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Symbolism and Humour in Girish Karnad,s
PIay- "Thghlnq"

Dr.Anil Kumar

Associate protbssor

Dept. of ofEnglish, S.D.S. College, (Kaler) Bihar

Girish Karnad's Tughlaq is certainly a history play like shakespeare,s Richard II or Marlow,sEdeard II' but whereas the latter two plays were acceptable to their periods only, the forrner has beenmade &scinating for the modem audience. while wriiing trri, pruy, Kamad was fully conscious oftheparallelism between the.rel[h ofTughlaq and the.on,.r]o.r,i riil* Scene. Tughraq was consciousofthe prcvailing fiustration ofttre Nehru era. Every great writer is not satisnea wrur1ne surme meaningofhis work' He always seeks to infirse some hidden o. d.rp., n*aning in his work. For this purposehe often makes use ofsYmboh and images. Symbols ar. oft.n ,..a in ,h. form ofsuch words as haveglcater emotional and associative significance. Girish Karnad has made his play symbolically quitesignificant. The pray shourd be rua i ,or. than a *,. pi... oit ir,ory.
As a poriticarAilegorv 

: The prav Tu{rae is.1 goffi;;,i;;"ry. It can be seen as a symbor ofthe contemporarypotiticar situation of tiaio.' r*rnecr himserfwrote.
I "what struck t:."Tolltely about "l'ughlq's 

history w.s tnaiit *.. contemporary. .r.he 
fhct that

ffiffi::":fT:j::,.Tj *.r[!- -ing ever to come no the throne ofDerhi. . . and one of
ffiffi'#;;il:ff:,"j

ffff :nl.:,"ff *ll*::""1,: l*:, 
*,."s we, as the sho rtcoming within him, s uch as his

n I :::ry 
ni reerns that he had t he ; ;t;;; *ffi ffi L[f illiL[ffi , ilil ill;i

mil:" 
far in the same direction the twenty years period seemed to be very much a

rddid not make his pray deriberatery symboricar. According to him contemporariness

ffi 
r: 

Tft"r 
about this aspect 

"f;;ir;.' 
-

write about over here era. I am ahvays flattered when peopre te, me that

:l::- [220] *-Yol.
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it was about the Nehru era and equally applies to developments ofpoitics since then. But I think, well,
that ls a compliment that any playnright would be trilled to get but it was not intendd to be cortqorry
play about contemporary situation. . .,'

country."

The very opening sentence ofthe old man in the play reflects this
What's this countrycoming to !,

The Chess Symbol

The chess symbol is the most important symbol that has been used by [k
Tughlaq plays the game ofchess not as a pastime but as means ofsolving intricate
secene two, he is seen concentrating over a chess-board, the stepmother arrives and looki*
Tttghlaq looks ofher similingly and tellsher. "l lrave just solved ttre most famour o-kirioi
Al-Adliand sarakhi said it was insoluble. And it's so sirnple." In fact, though thp-
kamad has highlighted Tughlaqu's high rnanipulative skill ofdealing with politicalrhil
Muhammad rughlaq considers his critics and opponents merely as pawns of
hiswill.

This is seen in Tughlaq's dealing withAin-ul-Mulk and shcikh Imarnud-dini
facing the problem ofrebellion ofAin-ur-mulk. while playing the game of
solved this problem. He uses sheikh Imam-ud-din as his pawn to solve the proffiem
Sultan knowns that the sheikh has been inciting rebellion against him in Kanpur T,fi
finds while bend upon the chess-board is that he invites sheikh Imam-Ud-din
Delhiand to enlighten the people about the shortcoming ofhis rute. But
Delhi, no one tums up to listen to him. Before him he orders his sotdiers to
to listen to sheikrh. But the sheikh denies to address the 

,Book-lickers,.

chess player. He knows every move ofthe game. Therefore he takes
Thc seikh rescnrbles lt4d. Turglaq in appcararrcc. Trrercfurc he humbly
go to Ain-ul-Mulk as his envoy ofpeace and to dissuadeAin-ul-Milk frornhi
The sheikh feels flattered and. is ultimately caught in the trap ofTughlaq. Tr4
displomatically. "Please, sheikh sahab, I'm not asking you only for my*ph
will die ofthe hands ofMuslims ifthere is war.At once the royal
Sheikh puts.on garments. He looks very much rike the sultan in the

\. stands on his royalelephet face to face before the enemy

sounds the charge. The battle begins and the sheikh is killed. The
overthnrws the fearless and tireless fighter oflslam. .,:

Ain-Ul-Mulk surrenders and is eventually forgiven
sfficantly.
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Prayer, in'funad's playTughlaq, can be seen in symbolic significance. U.R. Anantha Murthy

writes-

',The use ofpray€r for murder is reminiscent ofwhatTughlaq himselfdid to his father. Theat

prayer, which is most dear to Tughlaq, is vitiated by him as well as his enmies, is symbolic ofthe fact

that his life iscomrptedasitsvery soulte."

