when he received an official warning from the
headmaster for dismissing a class early. On the second
occasion he realized that he disliked teaching drill lessons

and decided to leave (My Days, (pp. 77-86). He returned to

Mysore in the firm belief that writing was his vocation,
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although family and friends felt that he would not be able to

earn a living this way (My Days, pp. 87-89).

Whilst on a visit to his sister in Coimbatore, Narayan

met Rajam and they married soon afterwards although their
horoscopes were incompatible, according to Hindu astrology.
(My Days, pp. 103-105, 107). The novelist drew on his real

life experiences with Rajam to write The Bachelor of Arts

and The English Teacher.

Narayan continued to write short stories and worked as a
free-lance journalist for the Madras newspaper, The Justice
(My Days, p. 108). His early years as a writer were
characterized by financial and publication problems as he
tried in vain to gain recognition abroad. However, Graham
Greene came to his assistance and Swami_and Friends was
published in October 1935 by Hamish Hamilton of London.
Though some reviews were favourable, sales were poor, making

Hamilton reject his option to publish the second Malgudi

novel, The Bachelor of Arts. Once again Graham Greene came to
Narayan’s assistance and Nelson published the novel in 1937

(My Days, p. 113).

The English author became Narayan’s mentor and close friend
until his death in April 1991, at the age of eighty—six.26
Narasimhan Ram pays tribute to Greene and honours the

friendship between the two writers in his article for

the Review Guardian, in which he introduces unpublished

extracts from Greene’s one hundred letters to Narayan,
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written between 1935 and 1990 (Ram, p. 21). Narayan turned
down a request from Ian Mayes of the Guardian to write a
tribute to his friend, stating: ‘How can I write about Graham
now? We have known each other for so long and our friendship

. . 27
is so private....’

Narayan spent a year abroad before returning to Mysore in
1990. Ratna Rao Shekar, the journalist, salutes the

return of ‘The Muse of Malgudi’, and pays a fine tribute to

28

him in her article. She comments on the long-standing

friendship between Greene and Narayan, and adds that both
writers ought to have been honoured with the Nobel prize for

literature.29

Narayan’s third novel, The Dark Room, ‘an early testament of
3

the "Women’s Lib" movement’ was published in 1938. 0 When
Rajam died of typhoid in June 1939, after barely six years of
marriage, his grief temporarily prevented him from writing.
This tragic event led him to experiment with psychic
communication with the dead, although he had been generally
sceptical of spiritualism. Through a medium named Rao, he
communicated psychically with Rajam, and was reassured of her
well-being. This spiritual communion became a regular part of
his daily routine, restored his equilibrium and heightened
his perception of existential issues (My Days, pp. 131-146).
His attitude towards death today reinforces his image as ‘a

gquiet Hindu’:

I doq't believe that death really is death ... It is a
continuation of personality in a different medium.
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What we lose is the physical structure, but there is
something else that keeps the physical_structu?:'e
moving and thinking and acting. It’s 1}11(6 casting off
your old clothes and getting new ones.

Narayan’s career as a novelist received a temporary

setback during the Second World War. His articles for the

Hindu decreased because he felt disinclined to write about

war and politics. Narayan and a printer friend, Mr Sampath,

started to publish a literary journal, Indian Thought, but it

was a short-lived venture because of a lack of funds.
Nonetheless, the experience provided material for another
Malgudi novel, Mr Sampath - The Printer of Malgudi (1949) (My
Days, pp. 148-157). When his daughter, Hema, married
Chandran in 1956, Narayan accepted a Rockefeller Travel
Grant and travelled through the U.S.A. from October of that
year. For the first time, at the age of fifty, he left India.
He travelled for almost nine months, meeting people from all
walks of 1ife>? and wrote The Guide during a three-month

stay in Berkeley, California (My Days, p. 164). Narayan

encapsulates his reactions to the American ethos in My

Dateless Diary (1964).

One notes the tribute paid to Narayan by a publisher at a
party in New York to celebrate the publication of the
‘American edition of Mr Sampath. He said that ‘William
Faulkner, Hemingway, and Narayan are the world’s three great
living writers’ (Diary, p. 164). In 1989, Narayan returned
to America to re-live part of his experiences, this time as

visiting lecturer for a semester at the University of Texas,



_21_

Austin. He records this visit with his usual sparkling wit
and humour in his article ‘Round trip from Malgudi’, written

. . 33
in 1990 for the Review Guardian. Narayan’s latest

publication at the age of eighty-eight, The Grandmother’s
Tale (1993), which comprises three novellas, probably marks
the end of an illustrious literary career spanning the

greater part of the twentieth-century.

Various critics of Indian English literature have rightly
commented on the concept of Indianness which characterizes
theme and character in Narayan’s Malgudi novels. However, it
is ¢.D. Narasimhaiah who, in my opinion, has been most
convincing in his exposition of Indianness. This is what he

has to say in The Swan and the Fagle (1986):

Indian Writing in English is to me primarily part of
the literature of India, in the same way as the
literatures written in various regional languages are
or ought to be. It can present the 1life of a village
like Bulashah or Kanthapura, a small town like Malgudi
or Kedaram, or sweep through continents and eternity
itself; and so long as the operative sensibility of

the writer %§4essentially Indian it will be Indian
literature.

As this thesis will reveal, the ‘operative sensibility’ in
Narayan’s novels is Indian. An evaluation of the Malgudi
novels will indicate the novelist’s skill in portraying

Indian culture, tradition, religion, myth and philosophy in

society.

Undoubtedly, the most important evidence of Indianness in



Narayan’s novels is the fictional town of Malgudi, a little
India within which his characters function. Although the
town of Malgudi is fictional, it reflects life in a real
South Indian town, and its early provincial setting is
enchanting. South Indian life is depicted with its foibles
as well as its charm. At the same time it will be observed
that Narayan endows his characters with universal traits,
allowing both Indian and foreign narratees to acknowledge

them.

Malgudi is unrivalled as a setting in Indian English
literature. No other Indian English writer has created a
fictional world in his/her prose and continued to use it as
Narayan does in his novels. Ratna Rao Shekar states that
‘it was Narayan who started it all, the applause and the
appreciation for the Indian world view’.35 However, Shekar
could have expanded what precisely was meant by the ‘Indian
world view’. My study of the Malgudi novels indicates that
although Narayan’s Indian world view encapsulates middle
class Hindu life in South India, the traits with which he
endows his characters and his themes are universal, as I
shall show in due course. Malgudi is inhabited generally by
affable characters whose idiosyncrasies provide much of

the comedy in the novels.

Whilst most Malgudians enjoy certain material comforts, free
from the disadvantages of poverty and illiteracy, some are
often at war with themselves and society, pursuing illusory

goals, and rebelling against traditional Hindu practices.
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Narayan highlights the comedy and conflict which are implicit
when they vacillate between Hindu orthodoxy and modernity,
searching for their niche in life. In Narayan’s Indian world
view there are no conventional heroes. The protagonists in
the Malgudi novels are anti-heroes who are often thwarted in
their efforts to attain their goals in life. They lead
ordinary lives and do not commit heroic deeds, or reach great
heights in their vocations. Some of the protagonists may be
described as tragi-comic figures. They have certain flaws
and eccentricities that predispose them to catastrophe. Such
aspects of Narayan’s Indian world view will be examined in

some detail.

S5.C. Sanyal elaborates on this subject in his discourse on
Indianness: ‘A world view is required to make literature
meaningful in terms of shared human experience.’36 He
emphasises myth and important themes such as ‘traditional
Indian asceticism’ and ‘the Gandhian struggle for
independence and nationalism’, which are used by Indian

English novelists, as integral parts of the Indian world view

(Sanyal, pp. xv-xvi).

