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Abstract: 

Art plays a very important role in preserving the culture, value and tradition of a country over 

generations. One can say life is the source or art and art is simply “life reinterpreted and restructured”, as 

stated by Panikkar. Of the different art forms, drama is the most developed since it facilitates the audience 

to experience and understand the story using visual and auditory faculties. One of the great playwrights of 

the ancient India is Bhasa. His plays are widely read and staged all over the world. They are known for 

their remarkable themes, refined poetic expression and theatrical qualities. The plays are unique and have 

a universal appeal since the characters are shown neither as the ‘epitome of virtue’ nor as a ‘legendary 

villain’. Instead they are portrayed as human being exhibiting both strengths and weaknesses. 

 This paper is an attempt to re-vision Duryodhana in Bhasa’s ‘Dutavakyam’ (The Embassy), 

‘Urubhangam’ (The Broken Thighs), and ‘Pancharatram’ (The Five Nights). It throws light on 

Duryodhana as featured in the three plays and on the dramatist himself. The unique feature about the 

dramatist, Bhasa, is his ability to reshape conventional characters from the epics and portray them as 

people with human characteristics. Therefore, in this paper, the character of Duryodhana is re-visioned so 

as to bring out the individuality of Bhasa as a dramatist.  

Characterization of Duryodhana in Dutavakyam, Urubhangam and Pancharatram 

Bhasa draws his themes from Indian mythology, Puranas and Epics but he doesn’t present them as 

it is. He dexterously reshapes the events, alters it, adds certain plot and deletes some in order to suit his 

motif. This collection reverberates the individuality of the dramatist by presenting certain renowned 

“evil” characters in a favorable light. To make these characters fit in to the story line he adopts certain 
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variations in the plot structure. He reconstructs the ‘archetypes’ from the epics, known for being evil, 

immoral, malicious, etc., and re- presents them in different manner.  

The most interesting character in his plays, based on the Mahabharata, is undoubtedly 

Duryodhana. This principal villain of the actual epic is presented as proud, haughty, willful and defiant, 

but withal noble and self- possessed. Courage, magnanimity, and piety are other qualities with which 

Bhasa invests Duryodhana who is also shown as the devoted son, a loving father, a good friend and a man 

both royal and loyal.  

The reason behind such altercation is to effectively convince the audience of the new perspective 

his plays offer. In all the three play ‘Pancharatra’, ‘Urubhanga’, and ‘Dutavakyam’, Bhasa deviates from 

the original epic by portraying both the positive and negative qualities of Duryodhana. The close reading 

of his plays reflects the fact that he fuses the original epic with his imagination and alters certain events in 

order to present it from new perspective.  

‘Urubhangam’ stand as a rare specimen of tragedy in Indian mythology. This play is poignant with human 

emotions like pathos, fury, and heroism. The playwright has taken the instance of ‘breaking the thighs’ 

from Mahabharata and recreated it for the theatre with karuna as the dominant rasa. The description of the 

mace fight between Bhimasena and Duryodhana is the climax of the play. This duel gives rise to raudra 

rasa in audience. The two soldiers at the beginning of the play describe the fight and state the reason 

behind it. He says, “ Bhimasena, who is enraged at the dragging of Draupadi by hair and the Emperor 

Duryodhana who is furious at the death of his hundred brothers;…” strike each other with equal power. 

Both the soldiers describe the fighters as equally mighty. No one is lesser than the other. They are equally 

strong. This increases the curiosity of the spectators to witness the result. As the duel progresses the 

furiousness in each fighter is mentioned. And particularly the anger of Duryodhana is indicated frequently 

by the way he is described. 

 As he fights, he ‘roars’ and exhibit the intensity of krodha in him. Not only krodha does he exhibit 

explicitly but also the true heroic spirit of a shatriya. He puts forth the heroism when he utters “O Bhima, 

a true warrior never kills a fighter in misery, cast aside your fear!” no matter how much he is driven by 

anger, he does not transgress the rule of the fight. He consciously sticks to the rules of the maze fight. 

These details begin to play in the minds of the audience who remain stunned at the valor of Duryodhana. 

But contrary to the expectation of the spectators Duryodhana falls on the ground defeated. The climax of 

this one act play ends with the line “Oh, alas! The Emperor has fallen!”. Bhimasena strikes him on his 

thigh by violating the rules of the duel and the mighty emperor who was described as the mountain 

Kailasa is now reduced to ‘an infant role’.  This sight of the fallen mighty king- the hero when compared 

to the previous scene, traps the audience in a web of soha thus instilling the emotion of karuna in them. 

