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Abstract 
The modern Indian theatre is an epitome of experimental drama. Partly inspired by the western dialectical method, the playwrights of post-
independent India embraced and appropriated Brechtian weltanschauung [1], Zola’s naturalism, and Beckettian existentialism (and by extension 
inherent nihilism) to complement the disposition of the Indian audience. Residual folk theatre techniques have embellished the fusion-oriented 
contemporary theatre, including tamasha, lavani, nautanki, swang, jatra, Ankiya naat bhaona and Yakshaganga. Dharamvir Bharati’s Andha Yug 
(translated as The Age of Blindness by Alok Bhalla), without exception, has recasted the theatre of roots [2] movement. Besides reclaiming the 
voices of the subaltern groups from the margins, the play endeavors to scrutinize the existing hierarchisation through figurative language. 
Ashwatthama, the nemesis of Pandavas, personifies “blind” abomination. His resemblance to the Partition-mongers of Bharati’s times is 
uncanny. Thus, he is the interpellated subject of the dominant ideology. As Bhumika Sharma noted: 
Bharti's reconstitution of this historic-political event is chiefly understood against the backdrop of India's partition, which brings forth the animal 
instincts and madness of the individuals as well as masses. The element that enters into its reading is the moral overtone which reinterprets its 
textual significance for a more contemporary analysis. The literary rendering of the aftermath of a historical battle seems more concerned with 
the moral and ethical than political issues of the human society. Its political canvas bears the strokes of Indian philosophy in the context of 
present degradation of a modern man (Sharma 175) the “backdrop of partition” against which the narrative unfolds is the reference point of 
psychoanalytical intervention. Unrelenting when confronted with defeat, he echoes the myth of Sisyphus. The research paper attempts to 
primarily examine the intrinsic undertones of hermeneutic ontology in modern Indian theatre. Through close textual analysis of Bharati’s 
seminal play, the paper will outline the crisis of contemporary existence. Many scholars have deemed it a postmodern play. The focal point of 
the paper shall remain forging intertextual links with the oeuvres of other vernacular playwrights in post-independent India to evaluate the 
ramifications of the persistently shell-shocked psyche. Essentially a pacifist, Bharati espoused anti-fundamentalist jargon. The changing 
landscape of modern dramatic aesthetics, the evolving trajectory of reader-response and the perils of translation are also some of the ancillary 
concerns that would contour the discourse. 
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Introduction 
The Second World War (1939-45) bisected the predominant 
nations of the world into two opposing factions: the Allied 
and the Axis. The war conspicuously altered the life of 
ordinary people. While the governing class increasingly 
amassed power, the underclass was the recipient of deplorable 
consequences. Land battles, aerial bombardments and war-
induced famines affected civilian lives. ‘Death That Need Not 
Have Been’ by Flora Hendricks narrates the grotesqueness of 
malevolent massacre in a war in the following words: 
 

I hear the scream of bombs 
And see the small feet flying 
Fear-whitened faces staring, 

Huddled in death, 
Death that need not have been. (Hendricks 244-245) 

 
This denouncement of unwarranted violence strengthened the 
conviction of conscientious objectors across Europe. The 
abominable bombings at Nagasaki and Hiroshima became 
frozen in the collective consciousness of the intellectuals of 
the time. The participating countries embarked on a radical 

change in the socio-political arrangement as did the non-
participants. Therefore, the contemporary governing 
dispensation of the mid-1940s in India was not oblivious to 
the perilous repercussions of interpersonal violence. Yet, the 
partition of India reverberated the dogmatic practices which 
had traumatic outcomes. Urvashi Butalia’s anecdotal 
recounting of the barbarism in The Other Side of Silence 
opens with the following estimate: 
The political partition of India caused one of the great human 
convulsions of history. Never before or since have so many 
people exchanged their homes and countries so quickly. In the 
space of a few months, about twelve million people moved 
between the new, truncated India and the two wings, East and 
West of the newly created Pakistan. Slaughter sometimes 
accompanied and sometimes prompted their movement; many 
others died from malnutrition and contagious diseases. 
(Butalia 3) Often cited by the scholars as the gravest man-
made tragedy, partition was a precursor to the institution of 
dual consciousness which became the subject of writers like 
Saadat Hasan Manto. The madness ensuing from the arbitrary 
borders deftly etched his disenfranchised “Toba Tek Singh”. 
His own lived experiences pervaded his portrayal of Partition 
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as an inhuman act of treacherous betrayal. The “madness” 
becomes a metaphor signifying a quest for belongingness.  
 
