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recently, stayed on the [ringes of the theater scene. This is, in part, because
English-language theater has been heavily influenced by British drawing-
room comedy and is therefore associated with light entertainment for the
urban elite, a perception Dauani has done much 1o change. Dauani’s plays
are not mindless flufl: he takes as his subject the complicated dynamics of
the modern urban family. Dattani’s characters struggle for some kind of
freedom and happiness under the oppressive weight of tradition, cultural
constructions ol gender, and repressed dtair::\.hThEir dramas are played out
on multilevel sets where interior and exterior become one and geographical
locations are collapsed; in short, his settings are as fragmented as the fam-
ilics who inhabit them.

Datta Bhaga is a Dalit writer. Dalit means “ground down” or "depressed”
in Marathi and is the term used by politicized ex-Untouchables 1o describe
themselves with respect to the oppression they have endured. Dalit Sahitya
is a socioliterary movement begun by Buddhists in Maharashira (former
Untouchables who converted 1o Buddhism to rid themselves ol discrimina-
tion based on caste) demanding, through literature, social change and eco-
nomic justice. Arjun Dangle, a Dalit poet, describes Dalit Sahitya as that
“which acquaints people with the caste system and untouchability in India,
[with] its appalling nature, and [with] its system of exploitation.”™ Bhagat's
play Routes and Escape Routes is significant because it is the first modern
Dalit play to reach a large and diverse audience.

GIRISH KARNAD AND The Fire and the Rain

Karnad was born in 1938 in Matheran, near Bombay (now Mumbai). He was
educated at the Karnatak University in Dharwad and at Oxford, where he
was a Rhodes Scholar. He wrote his first play, Yayati, during an emotional
crisis brought on by his decision to attend Oxlord, a crisis in which he lelt
he would have to choose between a future in England and a future in In-
dia. Karnad chose 1o use the story of Yayau, which comes from the Ma-
habharata, because the myth reflected his particular anxieties in that mo-
ment. However, while the theme of the play came [rom an Indian source,
Karnad was lorced 10 use a Western dramatic structure because there was
none in his own modern tradition to which he could relate.” In an attempt
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to find an indigenous structural model for his work, Karnad turned o tra-
ditional performance.

Hayavadana, Karnad's third play, is one of the first modern Indian plays
using traditional performance to receive national auention, and it estab-
lished Karnad as one of India’s most important modern playwrights. In
Hayavadana Karnad makes use of “tradition” both in terms of form and in
terms of content, by blending indigenous folk elements with a specifically
Indian story in a multilayered structure that is typical of many Indian folk
and classical performance forms. He mobilizes and juxtaposes several dif-
ferent genres, each with its own inherent logic, its own textures, and its own
perspective, so that the central story is reflected in various forms and com-
mented on in many ways. In his most recent play, The Fire and the Rain,
Karnad continues to use and refer to traditional performance in order 1o
make strong political and social statements about contemporary life.

The Fire and the Rain opens with an elaborate yajfia (a fire sacrifice in-
tended to preserve the world from physical and moral chaos). However, not
long after the image of this Brahminic ritual is presented, Karnad begins 1o
turn it upside down: this is not a reverent play espousing Brahmin ideals. On
a political level, The Fire and the Rain exposes the hypocrisy and brutality of
Brahmin priests and the failure of religion. On a personal level, it reveals the
ways in which jealousy can destroy a family (and by implication an entire
community and possibly the cosmos itself). By the end of the play one
Brahmin (Yavakri)} has been granted power by the gods—a power he uses
solely to get revenge on his own uncle. Another Brahmin (the chief priest of
the yajfia) kills his father and pins the blame on his brother Arvasu. Arvasu,
who breaks caste by falling in love with the daughter of a hunter and joining
a troupe of actors, is the hero of The Fire and the Rain. His acting company
performs a play (technically a ritual performance) at the yajfia which breaks
the cycle of vengeance and revenge and brings release [rom anger. As anger
melts away, the rains come, ending a crippling drought.

Indra, who is god of the firmament, a personification of the atmosphere,
and the lord of the rains, appears in the play in several forms. At one level he
is a mythological figure. Atanother level, he appears as a character played by
an actor in the play-that-is-a-ritual-performance within the ritwal ( yajia),
that is in wrn performed within the play (The Fire and the Rain). Finally,
Indra appears in the ritual as a murthi, as an actual manifestation of the deity
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being propitiated at the yajia. In other words, Indra is actually present—as
opposed 1o being represented. To “see” Indra in the context of a ritual is to
receive darshan. Darshan refers to the "visual perception of the sacred,” and,
more specifically, to the contact between devotee and deity which takes
place through the eye.® Darshan occurs when human sight mixes with divine
insight to dispel illusion. Darshan helps us 10 see clearly, to understand:
seeing, being seen, and coming to see are conflated; sight becomes insight,
and the spectator is translormed into a seer. Significantly, darshan is an
indigenous visual practice stemming from traditional performance: Karnad
has reminded spectators of, and asked them to practice, an indigenous way
of seeing. By placing a ritual in the context of a play, Karnad has asked them
1o apply this indigenous way of seeing to a contemporary play and has forced
spectators Lo practice “complex seeing,” or seeing that simultaneously ac-
knowledges several different realities.

The Fire and the Rain was commissioned by the Guthrie Theater in Min-
neapolis after a successlul production of one of Karnad's earlier plays. It was
first performed in a Hindi-language translation at the National School of
Drama in Delhi, in 1996,

KAVALAM NARAYANA PANIKKAR AND Aramba Chekkan

While Karnad makes his living in hlm, as a writer and acior, and s not
attached to a specific theater company, Kavalam Narayana Panikkar is the
artistic director of the Sopanam Theater in Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala. As
such, he writes almost exclusively for his own company and directs most of
his own plays, which makes it difficult to separate his texts from the way he
envisions them in performance.

Panikkar was born in 1928 in the village of Kavalam in Kerala. He grew
up hearing folk songs, attending ritual performances, and seeing classical
dance-drama, all of which have had an enormous impact on his work.
Panikkar began his career as a poet, and his first play, Sakshi, grew out of
public performances of his poems and songs. Panikkar continues 1o write
poetry, and the influence of poetry on Aramba Chekkan is obvious. In fact,
for Panikkar, theater is drishya kavya, or visual poetry—poetry for the eyes
as well as for the ears.



The Fire and the Rain

by Girish Karnad

TRAWSLATED FROM KANNADA BY THE AUTHOR

CHARACTERS
{(in order of appearance)

THE KING

raravasu, the chiel priest of the hre sacrifice
THE FRIESTS

THE BRAHMA RAKSHASA, a demon soul
A COURTIER

THE ACTOR-MANAGER

arvasu, Paravasu’s younger brother
THE ACTOR-MANAGER'S BROTHER
NITTILAIL a hunter girl

ANDHAKA, a blind man, Yavakri’s servant
visHakHa, Paravasu's wile

yavakrt, Paravasu's cousin

rRalBHYA, Paravasu's [ather

NITTILAI'S BROTHER

NITTILAI'S HUSBAND

VOICE OF INDRA, the king ol gods

CROWDS, BRAHMING, SOLDIERS, GUARDS, VILLAGERS, AUDIENCE, S5OULS

23
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Prologue

It has not rained adeguately for nearly ten years. Drought grips the land. A
seven-year-long fire sacrifice (yajna) is being held to propitiate Indra, the god
of rains.

Fire burns at the center of steplike brick altars, There are several such altars,
at all of which priests are offering oblations to the fire, while singing the pre-
scribed hymns in unison.

The priesTs are all dressed in long, flowing, seamless pieces of cloth and
wear sacred threads. The KinG, who is the host, is similarly dressed but has his
head covered.

PARAVASU is the conducting priest (adhvaryu). He is referved to as the chief
priest, since he is the most important of them all. It is his responsibility to see
that there are no ervers, cither of omission or of commission, in the performance
of the sacrifice. He is about twenty-cight.

It is an impressive panorama.

The BRAHMA RAKSHASA, a Brahmin soul trapped in the limbe between death
and rebirth, is moving around owtside the sacrificial precincts, though no hu-
man cye can sec him.

The afternoon session is over. The priESTS begin to disperse.

A COURTIER enters with the acTor-ManaGeRr. The latter is made to stand at
a distance from the fire sacrifice, since as an actor he is considered low-born,
The courTier rushes into the protected enclosure of the fire sacrifice and talks
to the KxiNG. The prigests surround them. There is heated discussion,

kina:  (Explodes.) No, impossible! It's not possible.
er1esT 1 But where is the troupe?
COURTIER: Al the city gates. Waiting,

pritsT 2: Let them come, Your Majesty. Please—
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kinG: | am not stopping them. They can come, by all means, But | won't
have that boy—

PRIEST 3:  IUs three years since we saw a play.

PRIEST 4:  And there was a time when we had four plays a month!

rrIEST 30 These endless philosophical discussions, metaphysical specula-
tions, debates. Every day! Surely, a sacrifice doesn’t have to be so dreary,

PRIEST 21 We need a play to freshen our minds.

rrRIEST 11 Forwnately this troupe is here—

PRIEST 4: Do let them perform, Your Majesty.

kinG:  Bul why do they insist on him? He is not even an actor by birth—

courTier: The Manager says all his actors have fled to other lands. He
needs an aclor. And this one, he says, is good—

kinG:  But the Chief Priest won't agree.

pr1EST 11 Why don’t we ask him? (Calls out.) Sir—

Paravasu:  (Entering.) Did someone call me?

king: (TocourTier.) You tell him.

courTiEr: Well, sir . . . its like this. There’s a troupe of actors at the ciwy
gates. They are keen 10 stage a play in honor of the fire sacrifice.

paravasu: [ thought the famine had decimated all the troupes.

courTier: That's precisely it. This one has come specially for us—against
all odds. (Peints to the acTor-MaNaGER.) That's the Manager of the
troupe. He has come with a specific plea. He'll make his submission
from a distance. (PARAVASU nods. The courtier shouts to the ACTOR-
MANAGER.) You may shout out whatever you have o say, but please face
away from the sacrificial enclosure so you don't pollute it

ACTOR-MaNAGER: (Stands facing away from the sacrificial enclosure and
declaims theatrically.) Sirs, as is well known to you, Brahma, the Lord of
All Creation extracted the requisite elements from the four Vedas and
combined them inte a hilth Veda and thus gave birth to the art of drama,
He handed it over o his son, Lord Indra, the God of the Skies. Lord
Indra, in turn, passed on the art to Bharata, a human being, for the gods
cannot indulge in pretence. 5o if Indra is to be pleased and bring 1o an
end this long drought which ravages our land, a fire sacrifice is not
enough. A play has w be performed along with it. Il we offer him
entertainment in addition to the oblations, the god may grant us the

rains we're praying lor.




28 :GIRISH KARNAD

(Long pause.)

paravasu: Surely you don't need me 1o decide on this?

courtier: (Hesitating.) The problem is . . . there aren’t enough actors to
stage a play. They want to bring a new actor with them. (Pause.) Your
brother.

Paravasu: (Quietly.) Arvasu!

courTier: (Hurriedly) 1 told the Aclnr-Mﬁnnger, “Anyone but him! He's
forbidden to step in here!” But the Manager says there's no play without
him. Not enough of a cast!

kirng: They are twisting our arms. They know the priests are desperate for
some entertainment.

(A long pause. PARAVASU is silent. The priESTS anxiously wait for his reaction.)

coUrTIER: The Manager says that he has a special message from your
brother for you. He will repeat it if permitted to do so. Your brother has

taught him what to say. The exact words.
{PARAVASU nods.)

kinG:  (Anxious.) Is that all right with you? | mean . . . everyone will hear.

rakavasu:  And why shouldn't they?

courTiEr: (Shouts to the acTor-MANAGER.) If you have anything o add,
you may do so.

ACTOR-MANAGER: A message [rom a brother: Dear elder brother, you once
said to me: “The sons of Bharata were the first actors in the history of
theater. They were Brahmins, but lost their caste because of their pro-
fession. A curse plunged them into disrepute and disgrace. Il one values
one’s high birth, one should not touch this profession.” And 1 accepted
this. But today L am a criminal. | have killed my father, a noble Brahmin.
| already stand tarnished. 1 may now become an actor. This follows

from your own wonds. S0 please do not bar the way now.
(A long pause. Everyone looks eagerly at PArRAvASU.)

kina:  The fire sacrifice is nearing completion. We have conducted it with-
out a blemish for nearly seven years. And you have guided us. Let’s just
complete it. Let it rain. Once it rains, we can have as many plays as
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we like. As a sacrifice approaches completion, demaons gather in the
shadows. The danger ol disruption increases. You said so yoursell. To
permit a condemned criminal in the vicinity of our sacrificial fires, o
risk . . . at this stapge—

raravasu:  Perhaps the sacrifice needs danger.

kinG:  But you drowe him away yoursell. You called him a demon.

paravasu:  Perhaps you cant kecp demons away from the sacrifice. It's a

bond we can't break. Let's have the play. We shall all waich.

(The COURTIER Dows, runs (o the ACTOR-MANAGER, who nods enthusiastically.
They depart. The priesTs disperse discussing the play.

The troupe comes on stage: It consists of only three men, the AcTOR-
MANAGER, his BROTHER, who is !ir:u;:r':rlg, and arvasu, Paravasu’s brother agfd
about cighteen. They all carry bundles of costumes. ARvasu is alse carrying a
mask. A couple of women provide music, with a few wind instruments and a
drum.

The KING, PARAVASU and the other PRIESTS sit in front. Behind them gathers
the general populace.

The AcTOR-MANAGER starts singing the benedictory verse. The stage
darkens, leaving arvasu in a pool of light.)

arvasu: He's agreed, Nittilai! He'll be there to watch the play! But where
are you? Why arent you here? Nittilai! Nittilai! 1 am going to act on
stage! 1 hope you are watching,. Please, please, watch. The play is about
1o begin. Yes, after all these vears, it's going to happen. Bat you know,
and Brother knows, and 1 know that this isn’t the real thing. This is a
fiction, borrowed from the myths. The real play began somewhere else,
A month ago. A month? . .. Was it really that recent? It seems ages and
ages of darsness ago. You and | were going to get married. Begin a new
life. And 1 had 1o meet the elders of your tribe.