As Malgudi is the vehicle which Narayan uses to convey his
Indian world view to the world at large, this thesis will
examine Malgudi’s features, and compare Narayan’s diminutive
India with the world envisaged by critics like Sanyal. Other
salient features of this fantasy world of Malgudi, such as
its origin, its distinctive infrastructure, and its

provincial setting, akin to Thomas Hardy’s Wessex, will be
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discussed in the textual analyses.

When one traces the sources of the novels, one realizes that
the novels often incorporate biographical details reflecting
Narayan’s experiences in the South Indian cities and towns of
Madras, Chennapatna, Bangalore and Mysore. This influenced
his creation of his fictional town, Malgudi. The daily
occurrences there provided Narayan with a reservoir of ideas

which he channelled into his novels.

I have not located any literary works which serve
specifically as source material for the plots, themes and
characters of the Malgudi novels. Neither does the novelist
himself speak of any sources. Occasionally, Narayan uses
characters and plots from Hindu mythology and religion in a
modern setting, making the myth timeless. It is evident,
too, that Narayan’s reading of the works of Chaucer,
Shakespeare and Dickens influenced his literary style and
techniques. It is probable that his study of their
literature sharpened his skills in portraiture and

narration. O.P. Saxena discusses the sources of the Malgudi

novels:

There is no person, writing or agency from which
information can be obtained except from R.K. Narayan’s
writings themselves or from the men, women and
children and institutions of Madras, Mysore, Bangalore
etc. It is they that provide the source of the acts,
movements and effects of the novels .... Some men,
therefore, must have been %%s ‘models’. His ‘models’
can be called his ‘sources’.

In his discussion of these ‘models’, Saxena first explores
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Malgudi’s origin and then goes on to discuss Narayan’s wife,
Rajam, his maternal uncle and his printer, Mr Sampath, as
role-models for some of his characters in the novels (Saxena,
pp. 260~-264). Saxena omits to mention Swami’s grandmother
who had a profound influence on his life, and whom Narayan

immortalised as the loving grandmother in Swami and Friends

and in The Grandmother’s Tale (1993). The extent to which

these role-models and real life events influenced the content
of the Malgudi novels will be examined in my analysis of the

novels.

A noteworthy feature of the novels is a pre-determined cycle
of existence to which the characters subscribe. Certain
critics affirm the presence of a pattern, plan or cycle
discernible in the structure of the novels. V. Panduranga
Rao speaks of a ‘basic plan’ or ‘cycle of experience [which]
is the basic pattern of behaviour of the Narayan hero’.38
Although Narayan himself does not acknowledge the existence
of a ‘basic plan’ to which his Malgudi novels subscribe, my
examination of the novels in this thesis will indicate the
presence of such a pattern, particularly in the early works.
I shall also appraise other views on the cyclical pattern and

test their validity in my study.
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END NOTES

The word ‘local’ refers to ‘Indian’, which in this
thesis will refer specifically to a native or
inhabitant of India, unless otherwise stated. South
African Indians will be referred to as such.

Information given in this part of the Introduqtion in
respect of Narayan’s awards and achievements is taken
from ‘Narayan’, Contemporary Novelists, p. 633.

Gerald Prince, ‘Narrating’, ‘Narrated’, ‘Narrative
Grammar’, The Form and Functioning of Narrative, pp.
1-60, pp. 60-74, pp. 105-163.

Mieke Bal, Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of
Narrative, pp. 69-85.

Gerald Prince, ‘On Narratology (Past, Present,
Future)’, FLS Narratology and Narrative, Vol. XVII
(1990), eds A Maynor Hardee, Freeman G. Henry, 1-55.
See Bibliography for details of other works consulted
on narratology.

V. Panduranga Rao, ‘The Art of R. K. Narayan’, The
Journal of Commonwealth Literature, Vol. V (July,
1968), 35.

M.K. Naik, ‘Theme and Form in R. K. Narayan’s
The Man-Eater of Malgudi’ , Dimensions of
Indian English Literature, p. 142.

In Anthony Spaeth’s overview of Narayan’s literary
career, spanning the period 1930 to 1992 he highlights
the author’s achievements and states that at present
Narayan enjoys " Not writing". He concludes: ‘So
Malgudi is unlikely to get any major additions in the
future’, ‘Passages from India’, Time (24 August,
1992), 53. However, as recently as 1993 The
Grandmother’s Tale was published.

Various critics speak of Indianness in Indian English
literature: S.C. Sanyal, Indianness in Maior
Indo-Anglian Novels; C.D. Narasimhaiah, Introduction,

The Swan and the Eagle; Kishori Charan Das,
‘Indianness: Some Studies in the Absurd’, The Rise of

the Indian Novel. This concept does not refer to
accent. The vocabulary used in both the spoken and
written language of academics and the intelligentsia
is, in the main, standard English.

ger?ain critics of R.K. Narayan’s Malgudi novels
indicate the presence of a pattern, plan or cycle in
the structure of the novels: Dr V. Panduranga Rao,
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‘The Art of R. K. Narayan’, The Journal of

Commonwealth Literature, Vol. V (July, 1968); Sanyal,

‘Preamble’, Indianness in Major Indo-Anglian Novels.
This cycle will be discussed when the novels are
reviewed.

Lakshmi Holmstrom, ‘The English Language in India’,
The Novels of R. K. Narayah, pp. 1-2.

M.K. Naik, ‘The Pagoda Tree: From the Beginnings to
1857’ , A History of Indian English Literature, p. 7.

Ibid., pp. 7-13.

Haydn Moore Williams, ‘Indian Literature in English:
Colonial and Post-Colonial: Social Change and Indian
Inwardness’, Galaxy of Indian Writings in English,
p.- 1. Naik also praises Rammohun Roy’s efforts: ‘The
cause of English education found its ablest Indian
champion in Raja Rammohun Roy’, A History of Indian
English Literature, p. 11.

1991 Census figures quoted by Tim Mcgirk, ‘India set
to become the most populous nation’, The Daily News,
March 27, 1991, p. 20.

V.P. Rao, ‘Tea With R. K. Narayan’, The Journal of
Commonwealth Literature, Vol. VI, No. I (June, 1971),
82.

Naik, A History of Indian English Literature, p. 13.
See also William Walsh’s comments in ‘India’,
Commonwealth Literature, p. 1.

K.S. Ramamurti, ‘The Indian Novel in English - Its
Genesis’, Rise of the Indian Novel in English, p. 30.
Like other historians quoted, Ramamurti also
discusses Rammohun Roy’s role as social reformer,
especially of Hindu orthodoxy, pp. 29-35.

William Walsh, ‘India’, Commonwealth Literature, p. 2.
Walsh notes that ‘the special ease and intimacy in
English’ enjoyed by Indian prose writers of this
period was rare in poetry, p. 2.

V.P. Rao, ‘Arrival in Malgudi’, Frontline, (February
17- March 2, 1990), 94-95.

Ved Mehta quotes Narayan, ‘Profiles: The Train had
Just arrived at Malgudi Station’, The New Yorker,
September 15, 1962, p. 52.

Naras%mhan Ram, ‘Messages from Greeneland’, Review
Guardian, Thursday, April 11, 1991, p. 21. Ram



21.

22.

23.

24,

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

28-

quotes an extract from Greene’s letter to Narayan:
‘Have you any objection to the Swami being left out
and your being styled R. K. Narayan?

It’s a silly thing to have to say, but in this country
a name which is difficult for the old ladies in
libraries to remember materially affects a book’s
sales’, p. 21.