Stephen Atler in “Madness and Partition” observed: 
Partition seems to be one of the most enduring legacies of the 
British empire. Former colonies were divided along religious 
and ethnic lines, as if the colonial administrators took the 
wisdom of Soloman at face value, cutting the disputed infant 
in half before its mother had a chance to intervene The 
problem is that the cartographer's pencil became a two-edged 
sword and there is no line on a map that can cleanly 
demarcate a population, particularly when that population is 
already riven with hatred and distrust. (Atler 94) The 
aforementioned systematic dehumanization of the “other” 
constitutes the root of the trauma.  
Hence, it is imperative to contemplate this trauma from the 
theoretical standpoint of hermeneutic ontology. Bharati’s 
Andha Yug encompasses the nuanced understanding of the 
ontological shift in cognitive-discursive paradigm knowledge.  
 
The Background 
Andha Yug (1953) is a verse play (Drishya kavya) by 
Dharamvir Bharati which was written in response to the 
catastrophic outcomes of the partition of India. The play 
became the touchstone of the avant-garde “new drama” in 
Hindi because it was one of the foremost plays of post-
independent India that combined indigenous theatre subject 
matter with the European dramatic form. Bharati, owing to his 
literary inclinations, can be considered the intellectual heir of 
Manto. As an organic intellectual [3], he redefined the 
meanings and significance of authorial intention in the play 
traverses the lengthy time span of thirty-six years, from the 
eighteenth day of Mahabharata war to prabhas tirtha in five 
acts. The deliberate maneuvering of mythological events has 
expanded the horizon of expectations by widening the scope 
of interpretation. The play reminds its audience of the myriad 
adaptations and variations of the epic. Thus, it is firmly 
established that the magnum opus is capable of 
accommodating heterogeneity of opinions. The playwright 
tailored a cautionary tale for all generations about the 
damning after-effects of war. Alok Bhalla, the translator, 
made a compelling assertion about the credulity of human 
nature: “Without invoking an absolute notion of the good or 
the just, all our truth-seeking impulses, especially when our 
existence as a people is threatened, can only flounder and fall 
into nothingness” (Bhalla 89). This is the threshold of 
pragmatism whose transgression engenders angst of being. 
N.C. Jain’s Playwrights in Perspective has reiterated that both 
the individual and society suffer the consequences of war. 
Nevertheless, the masculinist assertion of power through 
conflicts is rampant. The anti-war perspective of Andha Yug’s 
playwright is not a monologue. It is preceded by a series of 
anti-war plays written across the globe. Seán O'Casey’s The 
Silver Tassie (1929), Somerset Maugham’s For Services 
Rendered (1932), Karel Čapek’s The White Disease (1937) 
and Bertolt Brecht’s Mother Courage and her Children (1939) 
are the prime examples of plays with anti-war themes.  
 