(MrTTILAL a girl of fourteen, comes and stands next to arvasu. Though they
are obviously fond of each other, they do not touch, except when specified.)
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Act One

nitTira:  Oh! Don't go on about it! [ 1o0ld vou! There's nothing 1o worry
about. The elders will gather under the big banyan tree and ask a few
questions. You answer them—

arvasu: [ couldn't sleep a wink last night. Woke up in a cold sweat every
time I thought of your elders—

miTTiLAl:  You are a lusspot. You've known them for years. And afer all,
every young man about to get married goes through it. Just declare—

arvasu:  Yes, L know 1 know. Just stand there and say: “1 want 1o 1ake her as
my wife. | am potent. 1 can satisly all her needs . . "

MiTTiLal:  (Shyly) Yes, more or less, that!

arvasu:  And in public!

NitTiLal:  Of course. What's the point of saying it 10 voursell? (Laughs.)
Don't worry. It's nothing . . .

arvasu:  Nothing, yes. For the young men of your tribe! But I am a Brah-
min. To say all that in plain, loud words to a smirking, nudging, surging
multitude, No hymns 1o drown out ones voice. No smoke o hide
behind. IUs dreadful. | hope there won't be oo many people there—

NiTTILAL:  The whole village will be there.

(ARVASU groans.)
And some [rom the neighboring villages.

arvasu:  Are the elders brutal?

MITTILAL:  Of course not. But the young men could be—

arvasu:  What voung men?

MiTTiLal:  Your [riends. My brothers. Others auending the council, They
have a held day usually.

arvasu:  lam not coming!

NiTTILAL:  Let no evil spirit hear you. Don't be silly, Arvasu. Father has wold
the young men not 1o get carried away. He likes you. In any case, there
are very [ew men left because of the famine. The women will be there of
course. In hordes. It's not ofien that they get a Brahmin groom—

awvasu:  Tochew on, you mean? Your women can be more lewd than vour
men.

niTTiear:  IUs their prerogative. Come on now, you keep bragging about
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how, given a chance, you could stun thousands with vour wit and
cloquence.

arvasu: lwas talking as an actor. But this is real. Me as mysell,

MiTTiLat:  Yes. (Pawse.) And have vou faced your own people? Told them yet?

(No reply.)

You haven't, have you? Do vou feel ashamed?

arvasu:  Ashamed? Let me show you. Here! (Grabs her hands and pulls her
near)

wiTTieat:  (Scandalized.) Let go of me! Let me go! What'll everyone say?

arvasu:  Why? Don't | have my rights ... ?

NiTTiLal:  Not until we're married. Until then the girl is not supposed 1o
touch her husband-to-be. That's cur custom

arvasu:  Mother of mine! I'm about 10 jettison my caste, my people, my
whole past for you. Can't you lorget a minor custom for my sake?

NMITTILAL:  IUs a nice custom. Sensible. Worth observing.

arvasu:  All these days 1 couldnt touch you because Brahmins don’t touch
other castes. Now you can’t touch me because among hunters, girls
don't touch their betrothed. Are you sure someone won't think of some-

thing else once we're married?

(She stops him and peints. They are at some distance from the hermitage of
Yavakris father. A blind man, called ANDHAKA, who is a shudra by caste, is sit-
ting by the gate. ARvVaSU naods, signals to her to watch. Then proceeds toward
the hermitage, moving zig-zag, trying to camouflage his walk.)

AKDHAKA: Who's that? Arvasu?

(nrTTILAl doubles up with laughter anvasu jumps up and down in mock frus-

tration, but is actwally guite annoycd with himself.)

arvasu: Curse your years! Curse your cars!

wiTTital:  (To aNDHaKA.) He was wrying o walk so you wouldn't guess
who it was.

aspuaka: Theyall try that. But I can always tell. Just as you can recognize
a man by his lace—1 can recognize him by the sound of his steps.

arvasu: I'll fool you yet, old man!

aNpHaka: |wish you luck. But in the meantime you two have cheered my

heart, children. Made my ears happy . . .
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NITTILAL:  You mean you already know?

akvasu:  We thought we'd surprise you.

NITTILAL:  You never move out of here. Yet you hear of everything . . .

ANDHAKA: You two are brave. It’s one thing to frolic together as children.
But you're not children any longer. You're old enough to know that the
waorld can be cruel and ruthless.

niTTiLal:  Even now he hasn't told his family.

anpHaka: Fair enough! “You must always extract the honey without ruf-
fling the bees.”

arvasu: lkeeptelling her, no one cares! The one advantage of this famine—

NiTTILAL:  Don't say that! That's not nice.

arvasu: | know. Nevertheless. The [amine has sent my relatives fleeing 10
the city. The last thing they want is to send a daughter back to this
cursed land. 5o they couldn't care less whom | marry.

anpHaka:  (Not unkindly) Besides, you're not known 1o be bright. You are
not in demand. That's an advaniage.

(arvasu makes a wry face. NiTTILAL giggles silently.)

arvasu:  Acwally, 1 did have some moments of panic. But then the other
day as | sat thinking—(For aNpDHAKAS benefit.) "trying hard” 1o think, if
you like—it suddenly occurred to me how stupid | was being. U'll never
be learned like father or uncle. | shan't ever conduct the royal sacrifice
like Paravasu or perform penance like cousin Yavakri. All T want is 1o
dance and sing and act. And be with Niuilai. It doesn’t matter a flake of
cow dung to my father whether I'm alive or dead. My sister-in-law lives
wrapped up in a world of her own. That leaves only my brother—

anpHaka: A hard man, who will not be crossed.

arvasu: Hard? Never to me. To me he's been a mother, [ather, brother,
nurse, teacher—everything rolled into one. He who taught me 1o win at
marbles and play tunes on reeds. | owe everything to him.

anpraka:  And what il he lorbids vou now?

arvasu:  Ull tell him: *1 can’t give up Nittilai. She is my life. | can't live
without her. | would rather be an outcaste!”

anpraka:  Beautiful! Beautiful! Such moving words.

(NrrriLar laughs happily)

But Paravasu is not one to be easily moved, I warn yOLL
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awvasu:  You'll see. The only reason | havent told him yet is that the
sacrifice is about 10 end. And he is the Chiel Pricst It's impariant that
he is not disturbed . . .

(n1ITTILAL NOds in agrecment,)

anpHaka:  But surely he'll hear about your mecting with her wribal elders
this afternoon?

arvasu:  How was | 1o know her father would call this Council so sud-
denly? He never asked me.

wiTtiLan: 5o Father's to blame? Do you know why Father called the elders
in such haste? He always says: "These high-caste men are glad enough
1o bed our women but not 1o wed them.”

arvasu:  All ight! Now I'll wed vou so you can—

NITTILAL:  (Scrcams.) Shut up!

(They all laugh. )

AaNDHAKA: Your cousin Yavakri will be so happy.

arvasu: ls hein?

aNDHaKa: No. In fact he said he was heading in the direction of your
hermitage.

ARVASU: We are on our way there too. He's sent word asking me 1o meet
him there.

witTTiLal: 1t would have been so convenient il you could have finished
talking to him here. We could have gone directly to our village . . .

ANDHAKA: Yavakri gets no peace here. Is this endless stream of visitors.
Morning to night. Ceaseless. Learned men, ascetics, pundits, all dying
to find out how he 1alked 10 the god, what Lord Indra said, the details of
his austerities, what hymns he chanted . ..

arvasv:  (TownrtTiean) You see? It's no small matier. Don't joke about it.

aNpHAKA: She joked about it? What did she say?

(NITTILAL glares at arvasu as though to say, “There! You've done it!”
ANDHAKA is getting more and more agitated.)

Speak up, child. You joked about what?

NITTILAL: | only said 1 didn’t know why Yavakri had o spend ten vears in
the jungle—

anpHaka: He was seeking God so he could ask [or Universal Knowl-
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edge?! And gods don't yield to men so easily. He had to mortity himsell,
practice austerities, fast, meditate, pray.

NITTILAL: | know but—

anpHaka: Ten years of rigorous penance. And still Lord Indra would not
oblige. Finally, Yavakri stood in the middle of a circle of fire and started
offering his limbs 10 the fire—first his fingers, then his eyes, then his
entrails, his tongue, and at last, his heart—that’s when the god appeared
te him, restored his limbs, and granted him the boon.

witTiLal:  (Simply, with no offense meant.) Did he tell you all this, Grand-
father?

arvasu: Don't be silly A man of his stature wouldn't talk about himself.

nitriral:  Then how does everyone know what happened in a remote
corner of the jungle—miles away from the nearest prying eye?

anpHaKa: Every Brahmin on the face of this earth wants to gain spiri-
taal powers. But few succeed. In my lifetime | have known only two
who did. Your uncle and your father, Arvasu. But they got their knowl-
edge from human gurus. By diligent siady. Yavakri has gone beyond
even them. He received his knowledge from the gods, direct! Your
uncle was sure he would fail. How he tried to dissuade the boy from
taking on this ordeal. But 1 said to him, "Master, let him go to the
jungle. You don’t know vour son. 1 do. 1 brought him up on this lap
of mine. He will succeed in anything he tries, you mark my words!”
If my Master had listened to me, he would be alive today But he
died of a broken heart. (Pause.) 1 waited. Right here. For ten years.
1 ook care of this hermitage for the day when my Yavakri would return
home. And now he has come back. In trinmph. The whole world is at
his fect.

NiTTiLal:  But what 1 want to know is, why are the Brahmins so secretive
about everything?

arvasu: Oh God! She's got into one of her argumentative moods! (Walks
off a little distance. Stands concentrating. )

niTTiLaL  (Contimuing.) You know, their fire sacrifices are conducted in
covered enclosures. They mortify themselves in the dark of the jungle.
Even their gods appear so secretly Why? What are they afraid of ? Look
at my people. Everything is done in public view there. The pricst an-
nounces that he'll invoke the deity at such and such a time on such and
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possessed. And the spirit answers your questions. You can feel it come
and go. You know it's there. Not mere hearsay . . .

anpHaka:  Take care, child. The gods that their priests seck are far might-
ier than yours. Don't 1alk of the two in the same breath.

MiTTiLa: My point is, since Lord Indra appeared 1o Yavakri and Indra
is their God of Rains, why didn’t Yavakri ask for a couple of good
showers? You should see the region around our village. Parched. Every
morning, women with babes on their hips, shrunken children, shriv-
eled old men and women gather in [ront of my father’s house—for the
gruel he distributes. No young people. They have all disappeared! And
Father says all the land needs is a couple of heavy downpours. That'll
revive the earth. Not oo much to ask of a god, is it?

anpHaka:  (Half-agreeing.) But they say that such powers shouldnt be
used to solve day-1o-day problems. They are meant 1o lead one 1o . . |
to . . . inner knowledge.

miTTiLAl:  What's that?

anpHaka: |don't know That's what Yavakris father used to say.

miTTiLal:  Then what's the use of all these powers?

aNDHAKA: Ask Yavakri, when you meet him. He won't mind. In {act, he'll
like i1. He's a gentle soul,

NiTTiLal:  Actually, 1 want 1o ask Yavakri two questions. Can he make it
rain? And then, can he tell when he is going to die? Just two. What is
the point of any knowledge, if you cant save dying children and il you
can't predict your moment of death.

arvasu: (From far) Now, guess what animal this is!

niTTiLal:  He can't think of anything else! (But closes her eyes and listens. )
All right.

(amrvasu charges, pretending to be a wild animal )

anpHakA: (Listens.) A wild horse . . . No! A boar? 1 know. A bison!

miTTiLal:  Yes. A bison. That was good,

arvasu: (Ecstatic.) Triumph! They say one shouldn't imitate! One should
embody the essence. Only the essence! It means 1 have captured the
essence of a bison!

witTiLal:  You don't need to try. You were born with it.
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ARVASU: :[hﬂl_'s why the hunters love me!
(They all laugh.)

MiTTILAL:  Lets go.

anpHaka:  Wait, child. 1 know you're restless to reach your village. But
‘avakri wants you to meet him when the sun’s overhead, doesn’t he?

arvasu:  “Exactly” I dont know why But his message said “exactly.” Nei-
ther earlier. Nor later. Exactly when the sun’s overhead.

ANDHAKA: Sovyou've ime. Stay and chat. Listening to you makes me feel
happy.

arvasu:  The question is how do you capture the essence of the gods in
your footsteps, since a god's feet never touch the earth?

(The stage darhens.

Lights come up in another part of the stage, representing the hermitage of
Raibhya, father of Arvasu. visHakHA, aged about twenty-six, is pouring water
into @ metal urn. She has scooped out water from holes dug in the wet sand and
collected it in the pot. She must have been an attractive person once but now
looks angry and haggard. She looks around furtively. There’s no one around.
She picks up the pot, puts it on her waist and starts for home. Yavaxri is stand-
ing right in the middle of her path. She stops but avoids looking at him. A long
pause.)

visuakua:  (Without looking at him.) Pleasc . .

ravaknri: At last, a word! Alter waiting for four days. 1 practically had 1o
wrench it out of you by blocking your path. (As he moves aside and sits
down on a rock, VisHakHA takes a few steps towands her house.) Stay,
Vishakha, please. There's no one in vour house. Your father-in-law has
gone out. Your brother-in-law is never home, What's the hurry?

vistakta: My lather-in-law will be back tomorrow. Speak 10 him then.

vavakri: Its not the need o speak 1o him that brings me here.

visHaKHA: | can'tstay here chawing with a stranger.

vavakri: A stranger! (Langhs.) That's good.

visHakHa: lama married woman.

vavakri: | know you are. The first piece of news 1o greet me on my return
was that you had married Paravasu. And | was shattered. But it was silly
of me not to have expected it. Ten years is a long time. Ten years of
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silence is longer still. Can’t we just 1alk? (Pausc.} Ten years ago 1 swore
to you that | would not look at another woman. 1 kept my word.
visHakHa: That's over and done with now.
vavakri:  Don't think | regret it. No, not for a moment. But doesn't that
give me some right 1o say: “Please put the pot down for a few minutes
and talk 1o me?" .
{(vISHAKHA makes a move to go.)
Vishakha, alter ten years in solitude, 1 am hungry for words.

