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Abstract 

       Hayavadana by Girish Karnad is a play that explores important ideas 

like identity, self-understanding, and the connection between the body 

and the mind. The story focuses on Hayavadana, a man who has the head 

of a horse because of a curse. He struggles to feel complete and searches 

for a way to become whole. Along with him, two childhood friends, 

Devadatta and Kapila, are also central to the story. Devadatta is an 

intellectual, and Kapila is more physical and stronger. The two friends 

are involved in a love story with Padmini, and their different 

personalities create tension between them. A key event in the play 

happens when Devadatta and Kapila accidentally swap heads, causing 

major confusion about who they are. This head swap deepens the theme 

of the play: how the mind and the body can conflict when it comes to 

understanding identity. The play asks important questions about what 

makes us who we are—whether it’s our physical appearance, our mind, 

or something deeper inside us. As the characters try to deal with their 

identity problems, the play shows how impossible it is to truly feel 

complete. Their search for wholeness leads to tragedy and shows that we 

can never fully resolve the conflict between our body and mind. The play 

also talks about fate and free will—how some things seem beyond our 

control, yet our actions still shape our lives. Through a mix of humor, 

tragedy, and ancient myths, Hayavadana explores the complexities of 

identity and the struggles of being human. It challenges the idea that we 

can ever truly be whole and suggests that identity is something that 

changes and is shaped by both our inner and outer selves. The play 

encourages us to think about how we define who we are and whether a 

perfect sense of self is even possible. 
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Introduction 

Hayavadana is a famous play by Girish Karnad that explores deep 

questions about identity, the search for completeness, and the connection 

between the body and the mind. The play mixes Indian mythology, folklore, 

and Western storytelling styles to tell a unique and thought-provoking story. 

Through its characters and plot, Hayavadana looks at how people struggle 

to understand who they truly are and what makes them whole. The main 

character, Hayavadana, is a man cursed with the head of a horse, which 

makes him feel incomplete. His journey to find wholeness forms the core 

of the play. Alongside him are two friends, Devadatta and Kapila, who have 

different qualities—Devadatta is intellectual and Kapila is strong and 

physical. Their relationships, including a love triangle with Padmini, lead 

to a dramatic event where they accidentally swap heads. This head swap 

leads to confusion and deeper questions about identity, as the characters 

must now figure out who they are without their bodies matching their minds. 

The play asks important questions about whether our true identity 

lies in our physical appearance, our mind, or something else inside us. By 

combining humor, tragedy, and mythical ideas, Hayavadana explores the 

idea that finding a complete identity is impossible. It shows how people can 

never fully resolve the conflict between body and mind, and challenges the 

idea of ever achieving a perfect sense of self. This critical study will explore 

the main themes, characters, and structure of Hayavadana, offering an 

understanding of how the play explores the complex nature of identity and 

the human experience. 

Objective of the Study 

 To analyze the theme of identity. 

 To examine the use of mythology and symbolism. 

 To investigate character development and relationships. 

 To explore the themes of wholeness and fragmentation. 

 To discuss the philosophical questions on fate and free will. 

Methodology:  

This study looks closely at Hayavadana to understand its main ideas, 

characters, and story. First, it focuses on themes like identity, the body and 

mind, and the search for completeness by carefully reading the play. It will 

also look at how Karnad uses symbols and drama to show these ideas. Next, 

the study will examine the relationships between the main characters—

Hayavadana, Devadatta, Kapila, and Padmini—and how the head-swapping 

event changes their sense of who they are. The study will also use ideas 

from philosophy and psychology to help explain the play's deeper meaning. 

Finally, it will look at how the play uses Indian myths and compare them to 
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other similar stories. The goal is to understand how Hayavadana explores 

the idea of human identity simply and clearly. 

 

Plot Summary and Narrative Structure: 

The play takes place in an unnamed Indian village and focuses on 

three characters: Hayavadana, Devadatta, and Kapila. Hayavadana was born 

as a man but has the head of a horse because of a curse. His journey to find 

self-acceptance and completeness is at the heart of the story. He seeks help 

from the village priest, who suggests that he may find his true identity by 

sacrificing a pure-hearted man. 

Devadatta and Kapila are childhood friends, and their lives become 

connected through their struggles with identity. Devadatta is thoughtful and 

intellectual, while Kapila is strong and physical. Devadatta marries a 

beautiful woman named Padmini, but she falls in love with Kapila. This 

love triangle leads to tragic events, including Devadatta and Kapila 

accidentally swapping heads. The rest of the play focuses on the 

consequences of this head swap, with Padmini trying to accept her husband 

and lover in their new bodies, while Hayavadana continues his search for 

completion. The structure of the play is not straightforward. It mixes 

traditional Indian theater with Western drama, including elements of humor, 

the bizarre, and tragedy. There are songs and comic moments, but the play 

also has deep philosophical themes, questioning identity, society, and what 

it means to be human. 
 

Themes in Hayavadana 

In Hayavadana, Girish Karnad explores deep themes like identity, 

the connection between the body and mind, and the struggles that come with 

being human. At the heart of the play is Hayavadana, a man who has the 

head of a horse because of a curse. His journey to find a complete, human 

body reflects the feeling of being incomplete, both physically and mentally. 

Hayavadana’s search for wholeness is not just about changing his outward 

appearance; it's about trying to feel complete and accepted. 