Narayan, My Dateless Diary: An American Journey,
1964. In his March 1988 ‘Foreword’ to his book,
Narayan explains that at the invitation of the
Rockefeller Foundation, he travelled fairly
extensively in the States and recorded his travels in
a ‘day-to-day journal’. He states that the Diary
written in 1958, ‘is not a well-researched historical
study of America and its inhabitants, merely a record
of first impressions of people and places .... a
subjective minor history of a country that I love’.

Narayan, My Days: A Memoir (1973). In anecdotal form
and with flashbacks to his infancy, youth and early
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life.
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My Days, pp. 63-64. In retrospect Narayan criticises
his earliest writings as being ‘totally
unclassifiable - neither poetry, nor prose, nor
fiction .... 0dd combination of moods and methods’, p.
64.

Narasimhan Ram, ‘A Friend in Malgudi’, Review
Guardian, Thursday, April 11, 1991, p. 21.
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Ratna Rao Shekar, ‘The Muse of Malgudi’, Sunday
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Guardian, Thursday, August 9, 1990.
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CHAPTER ONE
INNOCENCE AND ILLUSION:
SWAMI AND FRIENDS AND THE BACHELOR OF ARTS.
In Chapter One I aim to show the experimental nature of R.

K. Narayan’s first Malgudi novel, Swami and Friends (1935),

and shall illustrate how, in his second novel, The Bachelor

of Arts (1937), he develops his literary skills to create a
novel which is decidedly superior to its precursor. My

critical examination of Swami and Friends will reveal that

Narayan emphasises character rather than plot, and
his dramatis personae are with the exception of Swami,
fairly flat characters depicted in simplistic terms.
However, the novel does show the origins of Narayan’s

distinctive style of narrative and portraiture.

My evaluation of The Bachelor of Arts will reveal that the

novel has a clearly-defined plot and a chief protagonist
whose multi-dimensional character enhances the novel’s
appeal. In both novels Narayan concentrates on
family-centred themes such as childhood and youth, and
explores certain social concerns in a detached, comic-ironic
manner. These novels are part of an autobiographical trilogy

comprising: Swami and Friends, The Bachelor of Arts and The

English Teacher. I adopt an eclectic approach in my critical
analysis and take cognisance of critics who adopt other
approaches, which are historical, sociological or
psychological. Theme and character will be examined

concurrently as integral components of the novels. The
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main focus of my argument in Chapter One will be that theme
and character reflect primarily the innocence and illusion
which characterize man’s first asrama, and form an

important part of Narayan’s Indian world view.

In my examination of theme and character in R.K. Narayan’s
Malgudi novels, the following remarks by D.H. Lawrence will

be pertinent:

I am a man, and alive. I am man alive, and as long as
I can, I intend to go on being man alive. For this
reason I am a novelist. And being a novelist, I
consider myself superior to the saint, the scientist,
the philosopher, and the poet, who are all great
masters of different bits of man alive, but never get
the whole hog.

The novel is the one bright book of life. Books are
not life. They are only tremulations on the ether.
But the novel as a tremulation can make the whole man
alive tremble. Which is more than poetry, phi]losophy,
science, or any other book-tremulation can do.
Lawrence’s gestalt approach to his role as a novelist,
his affirmation of life and the importance of the novel in
life can also apply to Narayan. Although Narayan does not
compare his work as a novelist with the vocation of others,
his Malgudi novels capture successfully the salient aspects
of daily Indian life. Whilst Lawrence’s works are
Euro-centric, Narayan’s are distinctly Indian. Although
vastly different in their modus operandi and moral and

philosophical attitudes to 1ife,2 each values the novel as

a means of communication with himself and with the world at

large.

In developing his narrative skills, Narayan was influenced
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partly by two important factors: the traditional Indian
concept of story-telling and the narrative techniques of

western novels. Lakshmi Holmstrom provides an elucidation of
the former:

The traditions of story-telling included commented
recitations of classical texts and, in the south, the
dance-drama and the harikatha - the exposition of

a myth with sermons and music. All these stories
presented the traditional, idealized view of timeless
Hindu society.

It must be noted, though, that Narayan did not follow these
narrative patterns slavishly. As this thesis will reveal, he
developed a unique narrative style within the comic mode. The

first Malgudi novel reveals how Narayan experiments with the

narrative technique. Swami and Friends may be viewed as a
narrative if one considers Gerald Prince’s assertion that
‘narrative, indeed universal and infinitely varied, may be
defined as the representation of real or fictive events and
situations in a time sequence’ .4 Yet its merit as a novel

is limited: Narayan uses a single narrator and the narration
itself is simplistic, whereas in the later novels, such as
The Guide and A_Tiger for Malgudi, the use of multiple

narrators gives these novels a welcome complexity.

Narayan commenced writing Swami and Friends, in 1933, while

on a visit to his grandmother in Bangalore:

On a certain day in September, selected by my
grandmother for its auspiciousness, I bought an
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exercise book and wrote the first line of a novel; as
I sat in a room nibbling my pen and wondering what to
write, Malgudi with its little railway station swam
into view, all ready -made, with a character called
Swaminathan running down the platform peering into the
faces of passengers, and grimacing at a bearded face;
this seemed to take me on the right track of writing,
as day by day pages grew out of it linked to each
other. (In the final draft the only change was that
the Malgudi Station came at the end of the story.)
This was a satisfactory beginning for.me, and I

regularly wrote a few pages each day.5

In Swanmi and Friends, Malgudi’s infrastructure reveals
certain basic, distinctive features. The River Sarayu,
beautiful and tranquil, is the chief attraction in the

Malgudi landscape:

River Sarayu was the pride of Malgudi. It was some
ten minutes walk from Ellaman Street, the last street
of the town, chiefly occupied by oilmongers. Its
sand-banks were the evening resort of all the people
of the town. The Municipal President took any
distinguished visitor to the top of the Town Hall and
proudly pointed to him Sarayu in moonlight, glistening
like a silver belt across the North.

. The peepul branches overhanging the river
rustled pleasantly. A light breeze played about the
boughs and scattered stray leaves on the gliding
stream below. Birds filled the air with their cries.
Far away, near Nallappa’s Mango Grove, a little
downstream, a herd of cattle was crossing the river.
And then a country cart drawn by bullocks passed, the
cart-man humming a low tune. It was some fifteen
minutes past sunset and there was a soft red in the
West.

(Swami and Friends, p. 13.)

This extract clearly shows how Malgudi is aesthetically
appealing because of its rustic beauty and the blending of
eastern and western features. Sarayu flows like a pulsating
thread through the early novels, but becomes less prominent

in later novels. As Malgudi evolves in complexity, leisure



-34-

time activities become more sophisticated. It is evident
that Narayan has transferred the lush vegetation of the
Mysorean landscape to Malgudi, where Nallappa’s Mango Grove,
coconut groves, paddy fields and rice mill enhance the
pastoral setting.6 Malgudi’s rural and civic qualities are
combined successfully, and enable the dramatis personae

to function effectively.

Whilst Malgudi’s apparent orderliness and serenity

appeal to the inhabitants, this atmosphere does not
necessarily generate a docile temperament in Swami, the
schoolboy protagonist. Swami rebels against the scathing
remarks made by Mr Ebenezer, the scripture teacher, about the
Hindu religion, and renounces the outmoded educational
system. He is the first of a line of rebellious protagonists

in the Malgudi novels. Chandran, too, in The Bachelor of

Arts (1937), resists established tradition, and like Swami he
displays the characteristics of an anti-hero when he flees

from Malgudi as the problems of 1ife overwhelm him.

