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In this research paper through the play Bali: The Sacrifice, the creed of violence and non-
violence will be explored. Written in 1980 and translated in English in 2002, by Girish
Karnad, this play belongs to the genre of mythological plays from his oeuvre. Based on the
thirteenth century Kannada epic, Yashodhrara Charite, the denotative quality of this play

results in re-vision of the culture it is rooted in, to the culture it is transplanted in. The theme,

as the title suggests, is sacrifice of the living to propitiate gods as part of religious worship.

The whole question of violence and its ramifications becomes a serious preoccupation of
the dramatist. In a way, it is an exploration of soul-making through the prism of violence and

non-violence.

Bali: The Sacrifice (1980) is based on the thirteenth century
Kannada epic, Yashodhrara Charite. In this play Girish Karnad
transforms the story of a dough figurine that comes alive at the
moment of sacrifice into philosophical exploration of love,
jealousy, betrayal and violence between men and women. The
denotative quality of this play results in re-vision of the culture it
is rooted in, to the culture it is transplanted in. Myths are
structures that are shaped by individuals like Karnad who alters
and filters them to serve his authorial intentions. The plot of
Bali: The Sacrifice is taken from the thirteenth century Kannada
epic, Yashodhara Charite by Janna, which has its reference
point in the eleventh-century Sanskrit epic by Vadiraja. The
story of the play revolves around the Jain myth of the cock of
dough. Its main point of tension is the rift between the two
ideologies, violence and non-violence. In the play, there is a
fusion of religion and spirituality, faith and belief, ritualistic
performances and acts of conviction.

The Bali: The Sacrifice was created when Karnad was
commissioned by the Haymarket Theatre, Leicester, England
to write a play. It was first presented at the Haymarket Theatre
where Naseerudin Shah enacted one of the important roles.
The theme, as the title suggests, is sacrifice of the living to
propitiate gods as part of religious worship. The whole question
of violence and its ramifications becomes a serious
preoccupation of the dramatist. In a way, it is an exploration of
soul-making through spiritual insights gained by us through the
millennia of our civilizational existence. No other culture has
concerned itself so thoroughly in understanding the deep
springs of violence in human nature as the Indian from ancient
times. It is both an individual and communal struggle.

Our Vedic ancestors believed in offering slaughtered
animals to gods as part of their fire worship. It was meant as
food for gods. It was then cooked and consumed by the
devotees. The Jains found this violence repugnant. For them,
being human meant abjuring all violence in deed or thought.
Violence meant forfeiting one’s moral status. Later, the
Buddhists also reinforced this position, though from their own
philosophical stand. This debate has continued to this day. This
journey is transversed by each individual at all times. It is
external questioning through the maze of desires, fears and
insecurities. Then at one point in our long history the Brahmins
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renounced blood sacrifice. They started substituting miniature
figurines made of dough for live animals. Animals were not
slaughtered, meat was not consumed but the intentional
violence in the mind remained operative. The Jains rejected
this compromise because, according to them, it carried the
original violent impulse within it. The dehumanizing effect on
the mind remained intact. This was a complex ethical and
philosophical proposition which resulted in bleak, guilt-ridden
existence with no hope of absolution.

In the preface Karnad tells us that “For Bali: The
Sacrifice |1 have drawn upon the thirteenth-century Kannada
epic, Yashodhara Charite by Jana, which in turn refers back
through an eleventh-century Sanskrit epic, Yashatilaka, by
Somadeva Suri. Same elements of the tale have been traced
back to the first century.” Karnad came across the myth of the
Cock of Dough very early in life, cogitated on it for a long time,
and the myth continued revealing to him unexpected meanings
with passing years. The cock of dough in the play is a powerful
symbol with multiple meanings for each one of the four
characters, and it carries the thematic weight of the play as its
many themes converge and conclude with it. The four
characters, The King, The Queen, The Queen-mother and
Mahout are themselves powerful symbols. The King is the
fountain-head of all authority in the public sphere. His private
life is subject to his role as a ruler. He is the guardian of the
traditions of his realm. His mother, the Queen-mother has a
public and private role. She symbolizes authority as mother-in-
Law. She is also the advisor to the King and a guardian of
morality and tradition. She is expected to carry forward the
religious and cultural traditions of her family. The Queen’s
character symbolizes the new generation, new ideas and
values, new revolt and new freedoms, including the freedom of
conscience, faith and sex. She represents the modern
emancipated woman. Mahout represents the lower classes and
castes, a low profession and instinctual life. He is ignorant
about the clash of values. As such he is a free man and only
the fear of the King daunts him.

