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R.K. NARAYAN: A MALGUDI NOVELIST

Chandrakant R. Mandlik

Asst. Professor, Dept. of English, S.S.C. College, Junnar, Pune (MS) India

1. Introduction:

Setting is one of the pivotal aspects in a fiction.
As aresult of this, it is important to look deeper into
it from various angles. The Malgudi locale plays a
role not only as a geographical territory but also ‘a
living character’ (Naik, 2004:76)’ in R. K.
Narayan’s fiction. Recipient of the Sahitya Academy
Award, R. K. Narayan is an internationally reputed
novelist who has created an imaginary locale
Malgudi for most of his novels. Consequently, he is
known as Malgudi novelist.

2. Background and Sources of the setting :
Lawrentian criticism of ‘the spirit of place’
(Anthony Beal,1955:296) prompts the reader to
take look at Malgudi in Narayan’s novels which
offers newer perspective. Compared with other
aspects of the Narayan’s novel (plot, theme,
language, characters, style and philosophy),
‘place’as an aspect is integral and centrifugal of his
fictional world. There is a multidimensional
expression of the spirit of place in his novels. The
reality is that the place constitutes the real essence
ofnovels. Professor Ian watt has pointed out that
one of the important characteristics of the novel
seems that it gives its personages, “a local habitations
and name’(Bland, 2003:213)Glorifying
Yoknapatawpha, Faulkner, has shown his excellent
mastery of place in fiction, so seems to be this with
Narayan whose fictional setting is Malgudi : a town
in South India. Swami and Friends the initiation
of R.K.Narayan, introduces the world of Malgudi
to his readers and the world of Malgudi one may
Witness grows in size and maturity with his successive
novels.
“Every continent has its own great spirit
of place. Every people is polarized in
some particular locality, which is home,
the homeland. Different places on

the face of the earthhave different
vital effluence, different vibration,
different chemical exhalation, different
polarity with different starts : call it
what you like. But the spirit of place is
a great reality”. ( Beal,1967:55)

The quotation is a great contribution in

understanding importance ofthe locale ‘Malgudi’

in Narayan’s novels which can be termed as a

ceaseless source of his crcativity.

3.Setting in Narayan’s novels :

The plot construction of Narayan’s novels is
steered by the particular milieu and background of
a South Indian community. which is firmly
established in a cultural tradition. The return to the
normal, means traditional pattern of life reaffirms
his comic vision. This lays stress on the cyclical
pattern of Narayan’s plot construction. The growth
and maturity of characters is paralleled in growth
of Malgudi froma small agricultural town to a big
industrial city. Malgudi in all Narayan’s novels does
exist and shape his characters. Beneath the veneer
of rebellion, in all the novels runs the theme of
illusion verses reality. Myth as the most important
influence makes the rebels to withdraw from the
deviation and accept sane normalcy in life.

4. Setting and the novelists :

The term setting, with its popular and
familiar denotation, is understood as a
geographic territory functioning primarily as a
background or as a locale of the fictional
world set against a certain period of time. It
may be any place under the sun or on the
moon and cast against any point of time
either in the remote past, or the actual present
orin the far off future. Setting has also been
employed as a fixed or permanent locale
depicted innovel after novel as in the case of
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Thomas Hardy, William Faulkner, Arnold
Bennett et al. But it is only when setting,
going far beyond its common meaning, is
realized as a living presence. (Naik,2004:76 )
The place may be realized reflecting the
customs and attitudes of the community as found
in many regional novels like Faulkner’sAs I Lay
Dying and Malamud’s The Fixer. 1t is in such
novels, that setting represents the psychological,
religious, moral, social and emotional milieu in
which characters exist. It also depicts the
geographic territory which actually exists. Hardy’s
Wessex, Bennett’s Five Towns and Faulkner’s
Yoknapatawpha are the best examples of it. Setting
as a spirit of place is realized symbolically as
microcosm representing certain nation or people.
It is a little world as in William Golding’s Lord
of the flies in which the author confines his
characters and his actions to a limited place
reflecting the characters’ motivation and focusing
on the essential nature of human beings. It has
also been realized as an active antagonist and
protagonist influencing the course ofthe events
and the destiny of the characters. In War and
peace, for instance, the geography of Russia
appears to be a protagonist defeating and
destroying Napoleon’s army. In the Return of
the Native the Egdon Heath overshadows and
frustrates the hopes and aspirations of the
characters. Hence ‘setting” has several realizations
ranging from the obvious and the simple to the
symbolic and the complex. It is in the latter
sense that it virtually seems to control the action,
theme and time of the novel.
S. Malgudi: the permanent locale of Narayan’s
of novels :