In Swami and Friends, Malgudi’s inhabitants are primarily

from the middle class, but some poorer inhabitants, such as
‘the coachman, lived a mile from Swaminathan’s house,
westward, in Keelacheri, which consisted of about a dozen
thatched huts and dingy hovels, smoke-tinted and
evil-smelling, clustering together irregqularly’ (Swami,

p. 75). This eyesore in Malgudi is introduced by the

novelist to provide readers, particularly those abroad with a



=35~

more complete picture of Indian life. The deprived classes
in India, whose abject poverty traumatises the visitor, is
part and parcel of the Indian world view which Narayan
presents in Malgudi. It is within the parameters of Malgudi
that Narayan allows his varied characters and themes to
function. In keeping with the centrifugal pattern of themes
which I have already identified in the Malgudi novels, it may
be observed that childhood is the first family-centred theme

which Narayan chooses to explore in Swami and Friends.

Though he writes within the context of the Indian ethos, his
characterization of Swami holds good for children throughout
the world. In Swami, Narayan concretizes his experiences as
a schoolboy, whilst 1iving with his grandmother in Madras
where he attended the Lutheran Mission school:
It was Monday morning. Swaminathan was reluctant to
open his eyes. He considered Monday specially
unpleasant in the calendar. After the delicious
freedom of Saturday and Sunday, it was difficult to
get into the Monday mood of work and discipline. He
shuddered at the very thought of school: that dismal
yellow building; the fire-eyed Vedanayagam, his

class-teacher; and the Head Master with his thin long
cane....

(Swami, p. 3.)

A critic of the 1980’s, Ramesh K. Srivastava, who has
researched Narayan’s portrayal of children states: ‘The
autobiographical element is so dominant in his novels and
short stories, particularly in the characters of children
that his own childhood can easily be reconstructed from

4 7 .
them’.” Narayan focuses on the theme of childhood for

various reasons. It is probable that Narayan intends to
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correlate the subject matter of this novel and The Bachelor
of Arts with student life, which is the first of the
traditional four ashramas in man’s cycle of

existence.8 It is more likely, though, that in

experimenting with his first two novels, Narayan deliberately
moulded his dramatis personae and composed his themes in

accordance with the chronological events in his early life.

K.T. Sunitha, a critic of the 1980’s, posits a viewpoint
similar to that of Srivastava in her analysis of ‘The Theme
of Childhood in In the Castle of my Skin
and Swami and Friends’ . She states that ‘...Swami

and Friends begins with a portrayal of Narayan’s own
childhood experience couched in psychological terms of

dislike for school and discipline’ .9

In the extract quoted above Narayan captures the transition
in Swami’s feelings from carefree enjoyment of the weekend to
an aversion to ‘work and discipline’ at school on a Monday.
Narayan’s artistry in structuring the novel lies in the
balance he achieves in his exposition of the theme of
childhood. Not all Swami’s experiences are negative. There
is evidence of harmonious relationships with his friends at
the Albert Mission school, his mother, as well as with his

grandmother.

Narayan reinforces the theme of childhood by focusing
attention on Swami’s friends and his allegiance to themn.

His clique comprises a motley collection of youngsters the
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description of whose oddities and imperfections generates
much humour. Character indeed takes precedence over plot in
the novel. We note the complacency of ‘Somu, the Monitor/,
who ‘set about his business, whatever it was, with absolute
confidence and calmness’ so that ‘no teacher ever put to him

a question in the class’ (Swami, p. 7). Narayan’s

descriptions are graphic and have a blend of humour and
irony, occasionally tinged with pathos; in later novels his
skills in portraiture reach for greater heights. However in
Swami and Friends the innocence and naivety of children are

ably conveyed.

The comic-ironic mode is sustained in the description of the
class bully, ‘Mani, the mighty Good-For-Nothing’, who exudes
such power that Swami remains in awe of him (Swami, p. 8).
Narayan describes Sankar as ‘the most brilliant boy of the
class’ who ‘solved any problem that was given to him in five
minutes, and always managed to border on 90%’ (p. 8).
However, the notion held by some of the children that he
‘was a dud and that he learnt all the problems and their
solution in advance by his sycophancy’, exposes

Sankar as a probable fraud (p. 8).

Narayan uses satire in order to convey a certain image of

Rajam, the Police Superintendent’s son who is the ‘new-comer’

to the school:

He had impressed the whole class on the very first
day. He was a new-comer; he dressed very well ....
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He came to the school in a car .... he proved to be_a
very good student too .... He spoke very good Eng1¥sh,
‘Exactly like a "European"’; which meant that few 1n
the school could make out what he said.
(Swami, p. 14.)
In this description of Rajam’s attributes one notes that his
western dress and speech, and his arrival at school in a car,
are impressive. This characterization draws attention to the
lifestyle enjoyed by those who belonged to the
establishment. One notes also the ambivalent feelings of
ordinary folk towards members from the group. Nevertheless,
Swami, the patriot, and Rajam become firm friends, indicating

that in the world of children friendship transcends all other

concerns and generates harmony.

From a dramatic point of view, Swami’s friends are
presented as fairly static, unidimensional characters who
undergo little or no development in the novel. Nonetheless,
the vivid descriptions of Swami and his friends leave an
indelible impression on the mind of the reader, similar to
the impact created, for example, by Dickens’s child

characters, like members of Fagin’s gang in Oliver Twist.

Unlike Dickens, though, Narayan writes from a non-moralistic
and non-didactic standpoint as his chief intention is to

entertain rather than to reform society.

Narayan is concerned with the exploitation of his creative
talents and depicting the Indian world view in the comic
mode. This is a motive that was not shared by Narayan’s

contemporaries such as Mulk Raj Anand and Raja Rao who chose
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to empathise with the victims of poverty, class and caste
prejudices, with the intention of eradicating these evils.

Coolie (1933) by Mulk Raj Anand and Kanthapura (1938) by

. . 10
Raja Rao reflect this standpoint.

G.N. Agnihotri‘’s comments confirm this, emphasising the deep
commitment of Mulk Raj Anand and Raja Rao to social
change.ll He states that ‘*R.K. Narayan ... continues to
remain uncommitted up to the very end. Narayan’s whole
achievement depends on his capacity to remain uninvolved’

(Agnihotri, p. 19).

Whilst Narayan’s standpoint is one of comic detachment, his
themes often reflect social concerns, as I shall show, but
he expresses little desire to change or improve Indian
society. One of the social problems which Narayan explores
in Swami is the stultifying educational system. This thesis
will demonstrate how academic disillusionment is a prominent
theme in the Malgudi novels. In Swami, Malgudi’s youth is
subjected to an authoritarian school system in which the old
guard adheres to outmoded educational doctrines.
Representative of this group of educators are Mr Vedanayagam,
Swami’s form teacher, the Head Master and Mr Ebenezer,
Scripture Master. The lack of meaningful communication
between these educators and their wards and their refusal to
acknowledge the needs of youth create serious problems. To
Swami, school symbolises a myriad conflicting situations

generated by teachers like Mr Vedanayagam:
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His reverie was disturbed. He felt a terrible pain in
the soft flesh above his left elbow. The teacher was
pinching him with one hand, and with the other,
crossing out all the sums. He wrote ‘Very Bad’ at the
bottom of the page, flung the note-book in
Swaminathan’s face, and drove him back to his seat.
(Swami, p. 4.)

Swami, as the main character, is complex and dynamic,
changing progressively in the novel, while his educators are,
to use Mieke Bal’s words, ‘flat characters [who] are stable,
stereotypical characters that exhibit ... nothing
surprising’.12 Swami is distressed when the fanatical
Mr Ebenezer launches into a tirade about the Hindu gods,
offering an over-simplistic interpretation of Hindu idols.
Although his Hindu upbringing and his naivety colour his
judgement, Swami boldly poses the following question about
Jesus Christ:

‘If he was a God, why did he eat flesh and fish and

drink wine?’ As a brahmin boy it was inconceivable to

him that a God should be a non-vegetarian. In answer

to this, Ebenezer left his seat, advanced slowly

towards Swaminathan, and tried to wrench his left ear

off.