The action of the play takes place in the sanctum-
sanctorum of a dilapidated old temple, where the idol is
missing. Only the pedestal where it once rested remains. The
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play begins with two dialectic propositions-one of the King,
another by the Queen. The Queen’s formulation says:

As the world is divided

into two orbs:

One lit by the sun

the other hid in the shade.

So also the human soul,

the habitation of gods,

is split into two realms —

one of the spirits that adore

the blood and gore

of the bright, shining blade

slicing smoothly

through the lamb

and the other

ruled by the spirits that bid you pause

before you use

the knife on the sapling

or clap in the air

lest you harm a life. (Collected Plays, 189)
This clearly set up the polarity between two types of spirits or
aspects of consciousness. One violent and the other
scrupulously non-violent. They are different like sun and shade.
The difference is obviously between the Brahminical and Jain
attitudes towards Bali or Sacrifice. This deals with the individual
consciousness and his spiritual development. The second
proposition is of the King which is as follows:

So we begin our tale-

and in any tale

the King and the Queen

siting on the throne

should merge into one

she on his lap

become half his royal frame

or entwined in bed, tangled together,

they must turn

into a four-armed deity

thrashing and moaning

for the good of the land.

But woe betide the times

where the King sits alone

outside on the steps

racked by sighs

While the Queen, cannot

escape her lover's thighs. (Collected Plays,

190)
The first picture is straight from the Hindu concept of Kingship
sanctified by religious deification of the king. The King’s
responsibility for the good of the land and his people is shared
by the Queen also. If the Queen does not act as Queen and
violates the sacred oath of marriage and takes a lover, it is
feared that the kingdom would be woe-ridden. This leads us
straight to the deserted temple where the Queen is indulging in
fornication with the Mahout. The King is clear that his
responsibility impinges on his personal life as the personal
morality of a public man is not simply personal. It has political
repercussions.

The thematic structure of the play is built on a
complex and continuous dialectic constituting many themes.
The polarities consist of the basic opposition between violence
and non-violence, actual violence and intentional violence
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symbolized by the real Cock and the Dough Cock, the higher
and lower aspects of human nature symbolized by the dialectic
of two orgs. This is carried out in characterization in the
personalities, beliefs and actions of the Queen-mother and the
Queen. The King is pitched against the Mahout. The King’s
character is a study of cultivated nobility, public responsibility
and accountability. The Mahout’s, on the other hand, depicts
low and irresponsible conduct with hardly any concern about
consequences. There are other thematic strands such as guilt
and its expatiation, the tension of the opposite pulls of the
mother and wife resulting in the political compulsion of the king
to compromise in the interest of public good and the intense
inner compulsions of the Queen-mother and the Queen based
on individual beliefs. The issue of the birth of the son and heir,
the question of pregnancy and its miscarriage, the Queen-
mother’s idea of propitiating gods by sacrifice of any animal or
bird of the family tradition to safeguard the Queen’s pregnancy,
and the Queen’s conscientious objection of the very idea and
intention. These are the warp and the woof of the tragic conflict
that not only creates tension but also leads to the final tragic
resolution.

There are two contending ethical positions, one
represented by the Queen-mother and the other by the Queen.
According to the Queen-mother her son had in a way betrayed
the family tradition and insulted his ancestors by forsaking his
own religion for the sake of love of a woman. She fears the
gods will punish him for his betrayal. She also feels that the
Queen had violated the code not only of marriage but also of
higher moral and spiritual self, by falling to the bestial level of
instinctual sexual fulfilment. On the other hand, the Queen
does not feel any sense of guilt for the sexual lapse, for it just
happened without her intention. She fell not for the Mahout but
for the bewitchment of his song. For her there is no God or His
retribution. According to her the creed of non-violence, the
maternal mode of consciousness and the experience of
motherhood constitute true Indian way of life.