(Startled, vISHAKHA looks up at him _j“ar' the first time.)

visHakHa: They say that pleased with your rigorous penance, Lord Indra
has granted you Universal Knowledge. 1 don't feel equal to the task of—

vavakri: Universal Knowledge! What a phrase! 1t makes me laugh now
But do you know it was in order 1o win some such grandiose prize that 1
went into the jungle? You put it so simply in that one sentence. 5o
beautifully. You go into the jungle. You perform austerities in the name
of some god. You stand in a cirele of fire. The pressure of your aus-
terities forces the god 1o grant you your wish. And you get "Universal
Knowledge.” Victory! (Pause.) Tt wasn't at all like that, you know.

visHakHA: (Gontly) Why?

vavakri:  For a start, life in the jungle is sheer hell. Flies, giant ants,
beetles, pests, leeches anacking at the suspicion of moisture, vipers
lurking in bowls of dust. The relentless heat. Not demons but mos-
quitoes Lo LoTture you-—

visHakHa: Perhaps that's how the gods test one.

yavakri: One would expect the appearance ol a god 1o be a shauering
experience. Concrete. Indubitable. Almost physical. But though 1 think
Indra came to me several times, | was never certain. The first time he
appeared he said, “No, Yavakri, you can't master knowledge through
austerities. 1t must come with experience. Knowledge is time. It is
space. You must move through these dimensions.” 1 said, "No, 1 must
have it. Grant me all knowledge.” He laughed and said, "You are being
silly” That's it! Common dialogue. Not very profound. And when the
god disappeared, nothing was left behind 1o prove he had ever been
there. 1 looked around. The samne old black scorpion. The same horned
chameleon. The shower of bird shit around me. So was it all a halluci-
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nation caused by something I'd eaten that morning? Or was it fever
working on my brain? 5o 1 go on. Another year. Or perhaps two. Then
the god comes again. “Why are you being so stubborn?” he chides. “You
can't cross a full stream on a bridge of sand.” I insist that my demands
are met. Another trite exchange of words . ..

visakHa: DBut you did win in the end?

vyavakri:  Yes, one day [ decided | had won. So | have come back. 1 have no
clear recollection how 1 arrived at that conclusion. (Laughs.) Some
knowledge, but probably little wisdom.”1 know now what cant be
achieved. That itsell is wisdom, isn’tit? But [ mustn’t complain. 1 think 1
have some mystical powers 1 hadnt before. Mastered a few secret arts.
Got a few mantras at my hngertips. You'll see lor yourself soon.

visHakna: Me? No, thank you.

vyavakii: The strangest thing, however, is that I've discovered a corner
within me, left untouched by those ten years! Undisturbed by all that
self-lashing! So if you feel insulted by what 1 am going 10 tell you, go
away. I won't see you again. In that case, let these be the last words 1
speak 1o you. (Pause.)

The day 1 decided my penance was over [ fell down in a dead faint. 1
don't know how long | was in that state. It was terrible exhaustion, the
pain of sheer reliel. And when I opened my eyes, do you know the first
thing that I thought of ? Ten years ago | had come 1o your house 1o bid
you goodbye. And you led me quickly to the jack-fruit grove behind
yvour house. You opened the knot of your blouse, pressed my face 1o
your breasts, then wurned and fled. 1 stood there stunned. The trees
were loaded with fruit. Many were ripe and had split open and the rich
golden segments poured out. The sweet sick smell of the jack-fruit, the
maddening hum of a {ly. The smell of your body Ten years later 1
opencd my eyes and I knew 1 was hungry for that moment.

visHakHa: 1 cant believe it! The whole world may be singing your
praises. But you haven't grown up! These ten years have not made any
difference to your teenage fantasies. That's all gone, Yavakri. Indra may
be immortal. But my breasts hang loose now. (Laughs.)

vavaxkri:  Why are you laughing?

visHakna: | have been trembling at the sight of you these last three days.
MNow, | only feel sorry.

vavakkrl:  Good, 1 told you you could go home if you were angry. But you
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are not angry. My tale only makes you fleel sorry for me. So you can
stay?

visHak#a: The moment | heard you say you were hungry for words, |
knew it was too late to go. | couldn't walk out on you after that. 1 had
lost the initiative, missed the moment of decision. Because 1 know that
hunger well, Yavakri. That's why 1 should have gone back without
saying a word 1o you.

vavakrl:  Don't go, Vishakha!

visHakua: Have l gone? | am still here. You are a fool, Yavakri. And vou
talk like one.

(vavakri goes to her: Theres a pause. visHAKHA looks at him steadily, smiling.
He embraces her. She pushes him away, puts the pot down on the ground.)

yavakri:  You want to hit me? Go ahead . . .

visHakua: IU's not you l am worried about. 1t's the water. I have dug it out
like precious gold. You are hungry for words. And so am 1. 5o let’s talk.
Sit down.

vavakrl: You and Indra. Thats right. The presiding deities of my life. It’s
because of you two that [ have avoided women altogether until now
Conserved my seed like you conserve your water. Now as [ sit in front
of vou, [ want 10 betray Indra—he lelt me ignorant . . .

visHakHa: They say Indra has a thousand eyes. (Laughs.) He could have
opened at least one for you.

(YAVAKRI tries to kiss her)

vavakrl: Shush now

visHakHa: What do you mean “Shush?” What you have done is 1o rekin-
dle my need 1o talk. | thought it was dead and gone. Gently! Don't rush.
Oh, Yavakri! The pleasure of calling someone a fool. Of the desire
welling up inside one o protect him. 1 live in this hermitage, parched
and wordless, like a she-devil. And words are like water—precious. 1
was afraid to bathe. Now | want to drown. Listen 1o me. You went away.
| was married off—

vavakerl: Your father must have lelt relieved that T went away. Paravasu
was a better match. [ was only his miserable cousin.

visHAKHA: Yes, Father was happy. 1 was married off to Paravasu. 1 didn't
want to, but that didn’t matter. The night of the wedding, my husband
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said to me: “l know you didn't want 1o marry me. But don't worry. I'll
make you happy for a year” And he did. Exactly for one year. He
plunged me into a kind of bliss 1 didn't know existed. It was heaven—
here and now—at the tip of all my senses. Then on the first day ol the
second year of our marriage, he said: “Enough of that, We now start on
our search.” And then—it wasn’t that I was not happy. But the guestion
ol happiness receded into the background. He used my body, and his
own body, like an experimenter, an explorer. As instruments in a
search. Search [or what? | never knew. But | knew he knew. Nothing
was too shamelul, too degrading, even oo painful. Shame died in me.
And 1 yielded. 1 let my body be turned inside out as he did his own. 1
had a sense he was leading me to something. Mystical? Spiritual? We
never talked. Only that sense pervaded the air. You're still lost in the
fragrance of the jack-fruit, Yavakri. 1 have known what it is 10 grow
heavy, burst open, drip and rot, to Qll the world with one’s innards.
Then one day he received the invitation from the King. To be the Chief
Priest of the hre sacrifice. And he left. The site of the fire sacrifice is only
a couple of hours away from here. But in all these seven years he hasn't
come back. | know he can't. But | look forward to having him home
once the seven years are over. Alone, | have become dry like tinder.
Ready to burst into [lames at a breath. To burn things around me down
at the slightest chance—

vavakri:  (Looks up.) Soon the sun will be overhead.

visHakHa: My husband and you! He left no pore in my body alone. And
vou. You think a woman is only a pair of hall-formed breasts.

YAVAKRI E!!I!ngh TN,

visnakna:  Ullgive you the knowledge Indra couldn’t give you. My body—
it's light with speech now

{ They go behind a dry champabk tree on the bank. Long pausc. NiTTILAT and
ARVASU chter)

wiTriLa:  He's going to settle down here now, isn't he? So why can't you
sec him tomorrow? Surely a day isn't going 10 make a difference. Il we
are late, the elders will be angry with us and—

arvasu:  Lets give him hive minutes. That's all, Nittilai. Please. You know
there’s always been a lot of bitterness between us cousins. Verging
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on hatred. Now he's made the gesture of asking me 10 meet him.
Let me reciprocate. Ull touch his feet. As for his blessings. Then we
g0 ON.

NiTTiLa1:  All right. But there's no one here. 1 hope he doesn't make us
wait. (Goes toward the stream. Stops. Suddenly she is transformed, from an
mnocent young girl into a consummate huntress. Silently, she beckons
arvasu. He goes near her She points to something in the dry bed of the
river. It is Vishakhak pot.)

arvasu:  (Inalow voice ) Our water pot! What's it doing here? Has sister-
in-law forgotien 1o 1ake it back?

MITTILAL:  Noone leaves a [ull pot of water behind.

arvasu:  Thats true. (Scared.) They say a panther has strayed into these
parts. 1f he was thirstiyand . . .

MITTILAL:  (Inspects the river bed.) No. Tracks of the barking deer. A couple
of porcupines. A family of mongooses. No sign of a panther—or any-
thing that big—not within the last three days.

arvasu:  {(Picks up a stick.) Shall | go in and see?

nmiTriLat:  (Smiles at the sight of the stick.) No need. Its all here. Those
footprints are obviously your sister-in-law’s. She didn’t drop the pot.
She set it down, carefully. S0 as not w spill the water. And then—(She
freezes. Stares at the ground. Looks in the divection in which Vishakha and
Yavakri have gone.)

NiTTILAL: s your brother back?

arvasu: Paravasu? Of course not. He can't leave the sacrifice.

NiTTiLAl:  (Gets up.) Come, Arvasu. Lets go.

arvasu: Where?

NITTILAL:  Let's go. Please. To my village.

ARvasU: And leave sister-in-law to her [aie?

NITTILAL: Listen to me. Nothing's happened to her.

arvasu: | can'tdothat! I must know. I'll be back in a minute—

(amrvasu goes behind the champak tree into the bushes. Suddenly ex-
clamations, ete. He rushes out, followed by visHakna. Her clothes are
torn. Her back is covered with mud. She runs to the hermitage without
even glancing at Nittilai. arvasu starcs uncomprchending. Then he secs
the pot. Lijts it to his shoulder)

I'd better take it home. I'll be back . ..
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(NITTILAL nods. At this moment YAVAKRI steps out. He picks up a small metal
pot with a snout and a handie, a kamandalu, which he has hidden behind a
tree. He looks at the two, calmly walks to arvasu, tips the pot on his shoulder
to fll his kamandalu. arvasv watches helplessiy.)

WITTILAL:  (Angry) Some people put the treacherous viper to shame.

vyavakri:  (Turns to her) Aren't you the whelp who was asking my old
servant if | knew my moment of death?

NiTTiLar:  (Taken aback ) How did you know that?

vavakei:  (Ignoring her question.) 1 don't know when I'll die. But I promise
you this: you'll be dead within the month.

NITTiLAL:  (Recoils, shocked.) Oh ... 1...'m going home . ..

arvasu:  Nittilai ... wait. .. Tll follow you—(But NiTT1LA1 disappears. He,
with the pot on his shoulder, stands unable to follow)

vavakri: (Calmly) And you, Arvasu, you'll find me under the banyan tree,
next to the black clill. {Exirs.)

(arvasu, confused, walks to his fathers hermitage.

VISHAKHA has gone to the hermitage ahead of Arvasu. She is about to enter
the house when her father-in-law, Ra1BHYA, steps out. He is thin and emaciated
but physically active. visHAKHA is horrified to see him. He scowls at her;)

ratnuya:  Where were vou all this while?
visnakua: | I'd gone . . . to fetch water.

(5he has no pot with her)
rateHYa: Really?
{ArvasU comes in with the pit uf watter and is startled to see Raibhva.)

arvasu:  Father! [ didn't know you were returning home today . . .
ratebyva: | didn't either. But perhaps | should give the two of you more
SLI{.Z]'l Sl.'I]'|:'.'I'I!'i.5(‘.5.

(ARVASU puts the pot down in a corner and reticats.)

Ratumya:  Wait! (To visHAKHA.) You go 1o fetch water. And vour brother-
in-law carries it back for you. Strange! What is happening here? Why
are you so filthy? You look like a buffalo that's been rolling in mud.
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visHakHa: 1suddenly felt faint. And lell down.

ratpuya:  And he turned up. just ar that moment 1o help you! Isnt that
convenient! And you two have been waking a long time for just that
What were you up 1o0?

arvasu:  (Hurriedly) Niuilai was there too—

RalBHYa: Who?

arvasu:  Niwilai. The hunter girl,

RalBHYA: A savage! Was there anvbody else?

(ARvasy, taken unawares by the question, looks at VISHAKHA. RAIBHYA holices
the look.)

RalBHYA: S0 there was someone else there, wasn't there? Who was i1?

arvasu:  (Finding it hard to lie.) No one, Father. Niuilai and 1 went there—

ratBHya: (Pointing to visSHAKHA.) Was she alone? Or was there anybody
¢lse with her?

arvasu:  No, there was no one else. She was [eeling faint . . . and fell
down . . . so | helped her. l mustgo . ..

RAIBHYA: You want to run away, do you? All right. Go. But where will she
go? (To visnakua.) Tell me who was there. Tell me. (He grabs her by her
hair and starts beating her Kicks her: Arvasu can't bear to see it. He rushes
to her help. Holds ratpnya bacl:.)

arvasu:  Stopit, Father. Please. Go away, Sister-in-law. Go! Please—

ratBHYA:  Where can she go? 1 want the wruth and I'll kill her il necessary.
Let me go! 1 know how to handle her. (Struggles to get out of Arvasus
hold.)

visHakHa: Let him go, Arvasu. (Calmly) Yes, there was somebody else

there. Yavakri! And he had come 10 see me. Alone,
(Long pause. They stare at each other)

RalBHYA: You whore. You roving whore! | could reduce you 1o ashes—
turn you into a fistful of dust—with a simple curse. But let that husband
of vours handle you. Paravasu, Chiel Priest of the sacrifice! Let him
clean up his own shit! Yavakri! So this is what ten years of austeritics
amount to! 5o be it. So Yavakri, now it's between you and me. Where's
that pot of water? Bring it here

visnakua: No, please! Don't do anything to him. Its my [ault. Please
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don't harm Yavakri. I'm willing to face the consequences. Punish me,
not him. Please.
galBHYa: Bring the water!
(Sits cross-legged and sinks inte deep meditation. visHAKHA and AR-
vasu watch him horrified, fascinated. RaTBHYA opens his eyes. Suddenly
he is calm. There is no trace of anger in him.)
Vishakha, go and tell your lover I accept his challenge. 1 shall invoke
the kritya and send a brahma rakshasa, a demon soul, after him. Let
Yavakri save himself. He need only go and hide in his fathers her-
mitage. [ loved my brother and will not desecrate his altar. Let Yavakri
cower in there like a dog. If he steps out, he will be dead. Tell him this,
too: if he can manage to stay alive [or another twenty-four hours, 1,
Raibhya, shall accept defeat and enter fire. (Sinks back into meditation.)
visHakaa: (Wakes up.) Arvasu, we must warn Yavakri. Instamtly. Go to
your uncle’s hermitage.
arvasu:  But Yavakri said he would be under the banyan tree near the
black cliff—
visnakHa: Ul run there. It's nearby. You go 1o the hermitage in case he's
there.
arvasu: But...but.
visHakHa: Run, please. I've never asked anything of you till now: Just this
once. Go. Run,

(They run in opposite directions, RaiBHYA opens his eyes, pulls out a strand of
hair from his head and throws it to the ground. The BRAHMA RAKSHASA ap-
pears. He is thin, almost naked and holds a trident. He runs in the divection of
Yavakni as the lights fade out.