Analogy with Partition Holocaust 
Andha Yug revived the memories of the partition of India 
where both sides had collectively rejected the voice of reason. 
As the play’s narrator duly informs: 
Both sides in the war violated the code of honour smashed it 
ripped it into shreds and scattered it-the Kauravas perhaps 
more than the Pandavas (Bharati 27) the metaphor of 

“blindness” seamlessly functions throughout the play. The 
playwright investigates its physical, mental, and spiritual 
manifestations. For many scholars, Dhritarashtra’s blindness 
encompasses every facet of his reign and symbolizes the 
futility of all forms of reasoning. However, this is a reductive 
interpretation of his persona. Dhritarashtra is himself the 
victim of bias. This reckoning in the play is followed by a 
recurrent refrain “I was born blind”. In contrast, throughout 
the Greek tragedy Oedipus the King, Sophocles has employed 
several connotations for visibility and has used it as a 
metaphor for insight and knowledge. Oedipus is "blind” 
because of his ignorance and his inability to avoid the tragic 
fate while the visually impaired prophet Tiresias is the one 
who can “see” the reality and the actions that have already 
occurred. The construction of binaries is common in both 
plays. The inability to perceive the tangible world also 
determines the limitation of human judgment. Through his 
play, Bharati has reminded the audience that one cannot hope 
to escape the cataclysmic repercussions after instigating a 
war. Yuyutsu is the archetype. While the play explores the 
meaninglessness of life, dismantling of faith and man’s 
movement into the world of uncertainty, it concomitantly 
raises fundamental questions pertaining to the vanishing gap 
between humanity and bestiality. The transformation of 
Ashwatthama from man to beast is a crucial act of defiance: 
Since he could not distinguish between man and beast I 
decided to turn myself into a blind, ruthless beast. (Bharati 
52) This postwar pattern of moral ambiguity continues to 
characterize the modern age because “there is no future free 
of the present” (Bharati 32). Ashwatthama, Dronacharya’s 
beloved son is rendered hysteric by his father’s assassination. 
Therefore, he becomes the objective correlative of the 
enfeeblement of truth. Major characters in the play delineate 
the decline of civilization in the aftermath of the partition. 
Ebrahim Alkazi (Directed Andha Yug in 1963) pointed out 
that each character in the play has its own distinct language. 
The connection between Krishna and the other characters acts 
as the binding force of the play. He is not the divine/ quasi-
divine deus ex machina but appears mostly in the mortal 
form. The transmogrification of Ashwatthama into a beast is 
central to the play. He inevitably metamorphoses into an 
indestructible instrument of Gandhari’s vengeance against the 
Pandavas when he attacks their camp in the middle of the 
night along with Kritavarma and Kripacharya. His unbridled 
obsession emulates the ruthless barbarism that overshadowed 
the period of reason. 
There is no perceptible distinction between the two 
Ashwatthamas-the man and the beast. He embodies the 
fanaticism of the modern man through a murderous rampage. 
Phrases like half-truths, inertia, blindness, barbaric, deformed, 
suicidal etc. find poignant recurrence in the narrative 
implying excess of the phallogocentric assertion. During the 
fabled Kurukshetra war, Yudhishthira had announced the 
death of Ashwatthama (the elephant). Dronacharya 
misconstrued that his son was dead, compelling him to drop 
his weapons and was mercilessly beheaded by 
Dhrishtadyumna. One can infer that any form of conflict does 
not allow scope for actual redemption. Yudhishthira’s 
deception triggered Ashwatthama’s unquenchable thirst for 
revenge. He declared- “By adharma- they will also be 
destroyed by adharma” (Bharati 80). The central dilemma is 
caused by the choice offered between ‘dharma’ and 
‘adharma’. Bharati remains indifferent to both. The binary of 
dharma/adharma is a social construct. Therefore, the 
definitions are not absolute, but subjective. The only 
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overarching certitude is the irrational rage that initiated the 
war. Devoid of dharma/adharma binary, the epic battle was no 
different from the troubled partition.  
 