(Swami, p. 6.)

Narayan also depicts how the military-like discipline of the
Albert Mission and Board High Schools instils fear in the
youth of Malgudi. Instead of generating an ambience of
knowledge and learning, the system dehumanises the pupils:;

Swami and his friends are denied the true joys of learning.

Even though the theme of academic disillusionment reflects a

serious concern, Narayan’s treatment of the theme does not
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create a pessimistic mood in the novel. 1In the extracts
quoted we observe how the humour defuses the tension, with
the incidents never developing into tragic events. (Swami,
pp. 4,6). Academic disillusionment is treated in a similar

manner in The Bachelor of Arts, thus establishing a thematic

1ink between the two novels.

In analysing themes in the Malgudi novels, one should note
Agnihotri’s advice, that is, to take into consideration
‘"achieved content" and not merely ... the thematic content
of the novel’ (Agnihotri, p. 19). He clarifies the nature of
theme succinctly: ‘Theme, thus, is not something to be
examined separately from the technique of a novel, because
the theme is determined by the novelist’s choice of "point of
view"’ (Agnihotri, p. 19). I agree with this view, hence I
analyse the structural organisation of the novel, the
techniques employed by the novelist and the authorial

standpoint, concurrently with the theme itself.

Narayan’s comic-ironic style and his apolitical and
non-judgemental attitude in the Malgudi novels are first

observed in Swami and Friends, as the following extract

shows:

A great cry burst from the crowd: ‘Bharat Matha ki
Jail!’ And then there were cries of ‘Gandhi ki Jai!’
After that came a kind of mournful ‘national’ song.
The evening’s programme closed with a bonfire of
foreign cloth .... Somebody asked him: ‘Young man, do
you want our country to remain in eternal slavery?’
‘No, no,’ Swaminathan replied.

'But you are wearing a foreign cap.’

Swaminathan quailed with shame. ‘Oh, I didn’t notice, ’
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he said and removing his cap flung it into the fire
with a feeling that he was saving the country.
(Swami, p. 95.)

Swami is ‘deeply stirred by the speaker’s eloquence’ and the
infectious mood of the crowd whose patriotism has been
aroused (p. 94). Mortified by the thought that he might be
wearing ‘Lancashire cloth’ and not khaddar (p. 95), he
flings his cap into the ‘patriotic bonfire’ (p. 96), thinking
that he is rescuing his country from the oppressor.
When Narayan began writing this novel in 1933, the
anti-British campaign in India, was gathering momentum and
the masses were agitating for independence. Yet the
authorial approach is deliberately apolitical, endorsing
Narayan’s attitude recorded in his memoir: ‘Neither politics
nor the war were of any interest to me’ (My Days, p. 148).
The novelist records the strike and burning of British cloth
with comic detachment. Neither Swami nor Malgudi’s agitators
are praised or chastised. Narayan focuses with
characteristic humour on the idiosyncrasies of adults and
youth alike. The next morning it is a crestfallen Swami who
recollects his impulsive actions and fears his father’s
wrath. Narayan’s artistry is evident in this graphic

portrayal of ambivalent feelings.

The threads of the narrative are held together by several
seemingly disparate incidents rather than a well-defined
plot. The skilful character portrayals and the intricate

pattern of relationships contribute to the novel’s merit. As
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Swami struggles to come to terms with his relationships
within the microcosm of his family and the macrocosm of

society, he is faced with moral dilemmas.

Many of the conflicts which Swami experiences arise from the
contradictions within society itself. Swami interacts
regularly with adults who often present a fagade to the
world: the anti-British agitators espouse what appears to be
a legitimate cause, yet, paradoxically, other adults, such as
the Head Master and teachers at the Albert Mission school,
show no compassion for the strikers’ actions. Through
Swami’s eyes Narayan reveals the dichotomy in Indian society,
and employs an interesting novelistic strategy which he
develops in his later works. He counterpoises the actions of
the militants of the community with the deeds of the
pro-British sector in Malgudi. 1In his later novels, Narayan
continues to juxtapose antithetical characters successfully,

thereby enhancing characterization and plot.

Another literary technique which is commendable in the
Malgudi novels is the forging of thematic and structural
links between the novels. Like an architect, Narayan

builds on his blueprints for Swami and Friends, and

his themes develop in complexity. The theme of parental love

pervades in the first three novels, namely, Swami and

Friends, The Bachelor of Arts and The English Teacher.

Swami, Chandran and Leela, respectively, are nurtured by

parents whose love, however, manifests itself in
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strange ways at times.

In Swami and Friends, love is implicit in Swami’s

relationship with his father, Mr W.T. Strinivasan, yet Swami
does not have a proper appreciation of this. However, the
bond between the father and his son is fragile, because it is
undermined by a lack of understanding. We see an illustration
of this in the scene when Swami approaches his father with
his stationery list for the examinations. Father is
described as a lion, unapproachable and ready to strike:
When he was just outside the door, his father called
out, ‘Who is that?’ There was no friendliness in the
tone. ‘Who is that I say?’ roared father again and was
at his side with a scowling face before Swaminathan
could decide whether to sneak out or stop and answer.
(Swami, p. 58.)
One notes the duality of the authorial standpoint: As
‘insider’l3 the narrator adopts a childlike perspective and
presents Swami’s feelings compassionately, allowing the
reader to empathise with him. As omniscient narrator,
Narayan characterizes the Father from an adult perspective,
as an authoritarian parent displaying ambivalent
emotions.14 In this portrait, Narayan satirizes his own
father who had ‘a stentorian voice, a sharp nose, and a
lionlike posture’ (My Days, p. 32). Swami’s father’s concern
over Mr Ebenezer’s anti-Hindu comments, his son’s welfare at
school and his performance in the examinations, signify

paternal love, yet on the surface he is callous and aloof.

The love between father and son is affirmed when they are
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re-united at the Traveller’s Lodge and the latter realizes
‘how extraordinarily kind’ his father really was (Swami,

p. 170).

Parental love is also evident in Swami’s mother’s actions.
She is the benevolent housewife, who not only takes care of
the family’s needs, but monitors Swami’s study time as well.
The novelist uses the scenic method of characterization for
Swami’s mother, describing her in brief flashes, affording
the reader glimpses of her periodically. We are introduced
to her in Chapter Three, and encounter her again in Chapter
Seven. Her character is not fully developed in the novel
but, by contrast, Swami’s grandmother receives more

attention.

Swami basks in the warmth of his grandmother’s love as she
symbolises a safe haven to which he regularly retreats:
‘After the night meal, with his head on his granny’s lap,
nestling close to her, Swaminathan felt very snug and safe in
the faint atmosphere of cardamom and cloves’ (Swami, p- 21).
However, Granny’s loquacity and old age are not qualities
which he values. When Rajam is about to pay him a

visit he tells his grandmother in a forthright manner:

‘when he is with me, you must not call me or come to my

room’ (p. 36). ‘The fact is - you are, well you are too
old,’ he informs her with ‘brutal candour’ (p. 37).
Skilfully, Narayan avoids sentimentality with the following

statement: ‘Granny accepted her lot cheerfully’ (p. 37).
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Swami’s symbiotic relationship with his grandmother is an
externalization of Narayan’s personal childhood experiences
in Madras. His grandmother tutored him in his schoolwork,
enjoying his companionship and becoming aware of modern

school life.

Swami’s grandmother has another function in the novel, that
is, to reflect orthodox India. Her anecdotes about
traditional practices represent an other-worldliness which
both attracts and irritates Swami because he is obsessed with
cricket and business transactions for the Malgudi Cricket

Club.