Malgudi, the permanent locale of
Narayan’s entire corpus of novels has never
ceased fascinating the common reader and the
Narayan critic alike. It represents a unique case
of dual existence; first, setting as a geographic
territory, an ‘unknown and airy nothing’ conceived
and shaped by the novelist’s imagination and
turning into a local habitation called Malgudi.
Says Narayan:

o 1 |
I remember waking up wig, the

name Malgudi on Vijayadashimi. ..
Malgudi was an earth Shaking
discovery for me, because I had no
mind for facts anfl things like (j,,,
which would be unnecessary n
writing about Mﬂlgl.ldl or any other
real place... I sat downand

wrote the first sentence aboyy

- “The train had just
arrived at Malgudi Starion’_(
Mehta, 1971: 56 )

Against this kind there also runs a parajq,
realization of Malgudi as a real place to
located on the map of South India. There g
Narayan Scholars enthusiastically and logically
trying to put up theories to establish the idengjy
of Malgudi. M. K. Naik. for instance. has noq
only put up one such theory, but has in fae
conceived of a Malgudi map dotted with the
names of every street. every place and every
monument in  Narayan’s '
town.(Naik,1983:152)

Trusting the tale and not the teller, as we
turn to the depiction of Malgudi in Narayan’s
whole corpus of novels. our first encounter, so
it seems, is with a typical colonial Indian town,
Narayan, one realizes, has no eye (or patience)
for the details of the geography which has been
dealt with rather sketchily. But the first
appearance of Malgudi as a small and typical
Edwardian town grows significantly from novel
to novel one may have one such glimpse of the
growing Malgudi scape in Naraysn’s The Painter
of Signs {1976) :

This isa jungle where other beasts
are constantly on the prowl to
Attack and bite off a mouthful, if
one is not careful. As of this
were New York And blocked th
Traffic on Broadway. He would
not recognize it, but Malgudi W&
changing in 1972.

But it is only when we take setting as ¢
spirit of place, as Lawrence meant it, that Malg®
assumes real significance. The spirit of place '
realized subtly; realized like the skin of Yo"

My
town

imaginary
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body or like the atmosphere which you most
certainly feel and are aware of but which cannot
be seen

6. Significance of the place :

An intimate reader of Narayan’s novels may
underline that his novels show vividly the growth and
development ofhis town, Malgudi. Narayan in the
role of an architect and planner of Malgudi has been
shaping and reshaping his Malgudi; the development
ofthe smalltownof “Swami and Friends’, through
the commercial city of *The Financial Expert’ to

the crowded and modern world of The ‘Painter of

Signs " has been minutely detailed by Narayan. This
growing and changing Malgudi is apprehended
clearly through its geographic, educational,
commercial and social changes. Its ever-changing
phenomenon of the place prompted K.R. Srinivas
Iyengar to call “Malgudi as the hero of Narayan’s
novel. “(Iyengar, 1962: 363) We may however, add
that Malgudi may appear to grow, change and
develop but beneath the veneer ofmodemity Malgudi
essentially remains the same. The reader notices
Srinivas, the protagonist in ‘Mr. Sumpath’ voices
the novelist’s ideas and convictions regarding the
ageless spirit of India.

7) Comments :

The spirit of place is prominently realized
like the skin of our body or like the atmosphere
which we most certainly feel and are aware of but
which cannot be seen. Hence, the structure, theme,
characterization and the world-view inR. K.
Narayan’s novels are influenced and shaped by the
Malgudi locale.

The structure of Narayan’s plot one may
underline is governed by the particular milieu and
back-ground of the South Indian community,
(Girla,1984:149) rooted ina cultural tradition though
not affected by growth and change. The outside
influences and forces constitute the motivation in
most of plots in Narayan’s fiction.

The return to the normal means the
traditional pattern of life reaffirms his comic vision.
This underlines the cyclical pattern of his plot
construction. In spite of aberrations and exceptions,
digressions and diversions, the plot construction of
Narayan follows a cyclical and classical pattern. The
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characters and incidents act and react and the plot
moves as a logical sequence,

Narayan’s prime object, in structuring a plot,
seems to tell a story which is easy to read and
amusing, Keeping in mind Aristotalian principle of
structure he observes that his story has beginning,
middle and an end. The characters and plot are
inseparably chained together. Consequently, the
action flows out of the character and it influences
and moulds characters.

After reading and re-reading Narayan’s
fictions, one may underline that he is neither Anglo-
[ndian nor Indo-Anglian, he is Indian both in spirit
and thought who does not intend to write for the
readers in the west even though his fictional corpus
is published and largely read abroad. Narayan does
select his themes- all that have been happening in
[ndia to entertain Indian readers and not to please
those in the West. (Singh. 1999:5) Ved Mehata
rightly says, “He seems 1o carry his home, his
cosmos, on his back, as did the ageless Swami.”

In Narayan’s novels human relationships
more prominently family relationships constitute a
major theme. The joint family system and its
disintegration on account of social changes becomes
a root source of the theme. The conflicts and
intersections between the two cultures ‘East-West’
and ways oflife- Oriental-Occidental have never
ceased to interest the Indian mind.