Theoretical Interventions 
The above description occasions the need to examine the 
characters through the ontological prism. In rustic terms, 
ontology deals with the question of being. Gadamer’s [4] 

hermeneutic ontology, on the other hand, places a premium 
on the notion that what, among other things, enables a sound 
interpretation of its historical character. Also, hermeneutic 
ontology emphasizes on the ontological determination of 
interpretation itself. Lastly, hermeneutic ontology operates not 
only through the ontology of interpretation but also an 
interpretation of ontology. Thus the modern Ashwatthama is 
perturbed by these ontological considerations. Existing on the 
borderline between human and the beast, he belongs to the no 
man’s land. This instigates existential angst. Existential 
anxiety is not a philosophical problem but an attempt at 
transcendence.  
Playwright’s modus operandi of delineating epistemological 
shift is through emphasizing the anthropocentric worldview 
and by depicting the decline of superhuman structures of 
authority. Krishna, in the play, is not a supernatural entity. 
The fallibility of the supernatural pioneers the doubt in 
Calvinistic predetermination. When the Lord himself can be 
cursed by Gandhari, the great chain of being [5] undergoes 
carnivalesque subversion. The acceptance of Gandhari’s curse 
by Krishna reorganizes the belief in the divine authority 
which is expected to guide human predestination. The 
presence of the divine becomes the living embodiment of 
faith in individual identity. In his reference to the presence of 
Krishna, Bharati asserts that “The lines of fate are not carved 
in stone. They can be drawn and redrawn at every moment of 
time by the will of man.” (Bharati 41). Balrama reprimands 
Krishna for failing to negotiate peace. He repudiates the 
binary of dharma/adharma by holding Pandavas equally 
responsible for the collapse of maryada (ethical code of 
conduct).According to Balrama, Pandava’s victory was 
without merit. Ashwatthama accuses Krishna of “trickery”. 
Krishna echoes the uncertainty of mankind’s future because 
of the self-annihilating disposition of man because of which 
morality ceases to exist in the play.  
The dual consciousness that informs the decisions of 
Ashwatthama emanates from the loss of identity. His eternal 
state of forgetfulness is not dissimilar to those who cannot fall 
prey to selective amnesia. One is bound to compare 
Ashwatthama with those hate-mongers who provoked 
violence during partition. As the subjects of dominant 
fundamentalist ideology, their actions were induced by their 
ideological subjectivity. But, it is the role of intellectuals 
which has been criticised by Bharati. Vidura, the wise one, is 
not a free individual. Like the intellectuals of our times, his 
wisdom is impeded by the institution of kingship. Similarly, 
contemporary intellectuals are also confined within the 
institutional framework. Their theorisation is detached from 
the lived reality. Helen Small in her book The Public 
Intellectual (2002) reiterates this concern when she talks 
about the role of new information technology which has 
granted more power to the media. Media and multinational 
corporations have commercial interests and they influence the 
ideas that are circulated in the public sphere. She argues that 
“The public realms we inhabit and the simplified ways in 
which “being a public” still tends to be thought of - all these 
appear to have contributed to a diminution in the perceived 

legitimacy of those few writers and academics still willing to 
define themselves as intellectuals” (Small 2). There is a need 
to expand the marketplace of ideas through critical insight. 
More importantly, each character in Andha Yug is a product 
of social determinism. Their individual actions are invariably 
stimulated by their interactions with others.  
The disillusionment which envelops Ashwatthama is shared 
by Kritavarma and Kripacharya. Nonetheless, they do not 
submit to hegemonic control. At another juncture in the play, 
Ashwatthama contemplates suicide: 
 

Should I commit suicide? 
At least I shall be released 

From this impotent existence 
Even if I were to burn in the fires of hell 

I would not have to endure  so much torment. (Bharati 53) 
 