The following quotation indicates not only the author’s
narrative skills, but also his harmonious blending of the

disparate elements in Indian society:

‘*You know what my new name is? I am Tate.’
‘What?”
‘Tate.’
‘What is Tate?’ She asked innocently. Swaminathan’s
disappointment was twofold: she had not known anything
of his new title, and failed to understand its rich
significance even when told ....
*I hope you know what cricket is.’
‘What is that?’ granny asked. Swaminathan was aghast
at this piece of illiteracy....’
‘I wonder what the boys and men of your days did in
the evenings! I think they spent all the twenty-four
hours in doing holy things.’

(Swami, pp. 127-128.)

This dialogue is presented in simple and lucid language which
is engaging to the reader. Narayan’s proficiency in
portraiture lies in depicting people authentically. Granny

is portrayed with dignity and grace, and Narayan turns her
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ignorance into old world charm. He creates a humorous
image of Swami as the worldly-wise youngster who scoffs at
his grandmother’s ignorance. Grandmother’s orthodoxy
prevents her from assimilating western culture and
tradition, and it is this tension generated by the
vacillation between orthodoxy and modernity which Narayan
often captures in his Malgudi novels. At the same time
comedy often surfaces in the clash between old and new

lifestyles.

A significant characteristic of Narayan’s technique,
particularly in the first three novels, is that it revolves
around the cohesion of the family unit. Where such unity is
lacking or disrupted, it is generally followed later by a
return to normality. Sanyal identifies this pattern of
behaviour as the classical pattern of Sanskrit literature:
‘order - dislocation of order - reintegration of order’
(Sanyal, p. xii). Swami’s life is at first relatively happy
with his family and friends. This phase is followed by a
difficult period when he encounters problems at school and is
punished. His world begins to disintegrate and he withdraws
from the scene, to the Mempi Forest. In Swami’s behaviour one
identifies the above-mentioned pattern. When he flees from
the conflicts in the Board Mission High School and hopes to
resolve his problems elsewhere, he also displays the

qualities of an anti-hero.

Narayan creates Malgudi with the Mempi Forest on the
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outskirts of town, thus enabling the dramatic action in the
plot to move from the town to its environs, contributing to
the complexity of plot and character. When Swami is lost in
the forest, he is petrified by the strange atmosphere. He is
engulfed by darkness and hears a variety of strange animal
sounds. Wild animals, scorpions and snakes appear to
approach him. Reality blends with fantasy:
He lay panting for a while, his clothes wet with
sweat. He heard stealthy footsteps and a fierce
growl, .... Now a leopard, now a lion, even a whale,
now a huge crowd, a mixed crowd of wild elephants,
tigers, lions, and demons, surrounded him. The demons
lifted him by his ears, plucked every hair on his

head, and peeled off his skin from head to foot ....
He shrieked, scrambled to his feet, and ran.

(Swami, p. 161.)
The wildness of the Mempi Forest suggests the turmoil in
the youth’s mind, and generates his traumatic experiences.
Although the protagonist is a child, this aspect of the plot
is similar to Shakespeare’s creation of the storm that
coincides with Lear’s inordinate rage and subsequent
disorientation. Swami’s fantastical experiences in the
wilderness reinforce the idea that it can never be a haven

from 1life’s problems but will remain an inhospitable

environment.

Nevertheless, Swami’s experiences in the forest, appear to
purge his emotions. We can observe a parallel between
Swami’s cathartic experiences and those of Rosalind, Celia

and Orlando in the Forest of Arden in As You Like It: flight

is followed by trauma and catharsis. These
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individuals’ return to society is marked by a rejuvenated
spirit. My study of this novel and the other Malgudi novels
indicates that Narayan was possibly influenced not only by
Shakespeare, but by Aristotle’s views on tragedy and
catharsis, as well as by Hindu philosophy and religion,
which also embrace the concept of purification through
suffering. In creating a pre-determined cycle of existence,
Narayan may also be allowing his characters to work out
their karma as ordained by Hinduism. Nonetheless,
irrespective of whether Narayan is motivated by Hinduism,
classicism or his reading of other English literature, he
uses his oriental and occidental heritage to enhance plot,

character and theme in his Malgudi novels.

Although Swami and Friends is Narayan’s first novel. it is

superior to Mulk Raj Anand’s Coolie (1933), which is set
within the same pre-independent Indian milieu. Coolie
depicts a series of tragic events which characterizes

the life of the chief protagonist, Munoo, a fourteen year old
orphaned hill-boy from Kangra Valley. He is a victim of
caste and class prejudice, and ultimately it is only death
which offers an escape from his misfortunes. As social
reformer, Anand concentrates on the theme of reform in both
Coolie and The Untouchable (1938), and sacrifices his art by
adopting a narrow perspective on life, unlike Narayan who
displays a broader outlook and reaffirms the vitality of
life. Furthermore, Narayan’s comic irony allows the narratee

to empathise with Swami, enhancing the novel'’s appeal.
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In the second Malgudi novel, The Bachelor of Arts (1937),

Narayan shows greater skills. This novel has a well-defined
plot and diverse, complex characters who challenge orthodox
Indian society and politics, and question man’s identity
within this matrix. The Bachelor highlights man’s transition
from the first traditional asrama in l1ife, that of

student to householder. V.P. Rao categorizes Swami and

Friends (1935), The Bachelor of Arts (1937) and The English

Teacher (1945) as a trilogy which is

....supported among other things by their
autobiographical intimacy (an impression, chiefly, of
Narayan’s portrayal of family life in these novels),
[therefore] we may conclude from these three tales of
boyhood, youth, and manhood that Narayan tells here the
parable of Man from the Indian point of view. We can
follow Man progressing from one to the next of the

four asramas oflguman life, from childhood to
renunciation.

The family-centred theme of childhood in Swami and Friends

gives way to the theme of youth in The Bachelor. Narayan

portrays H.V. Chandran as a student who strives to free
himself from illusion and to establish his own identity.
Student and family life are salient aspects in the novel, and
Chandran aspires towards harmonious relationships within

these two spheres.

Chandran’s varied collection of friends comprises college
students whose universal traits are easily recognisable.
Ramu’s portrayal contrasts with Chandran’s

characterization. Unlike Chandran, who works diligently,
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Ramu ‘had not attended a single test in his life’ (The
Bachelor, p. 23). These two youths enjoy a good relationship
with each other but they do not readily interact with some

adults, such as Professor Ragavachar and Professor Brown.

Among the collection of colourful personalities in the novel
are: Veeraswami, the revolutionary whose radicalism is
evident in his activities within the Nationalist Movement,
and Mohan, the poet and philosopher who seeks an audience for
his twenty-five poems at an Historical Association meeting at

the College (The Bachelor, p. 47).

Chandran is the first complex protagonist in the Malgudi
novels. He is cast in the mould of the tragi-comic anti-
hero whose experiences in some respects resemble those of the
author.16 In the opening chapter of the novel, Narayan
depicts Chandran in the comic-ironic mode. He has been

chosen as Prime Mover in the college debate on the topic that

‘historians should be slaughtered first’ (The Bachelor,

p. 1). The absurdity of the proposition and the seriousness
with which Chandran prepares his speech, is a deliberate ploy
on the part of the novelist to create a psuedo-intellectual
ambience. The narratee is entertained by the humour in the
description of the ‘intellectual’ at work (p. 2). Narayan
sets the atmosphere for a recurrent pattern of comic

descriptions in the novel, which are tinged with irony.