ANDHAKA, the blind man, is sitting at the gate of Yavakris hermitage. He
hears footsieps.)

ampHaka:  Ah, Arvasu!
(ARVASU arrives.)
Haven't you gone to the meeting?

aRvasy:  U'mon my way. But has Yavakri come here?

aNDHakA:  Notsince you and Nitilai lef

anvasu: Il he comes, el him to stay inside the hermitage. Noi 1o step out.
Don't let him even peep out. His life’s in danger.

aMpHAKA: What? How?
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arvasu:  You don't move from here cither. Wait for him. You must warn
him!

ANDHAKA: [will, bur—

Aarvasu: | have o go—Nittilai’s waiting.

aNDHAKA: Listen, boy—

(ARVASU runs awdiy ANDHAKA sits down, all cars.

YAVAKRI is sitting cross-legged under the banyan tree next to the black cliff,
murmuring incantations, his kamandalu in front of him. VISHAKHA runs in,
panting, sweating profusely She heaves a sigh of relief when she sees vavakni,
who briefly looks at her, nods encouragingly, and carries on meditating. )

VisHAKHA: You mustnt stay here, Yavakri. Go to your father’s hermitage.
Immediately. Please! (No reply.) My father-in-law has found out every-
thing, and he is bent on destroying you. (Pause.) Yavakri, he is calling
up the kritya!

vavakrl: Heis? lam flavered. To invoke the kritya spell is to engage one’s
full powers. That he should choose this instrument of death for me is
certainly an honor.

visHakHA: Go o your place, Yavakri. Father-in-law said you would be
safe there. Please. Hurry.

ravakrl:  Don't be afraid, Vishakha, | was expecting something like this.
You see this water? [ have consecrated it. (He points to the waler in the
kamandalu.) A drop of this water, and the Brahma Rakshasa will be-
come numb. Powerless. Uncle’s entire threat will wurn into a farce.
You needn't have bothered. But now that you're here, stay and see for
yoursell.

visHakHA: But you don't need any of this. You only have 1o be in your
father's hermitage—the Brahma Rakshasa can't touch you there! Once
you are safe, I'll happily watch that living corpse burn—

vavakri: Oh Vishakha! It's so wonderful to have you here. Because vou
used 1o console me—don't you remember—when we were voung? 1
cried at the humiliations piled on my {ather. He was one of the most
learned men in the land. Probably the most brilliant mind. But he was
scorned while this unscrupulous brother ol his grabbed all the honors.

visHaKHA:  Whyare you bringing up all these grievances now, Yavakri? It’s
hardly the time—

vyavakri: Grievances! You don't even flatter me with the word “hatred.”
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But it d'{::esn‘: matter. What matters is that | hate your husband’s family.
My lather deserved 1o be invited as the Chiel Priest of the sacrifice. But
that too went to Paravasu, your husband. Even in the midst of my
austerities 1 wept when | heard the news, For | knew Father would
refuse 1o take offense. | knew he would go and congratulate Paravasu
on the honor, embrace and bless him.

visHakHA: Yes, he did thar.

vavakri:  (Enraged.) Why? 1 hated him for it. He was one of the reasons 1
fled to the jungle.

visHakHa: Do we have o talk about it now? The past is gone,

vavakri: The past isnt gone. It's here inside me. The time has come to
show the world what my father’s son is capable of. This is my moment.

visnakna: But today your name’s on every tongue in the land and they
pronounce it with awe. Why do you need 10—

vavakri: The others dont mater, except as witnesses. (Looks out.) Where
is that demon? Why is he late? (To visHakHAL) One night in the jungle,
Indra came 1o me and said: “You are ready now to receive knowledge.
But knowledge involves control of passions, serenity, objectivity.” And |1
shouted back: "No, thats not the knowledge 1 want. That's not knowl-
edge. Thats suicide! This obsession. This hatred. This venom. All this
is me. I'll not deny anything of myself. I want knowledge so | can be
vicious, destructive!”

visHakHa: Il anything happens wo you, I'll never forgive myself. Go, go 1o
your home alhar. Please.

vavakri:  (Incensed.) Don't you undersiand anything? You want me 1o run
away alter issuing my challenge?

visHakHa: Challenge?

vavakri: Do you think all this happened accidentally? You think | would
leave anvthing to chance? How do you think Arvasu happened 1o arrive
at the river bank at the right moment? Who called your father-in-law
back?

visHakna: (Scared.) Enough, Yavakri. Don't say anything more. | don't
want to know. 1Us my laule. | shouldn't have yielded woyou .. 1. ..

vavarri:  ltwas fortunate that you yielded. If you hadn't, I would have had
o take you by force.

(VISHAKHA stares at him in horror)

This is the moment toward which my entire life has rushed headlong, |
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will not let anything stand in its way. Your father-in-law will die, Vi-
shakha. Let's see what your husband does then. Will he continue to
hide like a bandicoot in his ritual world? Or will he commit sacrilege by
stepping out to face me? Look, [ am trembling. 1 am drenched in sweat.
Because cverything has worked out just right.
visHakHA: (Under her breath.) Oh, my God! . . . Yavakri!
vavakril:  Try to understand. They would have turned their backsides on
me with contempt il I'd let them, as they did with Father! There was
only one way to force them to confront me: catch Paravasu by his
scrotum, Squeeze it so that he couldn't even squirm.
(5he is numbly staring at him.)
1 love you, Vishakha. | have not looked at another woman in my whole
life. That you happened to marry Paravasu is not my fault! (Pause.
Paces restlessly, waiting for the BRAHMA RAKSHASA.)
visHakna: (Quietly) | was so happy this morning. You were so good. So
warm. | wanted to envelope you in everything | could give. It was more
as a mother that 1 offered my breasts 1o you . . .
(He is pacing restlessly, looking eagerly in the direction of Raibhya’
hermitage. Quietly, she goes to the kamandalu and picks it up.)
Why is life so contrary, Yavakri? One thinks one has stepped onto a bit
of solid ground—a little haven—and the earth gives way—
vavakri:  Where's that shadow puppet?
(Slowly, calmly, visHakHa starts pouring the water out. He looks at her
and for a moment cannot comprehend what she is doing. He suddenly
sCreams.)
Oh God! What are yvou doing? The water—the sanctified water! My
life! What are you doing?
(He grabs the kamandalu from her hand. Its empty. He starts banging it
on the ground.)
Water, please! Just a drop. Oh gods! Only a drop . . . You devil. I trusted
vou . .. A drop of water.

(Suddenly a very strange wail is heard from the distance, uncarthly, terrifying
and evil. VISHAKHA is frightencd.)

visHakna: Yavakr, hurry Go to your lather’s hermitage.

vavakri: Adrop...onlyadrop!
visHakHA: (Pushing him.) Go! Run!
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vavakri:  I'm not here to run away. I've triumphed over Indra, the Lord of
Gods. Who are you to order me around?

visiakua:  Go! (She pushes him. Suddenly yavaxm wales up and starts to
run.) Don’t stop till you reach your father’s house.

(YAVAKRI runs. VisHAKHA stares after him, then heaves a sigh and twns. The
BRAHMA RAKSHASA has entered and is standing behind her. She sees him,
gasps, and falls down in a faint. The BRAHMA RAKSHASA runs after Yavakri.

Yavakri stops now and then, desperately digs for water, then not finding any
runs on. He comes to the hermitage, which is still being guarded by ANDHAKA.
As YAVAKRI comes running and is about to step into the hermitage, ANDHAKA
Jumps up and grabs him. Doesn't let him move.)

anpHaka: Who's that? Who—
vavakri: Let me go! Let me—

{The BRAHMA RAKSHASA comes and spears him. yavakri collapses in
ANDHAKAS arms. The demon pulls out the trident and goes away.)

anpuaka:  Who—Yavakri—? Yavakri . . . Son. (He lowers yavaxris body to
the ground. Shakes him furiously as though to wake him up. ArRvasu comes
running, stands frozen with horror) Yavakri! Child! What happened to
you? | didn't recognize your steps . . . Why, why couldn’t | recognize

your steps?

(It gets dark onstage.)

Act Two

Evening. The village square. NrrriLar’s sroTHer and a couple of his friends
are waiting under a tree. They talk in low tones. The sroTHER looks up and
secs ARVASU in the distance.

BrOTHER: Hes come!
FrRIENDS: Oh God! Now?

(They Jall silent as arvasu comes running. He is sweating, panting. They do
not greet him. He tries to vegain his breath. Looks around. )




The Fire and the Rain : 49

arvasu: Hello! Isn't the Council of the Elders meeting here?
(The BROTHER nods. )

Then where . . . where is everybody?

eroTHER: Everyone's gone home.

arvasu: Home? Oh God! But. .. but. . . the Elders . ..

proTHER: The Elders waited for you all day. You did not come.

arvasu:  Lknow I'msorry, But [ couldn't help it. What happened was—

exoTHER: lidoesn't matter.

arvasu: It does. It does. Please. 1 would like 10 explain to the Elders and
apologize.

BROTHER: [1sno—

aRvasu:  (Suppressing the mounting panic.) You judge lor yoursell. [ was on
my way here when I saw Yavakri running. He was scared. | knew his lifle
was in danger. L ran alier him, When 1 got to his hermitage, he was lying
there. Dead.

sroTHER: Dead?

arvasu:  Blood was still spurting from his back. Andhaka was there 100,
but had gone stone-deal. He couldn't hear anything 1 said 1o him. Blind.
Stunned. How could 1 leave the dead body with him there and come
away?

(The BroTHER listens intently.)

The blood was [resh. It was gushing out. And wild animals had already
started appearing in the bushes. Hyenas. Wolves. Ready 1o tear into
Yavakri—into the old man, wo. 1 had to cremate the body on the
spol . . . What would you have done?

eroTHER: (Guarded.) You were perfectly right.

arvasu: | knew you would understand. 1 know the Elders will woo. 1—

groTHER: The Elders have all gone home.

arvasu:  1'll go to each one’s house and explain. I'll louch their feer. Il ask
their forgiveness. Perhaps the Elders can meet again tomorrow—

proTHER: Meet again? To do what?

arvasu: To bless me and Nitilai!

BROTHER: Arvasu, since vou failed 1o atend the Council meeting, the
Elders decreed that Nittilai will marry another boy . . . of our own tribe.

arvasu: (Stares, stunned.) What? Oh, no! No! No! No! Thatcan'tbe . . .

groTHeR: Thatll have 1o be, Arvasu. It's the decision of the Elders.
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arvasu:  But its not sunset yet! Nittilai said the Council would go on till
sundown . .. I'm here well belore then . ..

proTHER: |agree. 'm afraid my father was a little hasty. But he was tired of
waiting. He [elt angry, humiliated. “This daughter of mine has made me
a laughing stock in the eyes of the world,” he said, *I'm willing to marry
her olf 1o anyone who'll take her.” Fortunately, it was a nice young man,
one of our relatives, who stepped lorward. Niuilai will be happy. Con-
sole yourself with that thought.

arvasu:  No, no, you're making fun of me. | know you are—tell me you're
making—

proTHER: Nothing can be changed now Il only you'd come hall an hour
earlier.

arvasu: Hall an hour! Hall an hour! Don't say that. Please, can | see the
young man? I'll explain to him. Plead with him. I'll debase mysell in
[ront of him, Please, let me meet your father and the Elders. 1] go right
now ... Fllexplain...ltcan'tbe...

srOTHER: Go home, Arvasu,

arvasu: Il offer chunks of my flesh 10 your gods as a penance . . .

BROTHER: IS no use.

arvasyU:  (Shouts.) But I want my Nittilai ... 1. ..

(In one quick movement, the sRoTHER knocks him down and planis his foot on
his chest.)

sroTHER: You've caused enough trouble, Brahmin. Niutilai is to be mar-
ried in the next couple of days. People are already sniggering about
the two of you. Don’t shame her further by shouting her name in
public.

arvasu: Canl...canlalk o her?

proTHER: {(Withdrawing.) No, you can't. Not till the wedding’s over.

arvasu:  And after that?

groTHER:  That's up to her and her husband.

arvasu: Please, 1ell me. How's she taken it?

proTHER: IUsbeenaterrible day for her. She is exhausted. Even now she is
crying her heart our. You'll only make it worse for her by hanging
around here, Go away.

arvasu:  (Starts to go, turns.) But listen. It's not my fault
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(The BrOTHER grabs him by the scruff of his neck. )
BROTHER: Go!

(arvasuU stumbles home. Ra1BHYA is still awake. arvasu throws himself down
in a comer of the veranda.

Foolsteps. PARAVASU enters in the dark. He is covered in a black rug. He car-
ries a bow and quiver of arvows slung on his back.)

ratsiva:  Who's that? Who's that coming in the dead of night?

raravasu:  It's me, Father. Paravasu.

kateHya:  (Taken aback.) Paravasu? (Runs out of the house to make sure,)
Paravasu? It's not possible!

paravasu: (Gently.) Your blessings be on my head, Father. (Prostrates
himself in front of RAIBHYA.)

ratBHYa: (Horrified.) You? Here? What are you doing here? There's still a
month left to go before the sacrifice ends. You are . . . you can't . . . you
have broken the rules! You are deliberately defying the gods!

paravasu: | feltlike coming home,

ratBHya: Felt? And just walked ow? With the ritual bracelet on? As
though the sacrifice were a marketplace? . . . Or have they thrown you
out? Your wife's reputation must have reached there by now . . .

{By now arvasu and VISHAKHA have got up and are listening from a distance.)

panavasu: (Gently.) Of course, they've heard the news. But they haven't
chased me out.

RalBHYA: So thisis your usual insolence. Willul transgression of the rules.

paravasu: Il 1am back there belore dawn, no one need know.

rRalbiya: (Exploedes.) No one need know? The Chiel Priest of the royal
sacrifice sneaks out at night, crawls home, his [ace covered like a leper,
and vou think the gods won't know? They won't retaliate? How could |
have fathered two such imbeciles? | told the King, “Mark my words, my
son defecates wherever he goes. And he will defecate on yoursacrifice—"

paravasu: The King often says he would have preferred you to be the
Chief Priest. But it was a seven-year rite. They thought . . . a younger
man safer.