The Amiis, somp courtiers, Sheikh, led by Ratan Singh and Shihab-ud-din conspire to kill

Muhammad Tughhq at the time ofprayer. When sayyid andAmir-I express their reluctance ofkilling -'.
Tughlaq at praletime, Ratan Singh konicially says, "Whete is your Holy Koran ? The tryant does not

deserve to h considered arnong the frithfut And then he killed his own father during prapr time after

all" Thebllowing conversation is equally significant.

Slrild : You cant pollute the time ofprapr. tt is sacred time. We cant stain it with the blood of

Mussuhm

Amh II : Ocome, we can always make up later. Do penance fur h.

Slrkh : Butprayer isnt penance. Rememberweare hereto save Islarn, not to insult it.

AmhI : Dontgetexcited. tslamwillbenefit inthb long run.

Even Shihabuddin uhimately suppofts Ratan Singh's proposal. He says, "Does your Islam

work onlyofpralpr?Youhave pernraded meto do what t had Swomneverto do, you Holiness, I'm

sure the lord will not mind as intemtped prayer."

Muhammad Tughlaq is so disillusioned that he prohibits prayer in his kingdom. He makes

declaration: {,

'I had wanted eVery act in my kingdom to become a prayer, every prayer to become a fllrther

step in knowledge, every step to lead us nearcr to God. But our prayers too are ridden with disease

and mustbeexited. There willbeno praying inthe Kindgom.

NajO, anyone caught praying will be severelypunished. Hence forth let the moment ofprayer

walk my streets in silence and leave without a trace."

The players is revoked only after five years when the arrivalof Ghiyas-ud-din-Abbasid is

announced. In the end Muhamrnad Tughlaq frlls in sound sleep and gets up only when the Muazin's

call fades away. Tughlaq looks around dazed and frightened. He frils to offer prapr at the right time.

Thus, prayersymbol has been used as a basis ofthe play.

OtherSymbols:

Among sonrother syrnbols, there is a reference to python. in scene eight, the young man and

the old man talk about the strange.secret passage in the fort of Dauhtabed :

Young Man : Toll me rnore about this fort, grandfrttrcr. It b true there b a sfange and frightening

pasage within thlsfort ? Dark they say, like the new moon night.

Old Man: Yes, It'sa long passage, a winding tunnel coiled like an enormous hollow polhon

inside the belly of the fort. And we shall be far, ftr happier when that python breaks out and swallows

everything in siglrt-every nrcn, women, child and bcast."

This phython can be seen as symbolofthe Sultan's increasing frerceness and brutality. The

Suian tnd been Eo- w,ine r-pre ard morc inhurnan ad bbod thir$y. Thus python is syrnbolic ofcompletely
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generation ofthe personality ofMuhamrnad Tughlaq.

The suggestion is that Tughlaq has degenerated himself into a beast like a python.

Avb. and Aazam-Their Symbo lic Significance :

The two rogues, Aziz and Aazam, are also used as symbo ls ofa particular class ofpeople. They

symbolize.unprincipled and opportunistic people's exploits. Such people exploit the liberal ideals and

policies and the welfare activities ofthe government. They are interested in frrlfilling their own pockets.

AziatheDhobi, disguises himselftwice to take advantage ofthe situation in his own favour. Azia is a

great opportunised. Politics attracts him beyond any other profbssion.

He tellsAzaru "My dear, fellow that's where our future is-politics. It's a beautiful world-wealth,

success, position, power-and yet it is full of brainless people, people with not an ideal in their head. . . "
In his moment of Utter dejections Muhammad Tughlaq says to Barani :

It isn't as easy as learning the patients in the wildemess because therb's no cure for his disease.

Dont you seethispatient, racket with fever and Grazed by the fear ofthe enveloping vultures, oant be

separated from me ? Donn't you see that only way I can aMicate by killing myself ? I could have done

something ifthe vultures weren't close. I could have crawled forward on my kness and elbows. But

what can you do when every moment you expect a beak to dig into you and tear a muscle out. ?"

The reference ofthe vultures is quite significant because they indicate that Muhammad Tughlaq

has lost allpeace of mind. His noble ideal and aspirations have all been frustrated. His critics and

opporrcms are trying to tluow him out. Thus the rnrhures and other birds ofprey symbolire the fru*ration

of the idealist Tughlaq.

Even Dauhtabad rnay be seeq to have a symbolic signifioarce. This chy is the symbol ofHindu-

Muslim unitywhich MuhammadTughlaq has beenseeking br. The intentionsofTughlaq behind, the

ideaofshiftingthe capitalwor$honest, but the planfailed miserablybccause ofthedishoneslpeople in

hiskingdom.

ThustheyplayTughhq,has sornerchyant symbols. Girish lGnndhas madeuseofthese qymbols

in such as deft way that the phy,has.acquired force ard beauty.
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