Chandran’s ‘piece of self-realization’ is hollow and illusory

(The Bachelor, p. 2). He is filled with self-importance,
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misconceptions and false values which often characterize
youth, and he basks in the adulation of the audience at the
college debate: ‘He went on thus for about twenty minutes,
inspired by the applause with which the audience received
many of his cynicisms’ (p. 4). His self-centred nature is
exemplified by his impatience as he listens to the others.
Self-opinionated and cynical as he is, he is on the whole an

affable youth.

Narayan’s dual approach as insider who sees the world through
Chandran’s eyes, and as omniscient narrator, enables him both
to explore the various emotions which besiege Chandran and to
describe the debate from the point of view of a detached
onlooker. Thus the reader is'given details of Chandran’s
emotions. It is ironic that Chandran, who feels he has a
superior intellect, should dismiss the rest of the debate as
inconsequential. His appearance at the debate, dressed like
an English gentleman in a ‘chocolate-coloured tweed coat’,

is ironic too, as he criticises the *English’ lifestyle of
people like Professor Brown, Principal of the College, who
opened the evening’s proceedings. Naik highlights the irony
in the novel in Narayan’s dual perspective: ‘Several
episodes reveal the enormous self-importance and
self-centredness of callow youth’ (Naik, p. 11). He cites

the college debate scene to illustrate his point.

Although Chandran is an accomplished orator who wins the

debate for his team, he is not characterized as the ideal
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Malgudi college student or one whose intellect supersedes
that of his peers. Narayan reveals the flaws in Chandran’s

character:

He looked at the speaker on the platform. He kept
gazing at Professor Brown’s pink face. Here he is,
Chandran thought, pretending to press the bell and
listen to the speeches, but really his thoughts are
at the tennis-court and the card-table in the English
Club. He is here not out of love for us, but merely
to keep up appearances. All Europeans are like this.
They will take their thousand or more a month, but
won’t do the slightest service to Indians with a
sincere heart.

(The Bachelor, p. 5.)

It is ironic that Chandran, who is prejudiced towards

all Europeans, should be judgemental of their lifestyles.
Chandran has not risen above the petty biases of his time.
The narrator satirizes the stereotyped ideas which some
students had of European workers in colonial India.
Nonetheless, Chandran’s cynicism is strange for a young

college student.

Another facet of his character is his deep psychological
need to be reassured constantly of his academic ability.
Thus he glows with pride when Natesan and Mohan compliment
him on his success. The hero’s cup is full, and the
authorial comment that follows gently mocks the
self-importance of both Chandran and Mohan. ‘They were as
excited as if it were the Finance Bill before the Legislative

Assembly in Delhi’ (The Bachelor, p. 10). The humour

emphasises the delusions of grandeur which these college

students entertain in respect of their intellect.
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Chandran’s growth from youth to manhood is characterized by
illusions which often frustrate him and f£ill him with
despair. In terms of Hindu philosophy, Chandran displays the
nature of man who has to extricate himself from the physical
world of maya or illusion and elevate himself to a

spiritual plan devoid of such phenomena. However, his
actions are only partially successful in attaining this goal
because he cannot differentiate between the substance and the

shadow.

Narayan accentuates the illusory nature of Chandran’s world
by introducing the Select Picture House into Malgudi. This
town’s topography changes progressively to include a tertiary
college and the Select Picture House, which provides
Malgudi’s inhabitants with a new source of entertainment.

The following extract describes the impact which the cinema

has on Chandran:

Chandran was none of your business-1like automatons who
go to a cinema, sit there, and return home. It was an
aesthetic experience to be approached with due
preparation. You had to chew the betel leaves and
nut, chew gently, until the heart was stimulated...go
to the cinema, smoke more cigarettes there, see the
picture, and from there go to an hotel near by for hot
coffee at midnight, take some more betel leaves and
cigarettes .... This was the ideal way to set about a
night show.

(The Bachelor, p. 13.)

One notes the irony evident in the actions of the citizens of
the fictional world of Malgudi who escape into a fantasy
world at the cinema. The film plots symbolise maya,

and are akin to Chandran’s illusory actions. Narayan
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continues to use film plots as symbols of man’s delusions in

Mr Sampath, The Printer of Malgudi (1949), and A Tiger for

Malgudi (1983).

In creating real-life places like the Select Picture House
and the Albert Mission College, Narayan’s Malgudi becomes a
more convincing town, whose individual features become
engraved in the narratee’s mind. This enables the reader to

relate more readily to the town and its inhabitants.

Nihal Fernando adopts a psychological and sociological

approach in his evaluation of Malgudi and its inhabitants.

He states that ‘Narayan’s skill as a realist is strikingly

apparent in his evocation of place’, and applauds Malgudi’s

‘concrete’ topography.17 I agree with Fernando’s comment

as this thesis reveals Narayan’s artistry in developing

Malgudi’s concreteness. Narayan’s graphic descriptions of

the River Sarayu, Albert Mission College and Lawley Extension

become engraved in the narratee’s mind. Fernando adds:
... Narayan also defines Malgudi through another, more
abstract means - namely, through the evocation of its
distinctive sociocultural milieu. Though less
tangible than the town’s physical attributes, this
aspect of Malgudi is nevertheless a crucial component
of the town’s overall identity or atmosphere.

(Fernando, p. 75.)
The special nature of Malgudi’s socio-cultural ambience is
evident when Chandran plans to marry Malathi. The theme of

marriage predominates in the novel, and Narayan focuses

attention on various problems which plague Indian marriages.
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Tt was on one of his river ramblings that he met
Malathi and thought that he would not have roon for
anything else in his mind. No one can explain the
attraction between two human beings. It happens....
He would have willingly settled there and spent the
rest of his 1ife watching her dig her hands into the
sand. But that could not be done. There were a lot
of people about.

(The Bachelor, pp. 54-55.)

Chandran falls in love with Malathi, oddly as he watches
her from a distance. The mores of Indian society prevent
Chandran from courting Malathi and socializing with her
before marriage. Narayan’s approach to romance in this
novel is consistent with the following sardonic comments
which he makes in a critical essay:
In an English novel, for instance, the theme of
romance is based on a totally different conception of
man-woman relationship from ours. We believe that
marriages are made in heaven and a bride and groom
meet, not by accident or design, but by the decree of
fate, the fitness for a match not to be gauged by
letting them go through a period of courtship but by a
study of their horoscopes; boy and girl meefgand love
develops after marriage rather than before.
In a society where culture and tradition determine that
arranged marriages are the norm, Chandran is forced to
fantasize about love, rather than experience it. The young
graduate’s university education is to no avail when he
encounters orthodox practices. Narayan is not suggesting,
however, that the norms of society should be accepted

submissively. Chandran rebels against some of the

incongruities in Indian concepts of marriage. He is
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obsessed with thoughts about Malathi’s age, and although
Narayan does not moralize about child marriages, he ensures
that the world at large is aware of this controversial
Indian practice:
How old was she? Probably fourteen. Might be even
fifteen or sixteen. If she was more than fourteen spe
must be married. There was a touch of despair in this

thought.
(The Bachelor, p. 55.)

When Chandran ponders over Malathi’s parentage, he questions
the foundations upon which Indian society had moulded

itself:

Suppose, though unmarried, she belonged to some other
caste? A marriage would not be tolerated even between
sub-sects of the same caste. If India was to attain
salvation these watertight divisions must go -
Community, Caste, Sects, Sub-sects, and still further
divisions. He felt very indignant. He would set an
example himself by marrying this girl whatever her
caste or sect might be.

(The Bachelor, p. 56.)