The crisis of Ashwatthama’s being is similar to that of 
Camus’s Sisyphus. One of the twentieth century’s most 
frequently asked existentialist question is attributed to Camus 
that was conceived from The Myth of Sisyphus: “There is only 
one really serious philosophical question, and that is suicide” 
(Camus 3). Camus drafted The Myth of Sisyphus at the 
beginning of World War II. He was associated with the 
French Resistance in Paris at this time, quite distant from his 
native Algeria. It is equally significant to comprehend the 
authorial intention which was contingent upon the 
circumstances in which this essay was written. The metaphor 
of exile that Camus often employs to foreground the human 
predicament and the meaningless and futility of quotidian life. 
Sisyphus is akin to Ashwatthama. Both struggle to find a 
meaningful existence. The contemporary nihilism which has 
been analysed by Camus through the myth is also underscored 
by Bharati. According to the Greek legend, Sisyphus was 
eternally condemned to roll a boulder up a hill which 
eventually reached the bottom again. This persistent struggle, 
according to Camus, represented the purposelessness of 
human drudgery. Towards the end, Camus suggests that by 
accepting the absurd, humans can move forward. Any attempt 
to reconcile the absurd is equivalent to resistance, which is 
futile. He concludes: 
I leave Sisyphus at the foot of the mountain! One always finds 
one's burden again. But Sisyphus teaches the higher fidelity 
that negates the gods and raises rocks. He too concludes that 
all is well. This universe henceforth without a master seems to 
him neither sterile nor futile. Each atom of that stone, each 
mineral flake of that night filled mountain, in itself forms a 
world. The struggle itself toward the heights is enough to fill a 
man's heart. One must imagine Sisyphus happy (Camus 24). 
Ashwatthama shares the resolve of Sisyphus. He declares: “I 
must go on living”. 
Yuyutsu (the illegitimate son of Dhritrashtra) represents the 
dilemma of morality in the age of blindness. Despite being 
born a Kaurava, he fought from the Pandava camp. In an age 
governed by ignorance, his gesture has lost its significance 
and the wheel of Dharma has lost its center. There are chaos 
and confusion. Truth is an abstract notion in the modern age. 
Bharati Through the figures of two mechanical Guards, the 
precarious position of the common man is brought to the fore. 
The commoners of Hastinapur were not central to the ancient 
narrative and the modern retellings are forced to conjure 
fictitious characters to meet the demands of the egalitarian 
society of ordinary masses. The play warns against the perils 
of militant fundamentalism. Yuyustu challenges Vyasa, the 
author of the Great Epic to rationalize the war. Vidura, the 
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devoted follower of Krishna suspends his faith in the divine 
powers of the lord and admits that even God cannot exercise 
divine providence in the age of darkness.  
The Brahmastra has been described in the Mahabharata as 
the weapon of mass destruction. Ashwatthama directs 
Brahmastra during the final act of launching Brahmastra 
towards the womb of Uttara (wife of Abhimanyu) who was 
carrying Abhimanyu's son (Parikshit) “reduces the earth to a 
wasteland” (Bharati 115). Arjuna tries to counter its outcome 
through his Brahmashirsha Astra. The weapon has been 
described in the play as the source of complete annihilation 
which led to severe environmental damage when it was used. 
It turns the fertile land into a barren piece of earth. As Vyasa 
predicts: “For centuries to come nothing will grow on earth. 
Newborn children shall be deformed. Men shall become 
grotesque” (Bharati 114). The audience of Bharati’s play is 
spontaneously reminded of the images of atomic bombings on 
Nagasaki and Hiroshima during World War II.  
Jyotsna G. Singh in her book Colonial Narratives/cultural 
Dialogues noticed an intriguing irony: 
Thus, as Indian nationalists called for an end to colonial rule, 
their rhetoric embodied a paradox: on the one hand, it denied 
the alleged inferiority of the colonized people by asserting 
that a “backward” nation could modernize itself while 
keeping its culture; while at the same time, it accepted the 
intellectual premises of modernity on which colonialism was 
based. In doing so, it could not escape the thrall of the 
colonial binaries: tradition and modernity, backwardness and 
progress. (Singh 132) The play, Andha Yug, unequivocally 
expresses a postmodern skepticism about the epic narratives 
regarding India’s mythic identity. 
In his Note to Directors, Bharati has assessed the 
effectiveness of imagination in sculpting “few characters” and 
“few events”. Bharati’s time-honoured association with the 
theatre of roots of the 1950s is well-known. Modern Indian 
theatre has refashioned and repositioned the prevailing myths 
which have been deconstructed in accordance with the 
modern sensibility and new thematic strands. In 1961, Habib 
Tanvir demanded, “own plays about our own problems in our 
own forms” (Dharwadker 2).  
The Modern Indian Theatre emerged at the cusp of the fusion 
of two distinct cultures- the western and the vernacular. 
Aparna Bhargava pointed out in Theatre of Independence: 
Drama Theory and Urban Performance in India since 1947 
that the Modern Indian Theatre tried to reconcile the 
traditions which existed in India before colonization with 
those which formed a part and parcel of the modern Indian 
state. Ebrahim Alkazi thought of Andha Yug in terms of a 
series of questions which the prose-play interrogated. Girish 
Karnad was another modern Indian playwright who was 
affiliated with the movement. Tughlaq (1964) is a play in 
thirteen scenes about the unstable rule of Mohammad Bin 
Tughlaq who ascended the throne after murdering his own 
father and brother and governed India for over twenty years. 
It is not only a historical play, but also a commentary on 
contemporary politics. The protagonist, Tughlaq, has lofty 
ideas but his reign degenerated into anarchy. Characters such 
as those of Aziz, Aazim, the stepmother and the Prayer Scene 
were invented by the playwright. This bold implementation of 
imagination is also shared by Bharati. 
The language of Andha Yug combines poetic intensity with 
the spontaneity of the spoken word. It involves a variation of 
color and rhythm. The play deals with the determination of 
the self and quest for identity. Sung narrative (katha gayan) at 
the beginning and end of each act aids narrative continuity. 