RAIBHYA: |see. Soyou measured my lifespan, did you, you and your King?
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Tested the strength of my lifeline? Well, the sacrifice is almost over and
I'm still here. Still here. Alive and kicking, Tell the King 1 shall outlive
my sons. | shall live long enough 10 leed their dead souls. Tell him the
swarm of dogs sniffing around my daughter-in-law’s bottom keeps me
in pood shape.

paravasu: 1 thought with your permission I would have a word with my
wile.

ratBHya: You disgust me. You and that bitch of yours. 1 am going out . . .

paravasu: Al this time of night, Father? Isn't it dangerous in the jungle?
(Calls.) Arvasu—

Arvasu:  Yes. .. (Stepsout)

rateaya: Il you want to be alone with your wile, send that fool some-
where else. | don’t need him. It's not the wild beasts one has 1o waich
out for, it's the human beings.

(PARAVASU bows (o his father RatBHYA walks off. PARAVASU turns to ARvVASU.)

ParRavasu:  How are you?

arvasu:  I'mall right

pakavasu: (Pause.) Your eyes are bloodshot. I'm sorry if I've disturbed
vour sleep.

arvasu:  No, no.

paravasu:  With your love of theater, 1 should have thought you would be
quite used to late nights.

akvasu: There haven't been any plays for ages, what with this famine.
(PARAVASU senses something is wrong but doesn’t say anything. ARvasu is
confused and trics to hide his confusion.) 1 ell everyone: Let Brother's
sacrilice conclude. It will rain. The players will come back . . .

Pakavasu:  (Smiles.) And then you'll be able 1o act on stage again.

Arvasyu:  Me? | never act. | haven't done so since you asked me not 1o,

raravasu: [iold you not o act?

arvasu: Don't you remember? Long ago, belore you left [or the sacrifice, |
was dancing with the hunters and you said: "If you value your Brah-
minhood, don't act on stage " 1 haven't since.

paravasu:  Arvasu! How silly of you 1o have taken me at my word. You
shouldn’t have obeyved me!

arvasu: | couldn't disobey you . . .



The Fire and the Rain : 53

Paravasu:  Then you should have asked me again!

arvasu:  Again? How would that have helped?

PARAVASU:  You asked a question. It evoked an answer. Suppose you re-
peated the same question—preciscly—in the same words. You would
get the same answer. You ask again. Would that have helped? Yes,
certainly. Each time the question and the answer were repeated, a new
nuance would have arisen. Do you know, you could repeat a question
and an answer without altering a syllable, endlessly, and create a whole
new universe of meanings, more acceptable to you?

anvasv:  (Looks at pARavasy, uncomprehending, Then,) Il be on the tam-
arind hill. Call me if you need me. (Runs away.)

(ParAvAsU puts away his bow and arrows. visHakHa brings a pot of water and
silently places it near parAvasu, who washes his hands and feet in total silence.
He sits down, Long pause.)

vIsHAKHA: (Inalow voice.) How are you, Husband?
(No reply.)
Only occasional bits of news about you. When someone [rom here goes
to the city and attends the sacrifice . . .
(No response.)
Are you well? Or do you still drive yoursell 1o the point of illness, like a
demon?
(No reply.)
[ was sure you wouldn't come home even if | were on my deathbed.
(No reply.)
But my fornication was reason enough, wasn’t it?
(No reply.)
Whatever you heard about Yavakri and me . . . was no rumor.
(No reply.)
Yavakri and you. How much you resemble cach other. You both go
away when you feel like it. Come back without an explanation. As
though Indra is explanation enough! He isn't. Not for me. Why did you
go away like that?
pakavasu: One can practice austerities like your {ool, Yavakri, 1o coerce
the gods 1o bend one’s will. Stand in a circle of fire. Torture oneself. 5o

many techniques, all equally crass, to make the gods appear. And when
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they give in, what do you do? Extend the begging bowl: “Give us rains.
Cattle. Sons. Wealth." As though one defined human beings by their
begging. | despise it. | went because the fire sacrifice is a formal rite.
Structured. It involves no emotional acrobatics from the participants.
The process itsell will bring Indra to me. And il anything goes wrong,
there's nothing the gods can do about it. 1t has to be set right by a man.
By me. That's why when the moment comes 1 shall confront Indra in
silence. As an equal. For that, it is essential that one shed all human
weakness. Be alone. Absolutely on ones own to face that moment.
Become a diamond. Unscratchable.
visHakHA:  And become immortal?
paravasu: At least for that moment, yes.
visvakua:  And for that vou must break all the rules?
paravasu:  Tosay "all” is to make a rule. (He gets up.)
visnakua:  Will you come home once the fire sacrifice is over?
(No answer)
I suppose that would be 100 human. But what's wrong with being
human? What's wrong with being happy, as we were belore you got
Indra into you?
(No answer)
| shouldn ask. 1 should be silent. And you, in any case, will be silent.
My silence again lollowed by yours. Silences endlessly repeated. Per-
haps they oo will describe a whole universe. But 1 am sick ol silence.
(No answer)
All right. Then do me a favor belore vou po back. Please. (She takes his
bow and arrow, puts them in his hands with the arrow pointing to herself.
Then lies down on her back in front of him.) U'll lay mysell open to vou as a
devored wife.
ParRAVASU:  You want me to kill you?
visHaKHA: At last, a question from you. (Pause.) We're three of us here.
Your brother’s never home. That leaves me and your father. (Pause.)
Something died inside your father the day the King invited you 10 be
the Chiel Priest. He's been drying up like a dead tree since then. No sap
runs in him. (Pause.} On the one hand, there's his sense of being humil-
iated by you, On the other, there's lust. It consumes him. An old man’s
curdled lust. And there’s no one else here to take his rage out on but me.
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(Pause.) Au least Yavakri was warm, gentle. For a few minutes, he made
me [orget the wizened body, the seratchy claws, and the blood, cold as
ice. And he paid for it with his life.
{(RAIBHYAS steps are heard in the distance, as he returns)

Here it comes. The crab! Scuntling back to malke sure 1 don't defile the
Chiel Priest as | did Yavakri. Grant me this favor, please. Kill me. For all
your experiments you haven't yet tried the ultimate. Human sacrifice!
You could now.

paravasu:  You're right. I must. (Pause.) You are still my guru. (He aims his
arrow at her A long silence as they wait. Then a low cough is heard from
RAIBHYA. [nstantly parAvAsU moves the arrow around so that it points in
the direction of RaisHYA, shools an arrow. RaiHYA collapses without a
sound. VISHAKHA gasps. Pause.)

visHakHa:  Nowyoull never know il 1 told you a lie.

{Pause.)

parRavasu: You didn’t need 0. He deserved 10 die. He killed Yavakri 1o
disturb me in the last stages ol the sacrifice. Not 1o punish Yavakri, but
to be even with me. | had to attend to him before he went any further.

(Pause.)

visHakHa: What's worrying you then?
(No answer)
Something is, isntit? [ knew it the moment | saw you this evening. And
it wasn't just your father. Something else you've come looking lor?
{No answer}
Yavakri would have poured out his woes. But you'd rather let the poi-
son burn your insides than speak out. (Takes his hand in her hand.)
Look at your hand. Its so tense. Your sinews are twisted like ropes—
ready to snap. Tell me. What's bothering you?
paravasu: (Looks in the direction of Raibhya.) We must attend to the old
marn.
visHakHa: He's had a long life. Why should he be in a hurry now?

(They look at each other. The stage darkens on them. We see ARVASU on the
tamarind hill talking to himself.)
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aRvasu: Thorns! The wind has thorns now The light oo is nettled.
Words . . Even your name— Nittilai—has fangs that rip the skin ofl my
mind and make it bleed. How can | punish myselfl enough? Hall an
hour! Half an hour! But | stopped to bathe on my way 10 vour village . ..
to dig for water so 1 could wash myself before coming to you. 1 knew it
was getting late, but 1 had just cremated a dead body. | couldn't bear the
thought of touching you with those unclean hands. An Untouchable
wouldn't have cared. An outcaste wouldn't have cared. But my cursed
caste wouldn't let me go . . . To think youwould have been mine. Half
an hour!

PARAVASU'S voirce: Arvasu! Arvasu!

(ARvASU gets up. Runs to the hermitage. He sees PaRAvAsSU and vISHAKHA
bending over something near a thicket.)

paravasu:  Arvasu—here! (Plucks the arrow from Raibhyak body.)

arvasu:  Where are you?

raravasy: Here, near the neem tree.

ARVAsU:  What are you doing there? (He goes and finds paravasu and vi-
sHAKHA kneeling over Raibhya’s body.) What is it? What's happened? Is
that Father? What happened to him? Oh God! Blood! Bloed . . . what's
happened? Oh my God . . . [ can't. ..

rarRavasyu: Inthedark, ... mistook him for a wild animal . . .

arvasu:  (Almost hysterical.} 1s he all right? We must do something. He
may still be alive. There. His eyelids . . . they're moving. Let’'s move him
10—

rakavasu: Take hold of voursell, Arvasu. He is dead.

(ARVASU staris crying. PARAvasU slaps him.)
Stop it. Don't be a child. There's no time to howl and wail now. | have to
get back before I'm missed.

(ARVASU and vISHAKHA react.)
Il anyone gets wind of what's happened here, the fire sacrifice is ruined.
Do you [ollow me?

arvasu: But... afterall this. .. do you mean to go back? To the sacrifice?

Pakavasu: Yes, the sacrifice must go on. You know that. And only I can
ensure that—

arvasu:  But the blood on vour hands . . .

panavasu:  Yes, that has 10 be washed. We must atone [or Father's death. |
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know I should perform the rites of penitence. But [ have to return.
Immediately. So there's only one person who can do that. You. As his
son, it's your prerogative and your duty.
(visHAKHA and aRVASU react in horror)

Cremate the body right now. And then concentrate on the penitential
rites.

arvasu: Bur, Brother—

PARAVASU: "Bu?” What do you mean "but?” Can't you see what is at
stake? You must do it. (He stares to leave.)

VIsHAKHA: Say "No,” Arvasu.

ARvasu:  Sister-in-law—

visHakHa: Refuse. He killed his father. Let him atone for it Don't get
involved in it

arvasu: But then—what about the sacrifice?

visHakua: Let it go 1o ruin. Does it matter? There has been enough
bloodshed already. Enough tears. Live your own life.

paravasu:  (As though she hasn'l spoken.) Don't rush through the rites.
Perform them with care. Every detail has to be right.

arvasu: (Lost.) Bless me, Brother.

(paravasU blesses him by placing his right palm on his head and walks away.
VISHAKHA stares dumbly after him and then walks mechanically back to the
hermitage. arvasu starts piling wood for the funeral pyre.

paravasU is walking back through the jungle when a figure jumps out of the
shadows and stands in his path. PARAVASU and the BRAHMA RAKSHASA stare at

each mhci'_jhr i I:Jri:;f montent. )

paravasu: Ah! Not the Brahma Rakshasa himsell! What a pleasure. (Re-
sume walking.)

BRAHMA RaksHasa: How did you recognize me?

ParavasU: | was expecting you. Where else could you possibly go?

BRAHMA RaksHasa: Help me. Please.

paravasu: Don't ask me. | don't help anyone.

BRAHMA RAKSHAsA: Please, don't say that. I beg of you. You are my only
hope.

raravasu: Hope of what?

ERAHMA RAKsHasa: 1admire you. You aren't scared of me. You are tough.
Your father gave me a new birth. We two are brothers.
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paravasu: | don't need any more brothers.

BRAHMA RAKsHASA: You have no choice. Look, when lived my “human
life,” 1. .. how shall 1 putit. ..l was bad. I'll spare you the details. But
the result was that alter my death 1 was not reborn, as any ordinary
mortal would do. 1 became a brahma rakshasa. A soul locked in noth-
ingness like a fetus stitched up inside its mother’s sac. You can't imagine
the horror of that existence. Nothing 1o look lorward to. No birth, no
death; nothingness stretching endlessly. Your father plucked me out
and put me back in time, in order to kill Yavakri. 1 didnt want to, but 1
obeyed. And as a result, now | have something new. Hope. Of release—
release from this state—

paravasu: Youshould have asked Father.

BRAHMA RAKsHasa: | would have. But you killed him before he'd re-
covered from his ordeal. You killed him. Now you have taken on his
inheritance. Not that 1 mind. You may be more capable of getting me
what 1 want.

raravasu:  What do you want?

BRAHMA RAKSHASA: Free me [rom this pain. Liberate me. [ want 1o lade
away. To become nothing.

paravasu:  (Laughs.) Yavakri asked for “all knowledge” in a begging bowl.
You ask for the hinal release. Moksha! The demands seem to be escalat-
ing! 1 am not interested in your final release. 1 am not even interested in
my hnal release. (Mocking.) “Liberate” you! How’s one supposed 1o do
that?

BRAHMA RaksHasa: | wish 1 knew | can only beg. Ask the gods when you
[ace them.

pakavasu: 1 will ask them for nothing.

BRAHMA RaksHasA:  You talk of immortality. Look, | have been immortal!
And | long for death. Release me. You owe it 1o me.

ramavasu: | dont owe anyone anything. Don't pester me. You'll get
nothing,

(They have reached the sacrificial site.)
I must go in. Remember the sacrificial enclosures are protected against
all unnatural spirits. -
(Goes in. The BRAHMA RAKSHASA walches him,)
BRAHMA RAKSHASA: IS not so easy to get rid of a brother . . . Brother!

(Disuppears.)
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(arvasu compleies the funeral rites. Comes home. Calls out 1o his sister-in-law
Ne reply. He goes in. The hermitage is empty. In a corner he sees the water pot,
covered with cobwebs. He walls out of the house.

ARVASU comes Lo the sacrificial arca, The fire sacrifice is going on. He
enters the enclosure and gocs and sits among the BRansINs watching the
rituals. PARAVASU, initially engrossed in his work, notices him and suddenly
Jreezes. His face wins pale. Words fail him. His unexpected silence draws
cveryone’s attention, The hymns come to a stop. They all stare, uncompre-
hending, first at pARAVASU and then at ARVAsU. arvasu is baffled and
cmbarrassed.)

PaRavasu:  You! (Points to ARvasu, who gels up, puzzled, scared.)

ARvasu: Me?

Pakavasu:  Yes, you! Who are you?

ARvasu: Mell. .

raRavasu:  Yes Tell us,

arvasu:  I'm Arvasu, son of Raibhya.

paravasu:  And where have you come from?

arvasu: My father died. I've just completed his obsequies . . . and the
expiation.

paRAvasu:  Why the expiation? Tell us. Why?

arvasu; Hewas killed . ..

(Consternation in the assembly. paARAvAsU silences the CROwWDS.)
paravasu: Al whose hands?

(Long pause.)

arvasu: At the hands of his son.