Narayan satirizes a society in bondage to an inflexible caste
system. Yet he does not offer a pragmatic approach to this
problem. Neither does he break with tradition and allow
Chandran to marry someone from another caste. Although he
allows his protagonist to deliberate on these matters, the
authorial approach remains intact. Jayant K. Biswal comments

on Malgudi’s ambivalent nature which The Bachelor

encapsulates:

Malgudi awakening to the excitement of the new
civilization and yet retaining its rigid caste
divisions, its innumerable socigl taboos is vividly
portrayed in The Bachelor of Arts.
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Although Malathi’s parentage is acceptable (‘she was the
daughter of Mr D.W. Krishna Iyer, Head Clerk in the
Executive Engineer’s office’ p. 67), ‘social taboos’
thwart Chandran’s marriage plans: a man could not approach
a prospective bride’s family with a marriage proposal; this
was her family’s prerogative. The following conversation
between mother and son highlights the conflicting views of
old and young, the former dictated by orthodoxy and the
latter by modernity:

‘Chandar, why won’t you consider any of the dozens of

girls that have been proposed to you?’

Chandran rejected this suggestion indignantly.

‘But suppose those girls are richer and more

beautiful?’

‘T don’t care. I shall marry this girl and no one
else.’

(The Bachelor, p. 69.)

His mother is delineated as the matriach who determines
Chandran’s marriage plans according to ‘Custom and Reason’
(p. 70). Her tirade against any breach of tradition and
custom contrasts with his father’s ‘evasive and
non-committal’ attitude (p. 70). He pleads with Chandran:
‘T don’t know anything about these things. I must speak to
your Mother’(p. 69). Father is docile, yet loving, and acts
as a foil to his domineering wife. He should not be judged
too harshly for abrogating his responsibility: he is, after
all a prototype of the typical Indian father. He views his
wife not only as the Lakshmi’® in the household, but

also as the one who upholds Hindu custom and tradition,
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appeasing the gods to secure happiness and prosperity for her
family. Narayan skilfully juxtaposes these contrasting
characters, who complement one another, thus contributing to

the structural unity of the novel.

William Walsh makes an interesting comment on the part played
by women in Indian families when he draws attention to the
tension between middle class heroes and ‘that deep source of
power, the family: where the women rather than the old
represent "custom and reason" and know "what is and what is
not proper"’.21 Whilst Walsh’s contention holds true for

The Bachelor of Arts, in Swami and Friends, Grandmother,

though she is old, upholds Hindu culture and orthodoxy.

When Chandran rejects his mother’s adherence to custom and
tradition, he states firmly: ‘To the dust-pot with your silly
customs’ (p. 70), such behaviour, according to Fernando, ‘is
quite unorthodox and entirely consistent with his westernized
sensibility and his overall exasperation with the Hindu
lifestyle’ (Fernando, p. 81). Strangely, Chandran’s
rebellion is not sustained when Hindu astrology thwarts his
plans. He is not strong enough to reject convention. It is
clear that although Chandran fights old-fashioned practices,
there is a facet of his character which acknowledges the
‘heavy inherited burden’ of custom and tradition and
complies with its dictates (Walsh, p. 13):

His special pride in the conducting of his romance so

far was thgt he had not committed the slightest
irregularity at any time .... he wanted everything to
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be done in the correct, orthodox manner.
(The Bachelor, p. 81.)

chandran’s ambivalence is mirrored in his mother’s actions
when the question of a dowry arises. Contrary to her earlier
standpoint that ‘A Head Clerk’s daughter was not what she had
hoped to get for her son’ (p. 69), she states: *What I would
personally care for most in any alliance would be character
and integrity’ (p. 77). Her inconsistency stems from
expediency: she would sacrifice status at this stage for her
son’s happiness. Still she hankers after a match that would
be financially rewarding. This is evident in her response
to Sastrigal’s news of the proposed dowry:
‘....I think they are prepared to give a cash dowry of
about two thousand rupees, silver vessels and presents
up to a thousand, and spend about a thousand on the
wedding celebrations. These will be in addition to
about a thousand worth of diamond and gold on the
girl.’
Chandran’s mother was slightly disappointed at the

figures. ‘We can settle all that later.’
(The Bachelor, p. 78.)

When Narayan focuses attention on the dowry, he raises

another controversial subject for debate both in India and

abroad, namely, marriages for economic reasons. The

mother’s attitude reflects her hypocrisy. Narayan gently

satirizes the Hindu community where financial and

materialistic concerns determine the acceptability of a
22

bride. Although he does not resolve the question of

dowries in The Bachelor of Arts, he has said enough to stir

the critical spirit of the narratee, who, presumably will

make his own judgement.
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The novel reveals another powerful factor which influences
Hindu marriages: the compatibility of horoscopes and how
this determines the joining of families. Agnihotri
highlights Chandran’s major problem which is ‘the

tyranny of astrology, when his horoscope does not agree with
that of Malathi whom he wants to marry’ (Agnihotri, p. 22).
Chandran is traumatised by the bad news, and although a
second opinion is sought, Malathi’s father is adamant that
such an alliance would mean an untimely death for his
daughter.23 The forces of orthodox Hinduism reign supreme

and Chandran’s rebellion dissipates.

The drama in the novel is heightened a fortnight after his
ill-fated letter to Malathi, when he hears a ‘crescendo
in Kalyana raga’ coming from her house, and is told that

she is to marry her cousin (The Bachelor, p. 91). However,

Narayan averts any tragic actions in the novel. He appears
to follow the next step in the classical pattern of Sanskrit
literature, ‘dislocation of order’, when he plots Chandran’s
actions after his disappointment. Chandran lacks the moral
fibre to remain in Malgudi and accept this disappointment.
Rather, he chooses to escape from the situation. Like an

anti-hero, he flees from Malgudi and seeks solace in Madras.

Thus far my analysis of the novel has shown that character,
and the themes of marriage, orthodoxy as opposed to

modernity, parental love and academic disillusionment are
interwined artistically, contributing towards the novel’s

gestalt. Narayan must be criticized, though, for
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paying scant attention to the wave of nationalism and the
independence movement which characterized India in the 1930's
and 1940’s. His Indian world view is limited at this stage
and it is only in 1955 that he tackles the subject in

Waiting for the Mahatma.

Another theme, academic disillusionment, has its genesis in a
social problem which occurred in pre-independent India and is
prevalent even today. Both the educated and the uneducated
often found it difficult to obtain gainful employment.
Malgudi’s college graduates struggle to find their niche in a
society where the economic and socio-cultural climate is at
odds with their western education. Chandran is fortunate
because his middle class family does not compel him to seek
employment. He reads for pleasure for nine months whilst his
friends try to find employment. His friend Ramu is
representative of the generation of listless, College
graduates:

After the results were announced Ramu disappeared. He

went away to Bombay in search of employment, and

drifted all over Northern India without securing any.

Chandran received only one card informing him that
Ramu had joined the law course in Poona.

(The Bachelor, pp. 53-54.)

Mohan, who fails to obtain a college degree, works as ‘the
Malgudi correspondent of the Daily Messenger of Madras’

and Veeraswami starts ‘a movement called the Resurrection
Brigade’ in ‘an attempt to prepare the country for

revolution’ (pp. 62, 63). Ironically, these college
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students become misfits in a society where Indian middle
class youth aspire towards the attainment of a western
education. Agnihotri comments that the educational system
‘creates more educated unemployed youths who are a problem to
themselves, to their parents and to their country’
(Agnihotri, pp. 17-18). This is an issue that is relevant

even today.

Narayan focuses attention on another social concern which
has its roots in religion, and continues to plague Indian
society: certain individuals who cannot cope with their
problelﬁs try to become swamis. After his flight from Malgudi
Chandran adopts the lifestyle of a sanyasi. His hopes

that Madras will provide the panacea he seeks are illusory.
Chandran, who was worldly-wise in Malgudi, is in danger of
being exploited by Kailas, the rich villager whom he meets at
the hotel at which he stays in Madras. Kailas visits Madras
r