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Symbolism and Humour in Girish Karnad's
Play- "Tughlaq"
Dr. Anil Kumar
Associate Professor
Dept. of of English, $.D.S. College, (Kaler) Bihar

Girish Karnad's Tughlaq is certainly a history play like Shakespeare's Richard I or Marlow's
Edeard II, but whereas the latter two plays were acceptable to their periods only, the former has been
made fascinating for the modern audience. While writing this play, Karnad was fully conscious of the
parallelism between the reign of Tughlaq and the contemporary Indian Scene. Tughlaq was conscious

significant. The play should be read as more than a mere piece of history.

As a Political Allegory : The play Tughlaq is a political allegory. It can be seenasa symbol of
the contemporary political situation ofIndia. Karnad himself wrote.
"What struck me absolutely about Tughlq's history was that it was contemporary. The fact that
there was the most idealistic, the most intelligent king ever to come no the throne of Delhi... and one of

2 mad did not make his play deliberately symbolical, According to him contemporariness
gental. He writes about this aspect of the play.

gsciously write about over here era, | amalways flattered when people tell me that
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it was about the Nehru era and equally applies to developments of poitics since then. But I think, well,
that is a compliment that anyphywrightvmuld be trilledto get but it was not intended to be contemporary
play about contemporary situation. .

There is little doubt that Kmd‘s play reflects the mood of disillusionment that followed Nehru
era in India. The critic U.R. Anantha Murthy also comments that Tughlaq "uﬁnns no other play
perhaps does, the political mood of disillusionment which followed the Nekiriie #ofidealism in the
e 4,

The very opening sentence ofthe Old man in the play reflects this contempé Ay
What's this country coming to 1" .

The Chess Symbol .

The chess symbol is the most important symbol that has been used by Karriad
Tughlaq plays the game of chess not as a pastime but as means of solving intricate problé
secene two, he is seen concentrating over a chess-board, the stepmother arrives and looks e
Tughlaq looks ofher similingly and tells her. "1 have just solved the most famous pmi‘hnh e
Al-Adli and Sarakhi said it was insoluble. And it's so simple." In fact, though the symbol of
karnad has highlighted Tughlaqu's high manipulative skill of dealing with politicalrival X
Muhammad Tughlaq considers his critics and opponents merely as paumofdm ; "'-_
his will. :

This is seen in Tughlaq's dealing with Ain-ul-Mulk and Sheikh lmm-ud-dn Y
facing the problem of rebellion of Ain-ul-mulk. While playing the game of ches
solved this problem. He uses Sheikh Imam-ud-din as his pawn to solve the prnBlun
Sultan knowns that the sheikh has been inciting rebellion against him in Kanpur. Th
finds while bend upon the chess-board is that he invites Sheikh Imam-Ud-din to add
Delhi and to enlighten the people about the shortcoming of his rule. But whenihié
Delhi, no one turns up to listen to him. Before him he orders his soldiers to call ..:_;_
to listen to Sheikh. But the Sheikh denies to address the ‘Book-lickers’. Muha . ;
chess player. He knows every move of the game. Therefore he takes adve
The Seikh resembles Md. Tuglaq in appearance. Therefore he humbly mqu:sts
£o to Ain-ul-Mulk as his envoy of peace and to dissuade Ain-ul-Milk from his#
The Sheikh feels flattered and is ultimately caught in the trap of Tughlag. Tug
displomatically. "Please, Sheikh Sahab, I'm not asking you only for mysﬁn
will die of the hands of Muslims if there is war. At once the royal robes o
Sheikh puts on garments. He looks very much like the Sultan in the roy
stands on his royal elephet face to face before the enemy suddenly tn _
sounds the charge. The battle begins and the sheikh is killed. The Ca
overthrows the fearless and tireless fighter of Islam. o

Ain-Ul-Mulk surrenders and is eventually forgiven. T

significantly.
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Prayers as Symbol :

Prayer, in Karnad's play Tughlaq, can be seen in symbolic significance. U.R. Anantha Murthy
writes-

"The use of prayer for murder is reminiscent of what Tughlaq himself did to his father. Theat
prayer, which is most dear to Tughlaq, is vitiated by him as well as his enmies, is symbolic of the fact
that his life is corrupted as its very source.”