The scenes narrating hovering man-eating vultures and 
devouring of Duryodhana’s wounded corpse depict striking 
similarities with Artaud’s “Theatre of Cruelty” [6]. 
 
The Perilous Translation  
Andha Yug contains an aporia or a logical disjunct which is 
the chief characteristic of existentialist discourse. Each 
character assumes an ideological position. The ideological 
state apparatuses of religion, family and education function 
vociferously to subjugate the subaltern-women and persons 
with disability. The counter discourse generated by the play is 
more visible in Alok Bhalla’s translation of the play. 
Ashwatthama’s resistance to morality stems from this 
opposition to Krishna’s ideology. Bhalla’s translation limits 
the spiritual and temporal powers by prioritising action. 
Scholars have noted that adaptation in itself is a 
transpositional practice, a form of revision. The retention of 
myths restores polyvalency which further aids the 
understanding of the complexity of the human psyche. Most 
of the characters in the play are representative of intricate 
social interrelations and these interrelations accelerate the 
formulation of the discursive structures. As an adaptation, 
Bharati’s Andha Yug reviews the source text, i.e. The 
Mahabharata. In doing so, the playwright revises and reforms 
the approach to classical canon. The translator, Alok Bhalla, 
begins his note on translation with an insight into the 
erstwhile translations: 
The existing translations of Andha Yug had erased the 
distinctions in moral perceptions, which were carefully 
structured in the original Hindi text. They had also failed to 
keep the separation between the different levels of ethical 
awareness available to all human beings, so as to show why 
some characters, even those like Gandhari, whose suffering 
saturates us with pity, deserve their fate because they were 
actually responsible for the breakdown of the moral order and 
their own ruin with it. (Bhalla 93) These translations were 
insufficient. Bhalla’s translation has attempted to retain the 
form and simultaneously defends the “sacred”. The blustering 
and singleminded conviction of Kauravas, according to 
Bhalla, is the cause of their tragic fall. He rightly points out 
that the humanly-cherished figure of Krishna encourages the 
reader to “demand that his actions and judgements support 
our present and the relative interests” which is not possible. 
His inability to meet the demands culminates in criticism of 
his actions. Unlike the orientalist translations and adaptations 
of Mahabharata which fostered colonial Indology, Bharati’s 
adaptation and Bhalla’s subsequent translation retain the 
flavour of indigeneity and commemorate native rhetorical 
ingenuity.  
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