{ The gathering breaks out into commaotion.)

paravasyu:  Patricide. patricide! What is he doing in these sanctibed pre-
cincts? Throw him out. Out! Out! Demon!
arvasu: But.. bu.

(Three or four BRAHMINS pounce on arvasu and drag him owt. Dazed, Arvasu
lets himself be dragged and pushed owt of the sacrificial enclosure, Suddenly, he

starts shouting.)
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arvasu:  But why, Brother, why? ... Why?
(A mu'}-:ie of soLpiers get hold of him and drag him away as he keeps
shouting. )
Why? Why? Tell me why . . . please.

(Paravasu looks at the assembly of priests and watchers. )

PaRavasu:  As the sacrifice approaches its completion, the demons come
out. Rakshasas. Their sole aim is to disrupt the sacrifice. We must be on
our guard.

(At a sign from him, the rites begin again. The stage darlens.)

Act Three

Night. The outskirts of the city. The stage is filled with bodies of people sleep-
ing. NITTILAL sleeps next (o ARVASU,

ARVASU waltes up. Sits up. Looks around, and as though frightened by the
night, begins to crawl across the sleeping bodies. smitTivan stetches her hand
out in her sleep to make sure Arvasu is next to her. He is not there. She sits up
with a start, looks around, sees him and goes to him.

NITTILAL:  Arvasu—
(ARvAsU gasps and tirns to her)
Where are you going?
{He stares.)
It's me, Nittilai—
(She feels his forchead.)
The lever has gone down. Thank God!
{Feels his clothes.)
You are soaking wet.
arvasu:  (Unbelieving.) Niuilai! You . .. ? ltcantbe .. .itisn't. ..
NitTical:  (Laughing. ) Yes, it is.

(Suddenly arvasu langhs happily like a child.)

arvasu:  Nittilai! Nutlai! Am 1 dreaming? Or are you really here? You
won't disappear again. will you? Nittilai! Where have you come [rom,
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Nittilai? You arc Niuilai, arent you? Don't melt away. Please, Nittilai—
stay, now that you're here. (Grabs her hand.) Tl hold on to Nittilai now:
I won't let Niutilai go.

miTTiLal:  Ssh! You'll wake them up!

arvasu:  (Laughing.) How did you come here?

NITTILAL:  We can't lalk in this place. Let's go over there. (Helps him up. He
is light-headed and almost falls down again. She supports him. She also
carrics a bundle of fruit with her They move a little distance away.) Be
careful! You're still light-headed.

arvasu:  (Laughing.) Light-headed. Light-footed. 'm flying—I'm floating
—I'm flowing down a torrent of wind—1 feel happy. You are here! Its
beautilul. (Trics to stand by himself, Reels. Clings to hex: They both laugh.)

NITTILAL: Wail! Don't be a child. Here. Let me tie your dhoti properly.
(Unselfconsciously, she reties his dhoti, as though he were a child. Then
leads him along.) 5it down here. (She rekindles a dying fire as they talk.)

ARVasU: Where are we?

NiTTiLal:  Outside the city gates.

arvasu:  And these people?

wiTrieat:  Mostly starving villagers. They are here for the end of the fire
sacrifice. They are waiting for the concluding feast.

aRvasu: The fire sacrifice. Yes. | remember. (He looks at her attentively.)
You look so lovely. All those pauterns on your hands and face. You're
like a bride. (Suddenly.) But . . . didn’t you go home to sleep last night?

NiTTiLal:  (Puts a fruit in his hand.} Here. Eat this. | don't know when you
had a proper meal last.

akvasu: How is it that you're here, Nittilai?

MITTILAL:  ['ve run away.

arvasu:  From your husband?

wittita:  From my hushband. From my family. From everything.

{ Pause. )

arvasu:  Oh! (Pause.) Why? Didn't you like him? Did he beat you?

miTTitar: | liked him. Very much. He's always smiling. | might have been
happy with him. (Pause.) Il any other girl had done what 1 have done,
I'd be the first to thrash her in the village square. But when 1 heard
what'd happened 10 you—

arvasu: What?
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MiTTILAI:  We heard terrible stories.

ARVASU: {R;membcring.:l Yes, ves.

mittivat: | almost died when I heard they'd thrashed vou. 1 gotupand . ..
ran all the way here.

arvasu:  (Pause.) And how did you find me?

NiTTiLAl: It didn't take much searching. Every stray pup here knows
about you.

(Long pause.)

arvasu: | went back o meet Paravasu. (Excited.) That night. | had o
know why. What had | done? I thought he might tell me if T went 1o him
secretly. So | went back at night. But he never came out . . .

NiTTiLAL:  Arvasu, it's all right. All that's done with.

arvasu:  Soldiers pounced on me. Kicked me. Dragged me to some ceme-
tery. Tore my sacred thread. 1 kept calling out o him. “Why, Brother,
why?" They beat me.

MiTTiLal:  There now, don't excite voursell. Lie down.

arvasu:  Did he think | was marnied to you? Did he think | had become
a low-caste actor? No, no. | remember. He clearly said: “Out! Out!
Demon . . . Away with you!”

MiTTiLal:  Quiet now Come, sleep for a while. 1tUs still dark. (She makes
him lie down with his head on her lap.)

arvasu: | had such nightmares. And whenever I woke up | saw these
bodies. Lying about, inert in the dark. [ thought 1 was in the land of the
dead. But | didn't see you. | wish | had. (5tares at her) 1 worshiped my
brother. And he betrayed me. 1 let you down, and you risk everything
for my sake,

MiTTILAl:  (Simply) 1 like you. (Gives him another fruit.) Here, 1 hid these
for you. There are three children in the actors family. Poor things!
They're eternally famished—

ARVAsSU:  Aclors?

MiTTiLal:  Yes, it was they who saved vour life,

arvasu:  (Suddenly) Mittilai, how long is it since you left home?

NiTTiLAL:  Three days.

akvasu:  (Excited.) Three days! Three days, she says calmly! And you've
been moving around in this city for three days! Are vou crazed?
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sitricar:  (Lightly )} 1 was only waiting for you to gain some strength.

arvasu:  (Angry) Woman, have you no brains? You only think of others! 1
know your people. Hunters, Once they decide on vengeance . . . We
must leave immediately.

nitTiLal:  Lets. Il your legs have gained as much strength as your voice,
we should be able to cover a fair distance today! (Suddenly they both
burst out laughing. Then in a scrious voice.) Arvasu, when 1 say we
should go together . . . 1 don’t mean we have to live together . . . like
lovers or like husband and wife. 1 have been vicious enough o my
husband. I don't want to disgrace him lurther. Let's be together . . . like
brother and sister. You marry any girl you like. Only please, Arvasu—
spare a corner for me.

arvasu:  [won't marry Ever. It's enough that vou are here with me.

nmitTiLal:  (Gets up.) Take a linle rest. I'll see you soon.

ARvasU:  Where are you going?

NMiTTiLAl:  Let me arrange for something to eat on the way. Some meal.
Fruit. The actor’s [amily wants to go with us. Those poor starving
babies—

arvasu:  (Gemtly) Niuilai . . .

{(NITTILAL Stops.)
While you're away | think I'll make another attempt.

NITTILAL:  Altempt?

arvasu:  Tosee my brother.

miTTiLal: How will yvou do that? Will he let you come anywhere near
him?

arvasu:  No, he won't. But how can | go away without knowing why he
acted as he did? | have 1o ind out . . . T must . ..

siTTiral:  Will he tell you?

aARvasvu: ldon't think so. (Pause.) No . . . he won'.

NiTTiLat:  Andsuppose he did well you? What will that do lor you? Havent
you sullered enough?

arvasv: I he can't justify his act, I'll . . . 1'll push his face in it. I'll make
him pay . .. I'll revenge mysell on him—

NITTILALD  Arvasu!

arvasu: | can’t help it. | want 10 make them all pay. Yavakri. Father.
Paravasu. It's a conspiracy, don’t you see, its all planned—because |
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wanted to marry you. Because | was ready to reject my caste, my birth.
Can't you see it? | wanted to sirike out on my own. So, first a corpse
curls itsell round my ankles. Yavakri. Then it's Father. Bodies drenched
in blood. Like rats that pour out during the plague and die vomiting
blood.

NITTILAL:  Arvasu—

arvasu; Listen. It's clear to me. Yavakri is dead. Father is dead. And Para-
vasu is alive. So he must know. He must be behind it all. My brother
knew | would marry you even if he forbade it. 50 he—and his wile—and
all those priesis—yes, they planted those corpses in my way.

NITTiLal:  You are talking nonsense.

arvasu:  You don't understand. You hunters—you only know minor spells
and witchcralts, spirits slithering in shallow caves or dangling on trees.
But Yavakri and Father and Brother can bring out the terrors from the
womb of the earth and play with them. They can set this foul nawre
against you. Can't you see the design in it all? Corpses pursuing me . ..
evil, like a stink emanating [rom that sacrihice—

NITTILAL:  Suppose you are right. What are you going to do about i?

arvasu:  ldon't know. | don't know anything. Don't confuse me with ques-
tions. But if such an evil man continues as the Chiel Priest of the
sacrifice, it'll rain blood at the end—

MiTTiLAl:  Leave that to the gods, Arvasu. Look at your family. Yavakri
avenges his father’s shame by attacking your sister-in-law. Your father
avenges her by killing Yavakri. Your brother kills your father. And now
you in your turn want vengeance. Where will it all end?

arvasu: 5o what do 1 do? Sit in a corner with my hands crossed, like a
eunuch?

nitTiLal: Do that. Better that than become the man you hate.

arvasv:  Become? What's there lelt for me to become? | am an unregener-
ate sinner in the eyes of the world, a killer.

smitriran:  Then kick that world aside, Arvasu, Your hands are clean. Even
I have wounded—betrayed—my husband. You have remained good.
Stay that way. We don’t need this world. We can lind our own.

(He doesn't answer A long tense pause. NITTILAL gets up.)
All right, let’s go.

arvasu: Go? Where?
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sitTicat:  Lets go and face your brother. 1 don't want you 1o feel I'm
depriving you.

arvasu:  (Calms down.) Youare right. He won't let me come anywhere near
him. 1 knew that from the beginning, didn't 1? So what was | making
such a fuss about? Do you think I'm going mad?

wiTTiLal:  You've been through so much, I'm surprised you're not worse.

(The ACTOR-MANAGER comes. )

acTorR-MaNaGER: Ahha! So the patient is better today?

MiTTiLAL:  Yes, thank you. (To arvasu.) He saved your life, Arvasu.

arvasu:  Thank you.

acTor-manaGer: Hardly “saved.” Our old man died. We went 10 bury
him. And there you were in the bural grounds—streiched out stilf,
Except that you weren't cold. You were burning hot. The bamboos we'd
taken him out on served 10 carry you back. And you almost burned
through them.

NITTILAL  I'm sorry yvour old man had to go. But it's lucky for us he chose
that day. How's your brother?

ACTOR-MANAGER: His foot's much better, thank you. He can hobble about,
Your magic touch again!

miTTiLAL:  (Pleased.) Good. I'll get him some fresh herbs.

ACTOR-MaNAGER: (Popinting to arvasu.) Now that hes well, do we start
today?

NiTTILal:  Within the next couple of hours. Let me go and arrange provi-
sions for the trip. (She goes.)

ACTOR-MANAGER: What an extraordinary girl!

akvasu: (Distracted.) Hm.

acTor-manacir: Lucky for you that shes here. Don't you ever forget
that.

arvasu:  (Startled.) Why . .. why should 1?

ACTOR-MANAGER: Listen, son. We aclors are always on the move. Never
stationary. And often along the way we see a scene. A bit of life. Only a
tiny bit as we pass by, But enough to give usa sense ol the rest of the story.

arvasu:  What do you mean?

ACTOR-MaNAGER: | don't know what you are 1o her. Not that 1 want 1o
know. Any fool can see you two belong 1o different worlds. Anything’s
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possible in these troubled times. So [ won't comment. But your name’s
ON EVEry rmng,uc in this town, and they are mostly trying to spit it out. |
didn't save your life. She did. | only found you. You were lucky that she
wurned up soon after, and it's she who's been nursing you. Mopping up
your vomit, wiping your bottom. Like a baby. I'm grateful 10 her be-
cause my babies were starving when she came and now they get a bite
to eat every day. Where she gets the food from | don't know, but she
knows the woods. We would have moved out of this town the day the
old man died, except that we've become dependent on her. For food.
For nursing, For laughter. We're just waiting to leave with her, but she
won't budge till you're better. (Pause.) Something about you worries
me. She's a good girl. Don’t hurt her.
arvasu:  (Quietly.) I won't hurt her.

{While this scene is going on, in the background, miTTILAL'S BROTHER and
HUSBAND enter, make a fire and sit near it, silent and immobile. M1TTILAL €R-
ters, sees them, freezes and flees in panic. They haven't seen her Long pause.
The AcTOR-MANAGER hwms a song.)

aRvasv:  You said you'd gone to bury your old man when you found me?
You bury your dead? Not cremate them?

ACTOR-MANAGER: No, we are actors. We have been actors since the Lord
of Creation entrusted the job 1o my ancestors. The earth gave us the
body. When we are done, we hand over the job to our children and
hand back the body 1o the earth.

arvasu:  But the body will rot in the earth, surely . . .

acTor-Manacer: What were we in our mother’s womb? Floating bits of
llesh? Squiggly worms? To burn is to destroy. Neither the earth gets it,
nor the wind. Well, 1o each his beliefs! My ancestors were actors and—

akvasu: Then why are you leaving town?