The Amirs, some courtiers, Sheikh, led by Ratan Singh and Shihab-ud-din conspire to kill
Muhammad Tughlaq at the time of prayer. When sayyid and Amir-1 express their reluctance of killing ~
Tughlaq at prayer time, Ratan Singh Ironicially says, "Where is your Holy Koran ? The tryant does not
deserve to be considered among the faithful. And then he killed his own father during prayer time after
all." The following conversation is equally significant.

Sheikh: You can't pollute the time of prayer. It is sacred time. We can't stain it with the blood of
Mussulam . =

Amirll :Ocome, we can always make up later. Do penance for it.

Sheikh : But prayer isn't penance. Remember we are here to save Islam, not to insult it.

Amir]l :Don't get excited. Islam will benefit in the long run.

Even Shihab-ud-din ultimately supports Ratan Singh's proposal. He says, "Does your Islam
work only of prayer ? You have persuaded me to do what I had Swomn never to do, you Holiness, I'm
sure the Lord will not mind as interrupted prayer.”

Muhammad Tughlagq 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 further
step in knowledge, every step to lead us nearer to God. But our prayers too are ridden with disease
and must be exited. There will be no praying in the Kindgom.

Najib, anyone caught praying will be severely punished. Hence forth let the moment of prayer
walk my streets in silence and leave without a trace.”

The players is revoked only after five years when the arrival of Ghiyas-ud-din-Abbasid is
announced. In the end Muhammad Tughlaq falls in sound sleep and gets up only when the Muezzin's
call fades away. Tughlaq looks around dazed and frightened. He fails to offer prayer at the right time.
Thus, prayer symbol has been used as a basis of the play.

Other Symbols :

Among some other symbols, 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 Daulatabed :

Young Man : Tell me more about this fort, grandfather. It is true there is a strange and frightening
passage within this fort ? Dark they say, like the new moon night.

Old Man : Yes, It'sa long passage, a winding tunnel coiled like an enormous hollow poython
inside the belly of the fort. And we shall be far, far happier when that python breaks out and swallows
everything in sight-every men, women, child and beast."

This phython can be seen as symbol of the Sultan's increasing fierceness and brutality. The
Sﬂmhihmgqummwnmﬁumnuﬂbbod&m.ﬂmmmharﬂboﬁwfw&dy
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generation of the personality of Muhammad Tughlaq. -
mmggmhnnmwm&gunmadhmlfmnmmenp}ﬂnn

Aziz and Aazam-Their Symbolic Significance :

The two rogues, Aziz and Aazam, are also used as symbols of a particular class of people. 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 fulfilling their own pockets.
Aziz, the Dhobi, disguises himself twice to take advantage of the situation in his own favour. Aziaisa
great opportunised. Politics attracts him beyond any other profession.

He tells Azam, "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 wilderness because there's no cure for his disease.
Don't you see-this patient, racket with fever and Grazed by the fear of the enveloping vultures, can't be
separated from me 7 Donn't you see that only way | can abdicate by killing myself? I could have done
something if the vultures weren't close. | 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. 7"

The reference of the vultures is quite significant because they indicate that Muhammad Tughlaq
has lost all peace of mind. His noble ideal and aspirations have all been frustrated. His critics and
opponentsare trying to throw him out. Thus the vultures and other birds of prey symbolize the frustration
of the idealist Tughlaq.

Evmmuhnhdmhemmiuw:mhcw This city is the symbol of Hindu-
Muslim unity which Muhammad Tughlaq has been seeking for. The intentions.of Tughlaq behind, the
idea of shifting the capital weré honest, but the plan failed miserably because of the dishonest people in
his kingdom.

Thus they play Tughlaq has some relevant symbols. Girish Karnad has made use ofthese symbols
in such as deft way that the play has acquired force and beauty.
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