The theme, Narayan has reflected in most
of his novels is the theme of juxtaposition of tradition
versus modernity in its various outlooks. And it
develops into the basic theme of deviation from the
normal in his work of fiction. The theme of rebellion
seems to be projected through Narayan’s
protagonist who is realized as a deviator from the
accepted norms: the socio cultural codes. 1llusion
versus reality as the recurring theme flows in the
stream ofrebellion. (Dnyate, 1996:11) It is reflected
through the role played by the central characters
against the background of the sacrosanct tradition.
Rebellion is considered as the novelist’s strategy
for a projection of his philosophy: acceptance
through ‘rite-de passage’.

The protagonists of Narayan are influenced
and shaped by middle-class milieu, sacrosanct
tradition and the myths. These components, most
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prominently compel the rebels to withdraw from their
act of deviation and accept normalcy in their %ii'"e. It
stands for the protagonist’s growth onthe spiritual
level which may be witnessed through the theme of
Maleudinovels: the return of the native.

; Narayan, who 1 “frmly rooted in his own
culture”. draws his characters from the middle class
section of the society of South India who are Clc'eepl’)f‘r
rooted in their traditions and culture. The “flat”
characters of Narayan neither show any f O.Wfh B

their consciousness nor do they notice change1n their
natural attitude. The protagonists, however, seems
to be erowing on spiritual level. The Narayan
charac{ers are typically realized through the cultural
ethos. E
Naravan imbibes the spirit of his tradition
and culture a.nd has faith in the pre—ordained and
karma—operating world. his consideration of th?
ancient “shastras’ and his philosophy of “acceptance
and “quietism” undoubtedly. mirrors the sacrosanct
tradition he belongs to. In the word of “acceptance”
rebellion is regarded as cultural aberration. The
characters at the end withdraw from the act of
rebellion and return to the world of “sanity™.
Narayan’s novels are novels of Malgudi
setting and, importantly the novelist has attempted
effortlessly to search out the human existence the
central consciousness of his fiction. The setting in
Narayan’s novels can also be viewed as a device to
focus on character portrayal. The childrenin the first
family reflect common trait of innocence and they
are flashed through divine concept of Blake and

Wordsworth'’s sense of innocence: the child is the

father of the man. “Innocence’ is realized through

the old people, experiencing their second childhood.

The innocence is telescoped through the presentation

of the rustics who most prominently seem to function

as background characters. The traditional morality
is pro J.ected by them as the collective

UncoNsCiousness and thefr role playing may be taken

as choric.

The spirit of rebellion in Nara
yanesque
chal_-act.ers may be treated as a notion of accepta:?ce.
W!:uch isunderstood through Camus’s view that the
‘Hindus’ cannot rebel because they commonly try

j{o seek answers in the myths. The notion of rebellion
in the sacrosanct Malgudi society seems to be

considered deviation rather t.han defiance, T},
theme of illusion and reality springs out inthe fly, 1
ofrebellion. Thedeviant's withdrawal from rebe,
and returning to normalcy indicates Nafa}"an‘g
strategy of ‘rite de passage. { _

Most of the eccentrics in Narayan’s nove
are male characters except Shantabai in The 1)
Room. ' The reason is that women in the Hing,
society reflect notion of acceptance. Women i the
middle-class family “represent “‘customand reasop:
and know ‘what is and what is not proper.” (Walgh,
1973:12) The eccentricshave a thematic relevance
They distinguishably show growth ang
development. They offer issues like the spiritya]
ethical. cultural and philosophical strategy inlife and
are understood through their personal peculiarity
and incongruity. Narayan has projected the
cccentrics through their humorous realization and
are picturised through the ways of behaviour and
their attitude. They are average and ordinary human
beings and underline the strategy of'the circular
journey of the Narayan’s protagonist.

Sanyasa represents the deep rooted Hindu
family tradition which may be taken as anideal stage
oflife. Suggesting the illusion it underlines deviation
as well as the spiritual growth of the character. The
notion of ‘Sanyasa’symbolizes the last stage
‘Sanyasashrama’ Narayan views the complete
humanity through innocence and experience.

The writer’s world-view provides requisite
perspective for a perceptive appraisal of his genius.
Narayan has remarkably achieved artistic success
in assimilating his sense of life. Indianess of the
writer has become a greatly sensitive subject in2
sharp controversial thought ofto be a true Indian
Narayan’s world-view underlines his tradition!
view with regards human existence, life and the
universe. The characters of Narayan are deepl
rooted in their culture and reflect their unchangi’®
nature and show no development in the’
personality. The theme illusion versus realiy *
remarkably understood through the role of I
protagonists played against the background O
sacrosanct tradition. The notion of 711"
passage symbolizes growth of the deviall’:
protagonist on the spiritual level, which see™ ‘ ’
suggest the recurring theme the returnof the 02
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