ACTOR-MANAGER: We came here to perform a play for the sacrifice, but
this town hasn't been good for us. The old man died. My brother’s foot
got infected—

arvasu:  (Excited.) How can you give up so easily? Surely you have a duty
Lo }'Ulll’ art.

actor-mavacer:  Couldn't agree more. But a body needs 1o be fed before
it can act. In fact, even the gods, who are bodiless, need 1o be fed before
they will act. Hence all these oblations. But there are no oblations
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without a performance, and there's no performance without aciors, 1
don’'t have enough actors, it's as simple as that.
arvasu:  (Shyly) Mayl.. mayl, . ask you something?
ACTOR-MANAGER: Go ahead.
arvasu:  Youdon't mind?
AcTOR-MANAGER: Whatis in?
arvasu:  Will you waich me?
ACTOR-MANAGER:  Watch you?
arvasu: 1 like dancing. 11 1 dance now . . . will you tell me il 1 am any
good?
ACTOR-MANAGER: You?
arvasu: lrealize...itsoundsabsurd . ..
ACTOR-MaANAGER: Bul you are not an actor. You are a high-casie—
arvasu:  lused to be with the hunters most of the time. Dancing. Singing. 1
like dancing.
ACTOR-MANAGER: Well, some other time. We'll be traveling together, alter
all. | have other worries at the moment . . .
(But arvasu has started dancing. Initially the ACTOR-MANAGER is only
half-interested, but slowly, as he watches the dancing, his eyes light up.
He leeps the beat. )
Not bad. Not bad at all.
(He too stands up and starts dancing. Slowly first, then faster: He leads,
Aarvasu follows. The AcTOR-MANAGER occasionally tries to trick ar-
VASU with a complicated step, but anvasu accepts the challenge.)
Where did you learn all thar?
(arvasu, increasingly confident, laughs and taps his own skull in veply.
He dances faster:)
Enough. Enough now Don't tire yoursell. You've just got up from the
sick-bed. Sit down.
(They both sit.)
aArvasUu:  So—I'm not o bad then?
acTorR-ManaceEr: Bad? You're excellent. And that's what makes my siom-
ach burn. It’s just my cursed luck . .
arvasu:  Why?
acTor-ManaGER: The fire sacrifice will be completed in the next few
days. That's long enough for vou to pick up a few bits of dialogue and
hall a dozen steps. We could have a show ready to celebrate the comple-
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tion—but my evil stars have made sure that the one actor I could use
can't go ;m}fwhcre near the sacrificial precincts.

arvasu:  Actually, | dont think that would be a problem.

ACTOR-MANAGER: What do you mean?

arvasu: |don't think Brother will stop me from acting. The problem is—I
won'l aci—I can’l.

AcToR-MaNaGger: Butl why not?

arvasu: Ninilai and 1 must go away today.

AcTOR-MANAGER:  We could all leave together, later—

arvasu: No, we must leave today

acTOR-MaNaGER: (Disappointed.) Oh! (Hopefully.) Perhaps we can have a
show in some other town, on the way?

arvasu: Perhaps. (Pause.) In aland far, far away! (Pause.)

ACTOR-MANAGER: Let me warn you. | never give up.

(NITTILAT comes rushing in. She is frighmifd.}l

MITTILAL  Arvasu, Arvasu!

arvasu:  Niuilai!

ACTOR-MaNaGER: What's happened?

miTTiLAL: | was on my way, and | saw them. They were sitting round a
fire . .. They didn't see me . . . inthe dark . . .

ARvVasu: Who?

miTTiLal: My brother. And husband.

arvasu:  Ohmy God!

ACTOR-MANAGER: Ah!

NiTTiLAL: | just turned round and ran back—

arvasu: (Excited.) We must leave then—immediately:. Before it dawns, we
must get out of the cily—

NITTILAL:  (Desperate.) No, no, we can't. Not now. Don’t you see? It's oo
late—

akvasu: Too late? Why?

miTTiLal:  They don't know 'm here. Thats why it's taken them three days
10 get here. They must have been searching among friends and relatives.

ARvasu: 5of

NiTTILAL:  But everyone knows you're here. In this city I you disappear
now, they'll instantly realize we're 1ogether. Then they'll chase us—

arvasu: 50 what do we do?
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NiTTILAL: | don't know!

ACTOR-MaNAGER: 15 this why you have been acting so mysterious, girl?
Why didn't you tell me? I'm a wizard at dispuise. With a little bit of
make-up, 1 would have changed your entire appearance. Made you as
good as invisible.

arvasu:  (Exasperated.) They are huniers. They don't need o see a quarry,
They can smell it out. And once they are on the track, they'll run it o
the ground.

NITTILAL:  One things certain, Arvasu. You'll have 10 stay on in the city—
be visible! Only that will throw them off the scent.

AcToR-manaGeEr: But won't they harm him?

arvasu:  No, Tam an outsider. (Bitterly.) Everywhere.

NiTTiLAL:  They're after me.

arvasu:  So what will vou do?

mirTital: Ul disappear. Go and hide in the jungle.

anvasu:  (Enraged.) Hide? What do you mean hide? Are we playing games
here? You there. Me here. No, 1 won't let you go.

niTTiLal:  (Flying into a temper) Do you think | want to die? You think [
want to be hunted down by my brother and my husband? Il they had
come separately, it might have meant anything. But they're here 10-
gether! And they sat there by the fire—still. Alert. Listening. We never
talk when we are on a hunt. We only listen. And my husband wasn't
smiling. He looked . . . so sad. That scares me. Arvasu. I'm still young. |
don’t want to die. (She starts weeping.)

arvasu:  Don't cry Please. 11l soon be light. And il you have to go you
must. But what am | 1o do?

NiTTiLAL:  (Angry) Why do you keep asking me? Why don't you decide?
Don’t push everything onto my shoulders—

arvasu:  (Quictly) 1 only meant—staying here in the city won't be easy . ..
being spat upon, sneered at—

sitrivar:  Is that all you can think of when—

ACTOR-MANAGER: Actin my show.

aRvasu:  (Annoyed.) Please, don't try 1o be funny.

ACTOR-MANAGER: L'm quite serious. If vou are going 10 be here ull the
sacrifice is over, you might as well take part in my play.

ARvasu: Listen—

NrtTicar:  What's that?
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ACTOR-MANAGER: A moment ago he danced. He danced like a celestial
being. With him | could stage a show in honor of the festival. But he
won't agree . . .

wmiTritar:  Paravasu will never let him—

arvasu:  (Defant.) Paravasu himsell has ostracized me. I'm an outcaste
now. He can't stop me from acting . . . but how can | sing and dance
while you're in mortal danger?

niTTiLal:  Ill be sale enough. The jungle’s like a home 10 me.

acTOoR-MaNAGER: |am a selfish man. If this performance takes place, I'll
be rich. We'll all be rich. My children will sleep on a full stomach for
another two months. But that’s not all. Think of yoursell. If Arvasu has
1o be “visible,” what better than rehearsing in the open, getting ready
for a stage performance with the whole town in awendance? (Pause. He
waits for his words to sink in.}

NiITTILAL:  Are you sure he'll be able 1o carry it off? He's never faced an
audience before.

AcTOR-MANAGER: [ama professional, Sister. Do you think | would know-
ingly risk a failure? 1 even have a play ready. We'd just decided on it
when the old man died. A perfect choice for this fire sacrifice. The
Triumph of Lord Indra. A play abou the siruggle between Lord Indra
and the demon Vritra.

wiTriLal:  (Laughs.) Then Arvasu will want 1o play the demon. (To ar-
vasu.) Aren’t | right? (Toe the AcToR-MANAGER.) He loves all that ghoul-
ish make-up, the roaring and thumping, the acrobatics.

arvasu: | never know whether you're going 1o laugh or cry.

actor-manacer:  He'll have 1o play Vritra. 1, needless 1o say, will play the
main role, Indra. The actor playing Vritra basically needs 1o dance. And
my brother is in no state 1o dance. And the few speeches that are there
won't be a problem to a Brahmin.

arvasu: lam not a Brahmin,

ACTOR-MaNaGER:  Quite! Quite! But you won't need 1o be taught basic
pronunciation. (Pause.) Think about it. I'll go and get the costumes for
Vritra. I you're willing, we might as well stant rchearsals right away,
(Exits.) )

arvasu:  What shall I do, Nitilai?

miTTiLal: | don't know What do you want 1o do?

anvasu:  What he said made good sense. But . ..
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NITTILAL:  You've always wanted o act. As long as | can remember. What
will you do otherwise? Brood over Paravasu? Whip yoursell into a
frenzy of anxiety over me?

arvasu:  I'malraid.

wiTTiLat:  What's there to fear?

arvasu:  It's the nightmare | 1old you about. | am dying of thirsi. But there's
no water. Then | peer into a huge well. There’s water there, but it has
my reflection in it 1 stare at it. And the reflection snarls: “Why are you
staring, wretch? Go away” So | say: “You exist because | siare. You
wouldn't be there if | went away” It says: “You think so, do you, you
swollen-headed doll of flesh? I'l show you.” And the reflection leaps
oul of the water. Gouges my eyes out. Chews up my face in us jaws. |
scream, but 1 have no face . . . It keeps on returning, that nightmare, so
that now I'm not at all sure it's me standing here and not my rellection,
all ready 1o attack—

niTTiLal: How long are you going to turn your face away from it then?
Face it. Face your brother as you wanted 10

(He looks at her in surprisc.)
Mot in hate, Arvasu. In the play. Show him how good you are. I'm sure
the play will wash off the fear, the anger . ..

(He nods.)

arvasu:  All right.

NiTTILAL: T'd better go. It's almost dawn.

arvasu:  MNiuilai—

NITTILAI: What isit?

arvasu: Isn't there any way you could watch the play that day? It would
give me so much courage . . .

wiTTiLAL: | wish I could! But it's oo dangerous. Come here alier the play
is over. Al night. There'll be enormous crowds. We'll meet at this
point . .. and fade away. (She stands, reluctant to go.) I'm glad you're not
playing Indra. I dont like that god of yours.

aRvasu:  Why?

NITTILAT: He is immortal. When someone doesn't die, can’t die, what can
he know about anything? He can’t change himself. He can't . . . can’l
create anything. 1 like Vritra because even when he’s triumphant he
chooses death. 1 always wonder: if the llowers didn’t know they were 10
fade and die, would they have ever blossomed? (Gets up.) 1 must leave.
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arvasu:  Nittilai, | wish you could hide here—in the city somewhere.

NITTILAT:  No. Its better than even you don't know where | am. (Moves to
20.)

arvasy: Dontl—

mitrican:  Concentrate on your rehearsals. Learn. 1 am sure you'll be mar-
velous. I'm sure your dancing will bring the rains. Goodbye—

arvasu:  Niuilai—

(She smiles and disappears. He stares dumbly after her: The ACTOR-MANAGER
whok been waiting at a distance enters with the costumes and the mash of
Vritra.)

actor-Manacier: Here. This is the mask of Vritra the demon. Now sur-
render to the mask. Surrender and pour life into it. But remember, once
you bring a mask 1o life you have to keep a tight contrel over it, other-
wise iUll try to take over. IU1l begin to dictate terms to you and you must
never let that happen. Prostrate yoursell before it. Pray to it. Enter it
Then control i

{Arvasu opens the bundle of clothes and dresses, almost in a trance. The stage
darkens. NITTILAI'S BROTHER and HUSBAND melt away in the davliness. The
audience, including paravasu and the KinG, occupy their places and watch.)

Epilogue

Slowly, arvasu puts on the mash. There is a roar of drums and then a sudden
silence. ARVasU gives a wild roar and jumps up. He dances vialently. The aupi-
ENCE responds with enthusiasm. The play is on. The ACTOR-MANAGER (A-M)
dressed up as Indra enters from one side. The ACTOR-MANAGER'S BROTHER
dressed as viSHWARUPA enters from the other;

VISHWARUPA and VRITRA rush to cach other, embrace.

visHwarRupra: Dear Brother Vritra—
veiTRA: Dear Brother Vishwarupa—

(Since visHwARUPA is limping. vRITRA dances, holding visHwarUPAS hands,
emphasizing their affection for cach other: The AUDIENCE reacts with pleasure.
A-M AS INDRA watches from a distance, then talks to the AUDIENCE.)
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A-M as INDRA: ... Alter all, I am Indra, the King of the Gods. Should |
then not be Supreme in the three worlds? Should not Brahma, the
Father of All Creation, who gave me birth, have ensured that 1 stoond
unrivaled in all these domains? But alas! He fell in love with a mortal
and produced a son by human womb, whom he crowned the King of
Men. Vishwarupa! Everyone admires Vishwarupa. Everyone sings his
praises. His wisdom and gentleness and mastery of the lores inspires a
love which makes me feel like the eclipsed moon. It threatens my
sovereignty of the worlds. But how can | destroy him?

For my father mated with a woman from the nether world and created
a third son, a demon, Vritra. He made him the King ol the Nether World
and told him: “Vritra, protect your brother Vishwarupa, the King of Men,
il necessary with your own life. For Indra is bound to try and harm him!"

And the two are inseparable. | sent, as you saw, the most enchanting
of my celestial beauties o lure Vishwarupa o a lonely place. But he will
not leave that infernal demon behind. How can 1 separate them? How
can | isolate Vishwarupa? (He reflects.) Aha! | have it 1 shall organize a
fire sacrifice in honor of our father, Brahma, the Lord of All Creation . . .
(He adds with a wink.) Whom incidemally [ have already destroyed. 1
shall invite all the gods and men 1o this sacrifice. (Goes round the stage
and comes o VISHWARUPA.) Vishwarupa, my dear brother—

visiwaruPa: | bow to vou, Brother Indra—

A-M S INDRA:  Vishwarupa, 1 am conducting a fire sacrifice in our father’s
memory. All the gods and the best of men have been invited. You must
come Loo.

visiwarupra: Indeed, I shall. You are my clder brother. | don't need an
invitation to attend a sacrifice conducted by you, | would have come on
my own the moment | heard the news.

A-M AS INDRA: Your love for me is beyond description. Come, enter this
sacrificial enclosure.

(visHWaRUPA tries (o enter; followed by vRITRA)
No, Vishwarupa. You are most welcome, but Vritra, who is accompany-
ing you, may not enter the sacrificial precincts.

visHwakupka: And why is that?

A-M AS INDRA: Because he is a demon, a rakshasa.

viSHWARUPA: But, Brother, he is our fathers son. Hence he is our brother
and like our father, a Brahmin. Surely you wili not forbid him entry?
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A-m As inpRA:  His mother was a demoness and demon blood flows in his
veins. A demon may not be permitted near the altar lest he is tempted to
desecrate it. The rules are more ancient than us. We cannot tamper with
them.

VISHWARUPA: 50 be it. (To vriTRA.) Dear Vritra, you have heard what
Indra has 1o say. So please, wait here outside the enclosure while 1 go in.

vRiTRa: Brother, my father gave me life so | could protect you. Let me
come in with you. This Indra is treacherous . . .

visHwarUPa: But, Vritra, you know that 1 have exiracied from him a
promise not to hurt me.

vriTRA: [hey say gods should never be trusted.

( Laughter from the AUDIENCE.)
Indeed, it's said that when the gods speak 1o us, the meaning they atach
to each word is quite different from the meaning we humans attach to
it. Thus their side of their speech often denies what our side of their
speech promises.

(Applause.)
Even their silences have double meanings. Hence the saying, that the
thirty-three gods occupying the heavens make for sixty-six silences.

(Laughter)
Al least.

( Thunderous applause and laughter)

visHwaRUPA: But, dear Vritra, one must obey one’s brother. 5o let me go.

vriTrRa: Brother, [ love you. But you'll not listen to me. So be it. U'll wait for
you here outside.