The play also looks at the relationship between the mind and the 

body through the characters of Devadatta and Kapila. Devadatta is a thinker, 

a man who is intellectual and spiritual, while Kapila is strong, physical, and 

grounded in the body. They are childhood friends who get caught up in a 

complicated love triangle with Padmini, a beautiful woman. Devadatta 

marries her, but she falls in love with Kapila. This love triangle leads to a 

tragic event where Devadatta and Kapila accidentally swap heads. This head 

swap makes both men confused about their identities. Devadatta’s thoughts 

and feelings are now in Kapila’s strong body, while Kapila’s physical 

strength is in Devadatta’s intellectual body. The characters must deal with 
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the confusion and struggles that come from having the wrong body for their 

personality. 

This event brings up the main question of the play: what makes a 

person who they are? Is it their body, their mind, or both? The play suggests 

that we cannot just change our bodies or minds to feel complete. When the 

body and mind don’t match, it can lead to confusion and pain, as shown in 

the tragic events that follow the head swap. The play also talks about fate 

versus free will. Hayavadana is born with a curse that he cannot escape, no 

matter how hard he tries. His search for a human body represents his attempt 

to break free from this fate, but he can’t change what he is. Similarly, 

Devadatta, Kapila, and Padmini make choices based on their desires, but 

their lives are also shaped by things beyond their control. The head-

swapping accident shows how their identities are affected by forces they 

cannot control, pointing to the idea that our destinies are shaped by both the 

choices we make and the forces that are beyond us. 

The story of Hayavadana is also connected to myths and folklore. 

The idea of a man cursed with the head of a horse is inspired by stories from 

Indian and European traditions where transformations and curses are 

common. By using this myth, Karnad explores the idea of what it means to 

be human. Is our identity something fixed, or is it shaped by outside forces 

like fate or curses? Hayavadana’s strange appearance with a horse’s head 

symbolizes his inner confusion and alienation. His physical transformation 

reflects the emotional and psychological struggle he faces as he tries to 

understand who he is. 

The grotesque image of Hayavadana with a horse’s head also shows 

the tension between how we want to see ourselves and the limitations of our 

physical bodies. This conflict between the ideal self and the reality of our 

bodies runs through the play, as the characters struggle to accept themselves 

for who they are, both inside and out. Another major theme in Hayavadana 

is the idea of human desire and the tragic consequences of unfulfilled 

wishes. The love triangle between Devadatta, Kapila, and Padmini shows 

how desire can complicate relationships. Padmini loves both men but 

struggles to find fulfillment with either of them. Her desire for both men 

leads to feelings of dissatisfaction, as neither Devadatta nor Kapila can fully 

meet her needs. The play shows how unfulfilled desire can lead to 

frustration, insecurity, and even violence when people cannot come to terms 

with the parts of themselves they long for. 

The tragic events in the play, such as mistakes, accidents, and 

deaths, happen because the characters cannot balance their desires with the 

reality of their lives. Their longing for something more leads to pain and 

confusion, and ultimately to the tragic end of their story. This shows how 

human desire, when it is not understood or fulfilled, can cause harm and 

lead to tragic results. Through themes of identity, fate, mythology, and 
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desire, Hayavadana offers a deep look into what it means to be human. The 

play asks us to think about who we are, what defines us, and how the conflict 

between our inner selves and outer appearances can lead to problems. It 

suggests that while we all search for a sense of completeness, this search is 

complicated and sometimes tragic, as we struggle to make peace with who 

we are. 

Girish Karnad’s play Hayavadana deals with deep ideas about who 

we are, our desires, and our search for wholeness. The story is about three 

characters: Hayavadana, Devadatta, and Kapila, who struggle with 

understanding their identities. A major theme in the play is the question of 

what makes us who we are. Hayavadana, who has a human body but a 

horse's head due to a curse, feels incomplete. His journey to become whole 

shows how hard it is to feel fully connected to our bodies and minds. The 

head-switching between Devadatta, who is thoughtful and spiritual, and 

Kapila, who is physically strong, makes the question of identity even more 

confusing. The play asks if we are defined by our body, our mind, or both, 

and shows how the struggle to understand this can lead to tragic results. 

The play also explores fate and free will. Hayavadana cannot escape 

his curse, symbolizing how fate can control our lives. The other characters, 

Devadatta, Kapila, and Padmini, try to make their own choices, but their 

fates are also shaped by things beyond their control. The play suggests that 

while we can make choices, fate often influences the path we take. Myth 

and folklore play an important role in the story. Hayavadana’s condition, 

having a horse’s head, comes from stories found in both Indian and Western 

myths. The play uses these myths to show that identity is not fixed and can 

change based on outside forces. Hayavadana’s horse head symbolizes how 

people often feel disconnected from who they are, and the play mixes the 

real and the strange to explore this idea. The play looks at human desire and 

the trouble it can cause. The love triangle between Devadatta, Kapila, and 

Padmini shows how unfulfilled desire can lead to confusion and sadness. 

Padmini loves both men, but neither can completely satisfy her, and this 

leads to tragic events. The play shows how our desires can make us unhappy 

if we can’t find a way to balance them with reality. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, Hayavadana by Girish Karnad is a powerful play that 

explores important questions about who we are, how we see ourselves, and 

what makes us whole. The story of Hayavadana, Devadatta, and Kapila 

helps us think about the relationship between our body and our mind. Each 

character struggles with feeling incomplete, and their journeys show how 

difficult it can be to understand our true identity. 

The play also looks at human desires, fate, and free will. It shows 

how our choices and desires often conflict with forces we cannot control, 
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leading to tragic results. The search for wholeness and unity is at the heart 

of the play, and it teaches us that this search is not always easy or successful. 

Hayavadana invites us to think about our own identity and how we are 

shaped by both our inner selves and the outside world. Through its mix of 

myths and deep ideas, the play remains an important work in Indian theater. 

It encourages us to reflect on who we are and the challenges of truly 

understanding ourselves. 
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