Actually the Queen’s pregnancy and its safety
becomes the central issue which concerns all the three main
characters. The Queen is bitter about the attitude of the
Queen-mother and others towards her childlessness, and her
pregnancy is a vindication of her feminine integrity and
fulfillment. The King is happy for her sake and for the sake of
the State for he expects to have an heir. But he is also
apprehensive that there should be no miscarriage this time.
The Queen-mother does not trust the Queen’s claim that she is
pregnant. Nevertheless she wants to offer animal sacrifice for
the blessings and protection of the gods. The King's mind is
torn between his new religion and the old, between his wife’s
and his mother’s strongly-held beliefs. Before marriage when
he met his wife for the first time he killed a bird in sport. Now
his mother has substituted a dough cock for the real one, as a
matter of compromise and according to her the ritual killing of
the cock involves no violence. The king has no objection in
participating in this ritual. He almost believes in it. But the
Queen has a conscience-objection to this ritualistic killing, for
the intention of killing, according to the Jain tenets, has some
corroding effect on the mind and soul as the actual killing. The
King’s tortured mind finds some solace in seeking the help of
gods through this ritualistic sacrifice but the Queen flatly
refuses to be a party to it. The King's position is more
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complicated. The Queen-mother representing the old, time-
honoured code of morality urges her son to punish the Queen:

When the King asks her to calm down, she calls him
impotent and spits at him. The Queen’s act of infidelity has
unnerved the King. So in this tortured state of mind he pleads
with the Queen to participate in the sacrificial ritual both as
expiation of her faithlessness as also for the protection of the
expected child. Her participation is essential for no ceremony is
complete without the participation of the wife. The Queen-
mother feels that the Queen had drowned their family in sin
and thus activated the demonic forces. The King also feels that
something has to be done.

Karnad has made the Queen a spokesman of the
modern feminine struggle for gender equality. The Queen’s
defiance is manifold. First, it is the rejection of the mother-in-
law, the symbol of domestic authority for all Indian women.
Two, it is questioning the sexual morality accepted and
reinforced by tradition with all the violent consequences and
the ultimate argument for female subjugation. Three, her
involvement with the Mahout is the breaking of the class and
caste barriers which have always been very rigid in Hindu
society. Finally, her assertion to live according to her own
beliefs.

The Mahout runs for his life when he opens the door
and finds the king standing there. He hides himself in the
corner and pleads that he has done nothing. But once he know
that the king being a Jain will not resort to any violence, he
becomes chirpy, confident and insolent. The King is conscious
that the Queen’s sexual lapse would land him in trouble in the
public realm. But as he abjured all violence he becomes totally
helpless and meekly pleads with the Queen to participate in the
sacrificial rite, to the utter exasperation of the Queen-mother.

The Queen realizes that the King is in great agony. He
has become the sacrificial object, the cock of dough, himself.
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The Queen’s sexual adventure suggests that the King’s own
cock was perhaps made of dough and the Queen-mother spits
on his face and calls him impotent. The Mahout mocks him. He
has thus become impotent as a King. The cult of non-violence
is failing him in the public as well as private domain. At this
stage the Queen compromises by agreeing to become a party
to the killing of the Cock of Dough, thus falling from the high
moral pedestal of belief in non-violence in action and intention.
She had earlier fallen by a sexual liaison with the Mahout. But
ultimately when the cock starts crowing, rousing her spiritual
and ethical self, she redeems herself by thrusting the sword in
her stomach, killing herself and her expected child. The end
unfortunately is self-destructive violence. She has saved her
conscience. Her death and that of her un-born child also shows
that sexual freedom of this type is incompatible with
motherhood and family life. She becomes a martyr of the
freedom of conscience, but pays the price for violating the
tradition of marital fidelity and queenly responsibility. The King
is relieved of his agony by the Queen’s death. The sacrificial
rite remains unfinished and so his hope of getting a son and
heir.

Non-violence is the life of an individual is perhaps
possible provided he, like Gandhi, is prepared to pay the price
with his life. But we are not yet ready to apply this principle to
our public life. That day is quite far when nations and societies
would abjure violence. That would mean living in a different
exalted spiritual world and civilization. Thus attaining the
genuine life of non-violence at the level of an individual or
society becomes a perpetual quest, a nagging spiritual
aspiration and a civilization question mark. Karnad’'s
exploration of this theme is really thought-provoking. It is soul-
searching and soul-making.
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