(VRITRA stamps in exasperation, goes and strikes a worried pose. The au-
DIENCE loves it Applanse. visHwarurpa goes round the stage to indicate that he

is covering a long distancc.)

arvasy:  (Aside.) Nitlai, 1 hadn't known it would be like this. 1 can feel
the audience reaching out to me—their warmth coming in wave and
wave, lapping against me. 'm good! Yet suddenly | don't care lor this
sea of smiling faces. 1 want yours, Where are you? Are you safe? My
heart trembles to think of you.

(visHwarupa finishes the round and arrives at Indras fire sacrifice.)

visHwarupa: Brother Indra, now | enter your sacrificial pavi lion.
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a-M as inpra: (Laughs.) Come, come. | shall welcome you properly
Come and sit by the ahar and offer oblations 1o the gods.

(VISHWARUPA mimcs sitting down and pouring oblations in the fire. A-M as 18-
DRA laughing silently, moves behind him, takes up his thunderbolt, takes aim
and plunges it into VISHWARUPAS back. VISHWARUPA screams. PARAVASU, who
has been watching impassively until now, jumps io his feet. The pBRAHMA
RAKSHASA appears next to him. The rest of the people on stage freeze.)

rarRavasu:  No. Mo, Wrong! That's wrong!

BRAHMA RAKSHAasa: Whats wrong?

pakavasu: They understand nothing, the fools. Indra didn't mean 1o kill
him—

ERAHMA RAKSHASA: [hen what happened?

raravasu:  He was panic-siricken.

BRAHMA RAKsSHASA: Why?

PaRavasu: He saw a face by the altar. Whose face was it? The face of my
dead father? Or of my brother, who is a simpleton, yet knows every-
thing? Or was it my own face? Cold fear tore through him, He stood
paralyzed. When he came o, he heard a voice aﬁk:ing: “Who are you?”
His own voice. There was no choice now but to go on, to strike. But
1o think that the fear had lain coiled inside him and he wasn't even
awarg—

BRAHMA RaksHasa: | see. Well, then. 1 must go.

paravasy: (Startled.) Go?! Where?

BrRAHMA RaKsHAsa: | had better look elsewhere for help. You've enough
problems of your own, Brother.

pakavasu: Tl help you. I can.

BRAHMA RaKsHAsA: Goodbye.

rakavasyu: Trust me. I'll help you—

(The BRAHMA RAKSHASA disapprars. PARAVASU shouts.)
Come back! Come back, Demon!

(The stage, frozen till then, leaps to life. The aupience, startled by Paravasub
shout, looks at him. arvasu reacts to his brothers voice. VISHWARUPA screams,

continuing his carlier scream. Rolls back. a-M A5 1NDRa strikes again.)

visHWARUPA: You, Brother? Why? | trusted you . . .
viRITRA: Whaose voice is that? Familiar words!
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(A-M AS INDRA gives a villainous laugh.)

visHwarura: Brother, why this treachery?

vriTRA: Why, Brother? Why, why, why? Brother, why? Why? Indra’s
laughter—And why are the vultures, sparrows, kites, and eagles reeling
in such frenzy over the sacrificial sanctum? Why are they ripping the
skies with their shrill screams? Why is a wave of blood breaking out of
the sacrificial enclosure like a flock of fear-crazed jungle fowl? (He
mimes entering the enclosure. VISHWARUPA is dying,)

vrITRA: Another treachery! Another filthy death! How long will this go
on? How long will these rats crawl around my feet vomiting blood? 1
must put an end to this conspiracy. Wait, Indra— (Attacks iNnpRaA with
a ferocity that takes the acToR-MaNAGER by swrprise. They fight. The
ACTOR-MANAGER is agile and well trained, but Vritras violence shakes him
and he runs. VRITRA chases him,)

vRITRA: You can elude me, Indra. But you can't escape me. Even if you fly
like a falcon across ninety-nine rivers I'll find you. I'll destroy you. T'll
raze your befouled sacrifice 1o the ground. (He pounces on a Guarp
standing nearby and grabs a torch from his hand and rushes toward the real
sacrificial enclosure.) U'll burn down the sacrifice—

AcToR-MANAGER:  No, no! Not that—stop him! Stop him, for God's sake—

{ Two or three GUARDS 1y to stop ARvASU but he is uncontrollable. He swings
his torch about and in a swift move, pulls out a dagger from a guards belt. The
GUARDS, iltilifvifﬂ red, step bach.)

arvasu: lama Brahmin. If you try to stop me, U'll kill mysell. And the sin
of killing a Brahmin will be on your heads. | am a rakshasa! And 'l kill
anyone who tries to stop me—(He rushes into the sacrificial pavilion. The
GUARDS rush in after him. There is commaotion.)

ACTOR-MaNAGER: IU's the mask—irs the mask come alive. Restrain him,
or there'll be chaos.

KiNG:  Stop him! Stop him!

Guarp: (Rushes out of the sacrificial enclosure.) But he is not human, sir.
His feet dont touch the ground. He flies in the smoke like a rakshasa—
he disappears in the [lames—

(Suddenly the wealr and hungry VILLAGERS watching the scene from the crowds
get up and start rushing into the burning pavilion. There is a stampede.)




The Fire and the Rain : 77

prammins: 105 the tribals—the savages—they're desecrating the sacrifice—
Oh God! This is madness. The doomsday—they are cating and drink-
ing the [ood kept for the gods. They're leveling the sacrifice 10 the
ground —

kinG:  Chiel Priest! Paravasu! What shall we do?

{PaARAVASU has been wmfhing the chaos, without so much as moving a muscle.
He gets up and without a word calmly walks into the blazing enclosure.
NITTILAL cOmes running, )

wiTTial:  Arvasu! (She rushes into the burning structure. The crowps mill
around. The structure, made of dry bamboo and wood, bursts into flames.
NITTILAI comes out, supporting Arvasu. She tales off his mask, throws it
away. }

MiTriLal:  Its all right. Dont worry now . . .

arvasu: | don't know what came over me, Nittilai.

nmitTiLal: s all over. Thank God, you aren't hurt.

arvasu: 1 lost, Nittilai. And Paravasu won. He went and sat there in front
ol the altar, unalraid and carried on with the sacrifice. 1 couldn’t destroy
him . ..

NITTILAL:  You didn't mean to, Arvasu.

arvasu:  He went up in [lames while | stood watching, untouched.

miTTital: 1 doesn't matter! Let’s just go away [rom all this.

akvasu: Yes, letus. Don't let go ol me—please . ..

NITTiLal:  Of course, | won't, silly boy Come.

(Suddenly NITTILAL'S BROTHER and HUSBAND stcp owt of the crowd and bar
their way. She screams. )

arvasu: No! Listen—listen to me—
NI1TTILAL:  Please, Brother . . . Husband . . . Please, don't—

{The sroTHER knocks arvasu down and pins him to the ground. The nus-
BaND pulls out a knife, grabs mitTiLan by her hair; and slashes her throat in
one swift motion. He then lets her drop. The two go away. ARVASU gets up,
rushes (o her, taltes her in his arms. She lies there, her eyes apen, bleeding,
dying like a sacrificial animal. The commotion dies away as ARVASU stares

numbly al NITTILAL)

arvasu: (Softly) Serves you right! Who asked you 10 meddle with this
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world? You plunge in—like a lamp into a hurricane. What do you
expect? No one'll weep for you, Niuilai. Not even me. I'll sing no
lullaby of hate for you. But I'll come with you. Where nothing matters,
not your goodness, nor my stupidity, nor this world’s evil. Where the
fire will have reduced everything 1o ashes.

(arvasu lifts up her corpse, puts it on his shoulder and goes into the sacrificial
pavilion which is still burning. The crowps watch in silence. He goes and
stands inside the burning structure. The fire slowly dies out.

Melodious music. The sunlight becomes soft and gentle. The entire atmo-
sphere takes on an ethereal hue. The voicE of INDRA is heard from the skies.)

VOICE OF INDRA:  Arvasu, son, do not grieve. We are pleased with you. Ask
for any boon and it shall be granted.

akvasu: (Baffled.) Who's that? Who's that?

voIcE of INDRa: | am Indra, the Lord of Gods. Know that all the gods are
pleased with you.

arvasu: Indra? But what do 1 have 1o do with Indra? 1 didn' seek Indra, or
any other god. Yavakri did. Paravasu did. 1 seek only Death. Why are
you here?

volce OF INDEA: (Laughs.) You question the gods? Other mortals would
be happy 10 receive—

arvasu: But.._ what have | done to deserve this visit?

vOICE OF INDRA:  We loved the way you challenged Indra, and then pur-
sued him, in the play But it could also be because of Paravasu’s sacrifice
or Nittilai’s humanity. You humans are [ree to construe the acis of gods
as you wish. The point is we are here and you can ask tor anything you
want—

crowns:  Rain! Arvasu, ask [or the rains! Water—

arvasu;  (Slowly) Lord Indra, 1 want Nittilai back. Alive. That's all 1 want
in my life. Grant me that. Niutilai . . . my gentle Nittilai . . . 1 killed her. 1
wanl her back—

crowns:  Water, Arvasu, ask lor the rains!

VOICE 0F INDRA: IU's no great matter wo bring Nittilai back to life. But once
the wheel of Time starts rolling back, there's no saying where it'll stop.
Along with Niuilai, others too may return to life: your brother Para-
vasu, your lather, even Yavakri .
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arvasvu:  Yes, let them, Let them.

(Strange music fills the aiv The souls of NITTILAL PARAVASU, RAIBHYA,
YAVAKRI, ANDHAKA as well as a host of souws enter the stage silently and come
close to arvasu, who looks at them and calls out.)

arvasu:  (Happily) Niuilai! Niwilai! Brother! Father—and who are all the
others, Lord?

volcie oF INDRA:  Those who died all over the carth au the same time as
your family. If the wheel of Time rolls back they come back 1o life 00—

arvasu:  Yes. Yes. Let the world be as it was.

VOICE OF INDRA:  But then won't the entire tragedy repeat itself, Arvasu?
How will 1t help anyone 1o go through all that suffering again?

arvasu:  No, it won't. Lord, 1 have been an ignorant ool all my life. My
stupidity contributed 1o that wragedy—fueled it on. But after all that |
have been through, I'm wiser. | can now stop the tragedy from repeating
itsell. 1 can provide the missing sense 1o our lives . . .

VOICE OF INDRA:  Are you suUre?

arvasy: Yes, lam.

voICE oF INDRA:  Well then—

(At this moment a shout is heard from afar It is the voice of the BRAHMA
RAKSHASA.)

BRAHMA RAKSHASA: Arvasu—

arvasu:  Who's that?

BRAHMA RAKSHASA: 1U's me. The brahma rakshasa. Your father invoked
me. He ordered me to kill Yavakri and 1 did. I have done my duty and
now | wander lost, and in torment. Help me, Arvasu.

arvasu:  What do you want?

BRAHMA RAKSHAsA: | want release—release from this bondage. Your fa-
ther gave me this life. We are brothers. So you must complete what your
father couldn't. | want to melt away . . . | wanl peace, eternal peace . . . 1
beg of you . . . intercede on my behall with the gods.

arvast: Lord Indra, vou heard that. Could you—

vOlcE OF INDRA: Arvasu, the wheel of Time must roll back il Miutilai is 10
return to life. It must roll forward for the brahma rakshasa to be re-

leased. You can’t have it both ways. Choose.
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arvasu: (Helplessly to the BRAHMA RAKSHASA.) You see, there’s nothing |
can do.

BRAMMA RAKSHASA: You can, Arvasu. You can. Don't abandon me.

VOICE OF INDRA: There’s another consideration, Arvasu. Not even the
gods can guarantee a soul the ultimate release. That is a law beyond us.
I may grant his release from birth and death because you ask for it. But
there is every chance it may not work. In that case, his situation will
remain unchanged and you'll lose Nittilai.

arvasu:  You heard that, Brahma Rakshasa. So forgive me—

(The souLs draw closer to arvasu, their eyes pleading with him,)

BRAHMA RaKsHAasA: [ don't lorgive. | can’t. But you are a human being.
You are capable of mercy. You can understand pain and suffering as the
gods can'tl—

arvasu: | don't want to listen te you. Go away! Go away!

BRAHMA RaKsHasa:  And when Niuilai comes back what will you tell her?
Will you tell her that because of her a soul writhes in pain—

arvasu:  Shut up! She is not at faulh—

BRAHMA RAKSHASA: Nittilai came to help you because she cared for you.
She would have cared for me. Wept at the thought of my endless life in
death. Il you bring her back, you'll have destroyed what made her such
a beautiful person—

arvasu:  That’s not true.

BRAHMA RaAKSHASA:  Remember, Arvasu, If Niutilai lives again, she’ll live a
life as wormented as mine—tormented by the knowledge that her resur-
rection condemned me beyond salvation. And every moment of her
life, she'll hear my screams. What vou are asking lor is not a boon. You
are asking Indra 1o condemn Nittilai to a hellhole much worse than the
one I'm in. Think, Arvasu. You're wiser now . | .

(arvasu is silent. The sous make a strange moaning noise.)

VvOICE OF INDRA:  Arvasu, have you decided?

arvasu: Lord Indra—

VOICE OF INDRA:  Yes.

arvasu:  Grant this brahma rakshasa his release. Let him go.
VOICE OF INDRA:  You're sure you want that?
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arvasu:  Nittilai would have wanted it so.

voice ofF InpDrA:  Well then, so be it

(The BRAHMA RAKSHASA cries oul in triumph. A long panse. The host of sours
gives a long, mournful sigh of disappointment and begins to withdraw. Ni7-
TiLals soul goes away with them.)

arvasu:  Nittilai! (Sits down and chutches Nitiilais corpse.)

(The BRAHMA RAKSHASA wails impatiently but nothing happens. He looks
around baffled, scared. The world seems to stand still. The crowbs of people
begin to whisper)

crowps:  What's that?=You smell that?—VYes. Yes. The smell of wet earth.
Of fresh rains. It's raining. Somewhere. Nearby. The air is blossoming
with the fragrance of earth. 1t’s raining—Its raining—Rain! The rain!

{Wind blows. Lightning, Thunder. People are shouting “Rain! Its raining!” Sud-
denly the BrAHMA RAKSHASA roars with laughicr and melis away. Only his
laughter can be heard Jor a few moments, reverberating, mixed with the rolling
thunder. It pours. People dance with joy. They roll in the mud. ARvASU sits
clutching Nittilais body. )

arvasu: Its raining, Nittilai! It's raining!
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