The spectators who visualized the mighty Duryodhana as the “ornament of kuru race”, see him on stage 
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dragging his body forward by “pulling it on the ground with” his two hands. This pathetic scene of 

Duryodhana elicits sympathy from the audience unlike the original epic.  Bhasa progressively intensifies 

the sentiment of karuna by showing Duryodhana as a family man who is loved by his parents, son and 

wives and who finally admit his faults. The lines which he uses to address his parents, wives and son are 

loaded with respect and affection and therefore the sentimental words of Duryodhana makes the spectator 

to look at him with awe.  

Similarly, the love which he has for his son as a father and for his wives as a husband is worth 

mentioning. Especially in the instance when his son comes to meet him in the kurukshetra field he 

expresses his depression and grief for not being able to let his son sit on his lap and says: 

    My son, 

    Leave this accustomed lap and sit anywhere else. 

    This seat 

    Which you enjoyed so far 

    Has ceased to exist for you 

    Beginning from this day. (44) 

As a deviation from the original epic, Bhasa’s Duryodhana realizes the faults and admits that his present 

fallen state is a result of his wrong action. This creates an admiration for Duryodhana in the minds of the 

audience because he accomplishes the most difficult task of overthrowing his ego and accepting his 

faults. He goes to the extent of confessing that his pride is the reason behind this devastating battle.  He 

being reformed and enlighten renders his advice to his son to keep his ego under control and to treat 

everyone in the family with great respect especially Pandavas.  

 The predominant emotion in “Dutavakyam” is heroism, accompanied by humor and marvelous. 

Like “Urubhangam” it is also a one act play. This play is known for evoking humor and laughter and 

there are many instances to entertain the audience and to support this statement. A few of the scenes that 

elicits humor are when Duryodhana asks Badarayana, the chamberlain to correct the announcement of the 

arrival of Kesava , when he orders the council of members not to stand and welcome Kesava but  

contrarily he himself falls from his seat. And similarly, at the end of the play when Kesava appears in 

many form ranging puny to giant and when people around panic and run after him in order to imprison, it 

evokes laughter. 

 In this play, although Duryodhana’s attempt to imprison him seems to be ridiculous, the courage 

and valor he displays in doing so is remarkable. By changing the form of Kesava from very tiny to 

magnificent, Bhasa instills the sentiment of vismaya or wonder in the audience. This is because Bharata 
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considered the emotion of Adhbudta is appropriate in the denouement. Along with these the 

personification of the different weapons of Narayana who appear to aid Vasudeva include Sudarsana 

(discus), Kaumodaki (club), Panchajanya (conch), Nandhaka (sword) and Garuda (the eagle/vehicle of 

Narayana). All these divine weapons on stage astonish the audience whose curiosity is roused to see the 

result of their arrival. Therefore, Bhasa has made use of supernatural interventions conveniently to 

extricate the plot. Moreover, Duryodhana’s sakhya bhakti for his friend Karna and Vatsalya bhakti for the 

elders in the meeting is highlighted in the play. 

 The play “Pancharatra” stands different from the other two plays “Urubhangam” and 

“Dutavakyam”. This play, unlike the other, presents a hypothetical situation where Duryodhana gives his 

brother their due share on the request of his preceptor, Dronacharya. The play itself begins with the 

performance of yagna performed by Duryodhana that highlights the change in the attitude of the Emperor.  

The dominant emotion in this play is heroism again.  From the beginning, the heroism of Duryodhana is 

affirmed by the Brahmins and then by Bhishma and the others. It begins with the joy and jubilation in the 

country, where “…cattle, birds and men are now alike content, rejoicing in this blessed hour of the king’s 

sacrament…”(3). In this act although Duryodhana does not explicitly shows arrogance and proud 

Yudhavira, it is suggested symbolically as follows: 

 

    First Brahmin: Now look again! For after the sacred, 

    Wandering fire has feasted on this forest, 

    Quenching its heart’s desire, consuming shrubs 

    And bushes, tall tress even to their tips, It seeks 

    The sacred stream to cleanse its fingers and its lips. (10) 

Although the above lines indicated the fire of the yagna, it symbolically throws light on the burning 

ambition, the desire that was present in the Emperor who has finally decided to give up all the evil ways 

by performing the yagna that cleanses not only him, but the entire kingdom. Therefore, the predominant 

mood in the play is heroic jubilation. The lines quoted are explained by the words of Bhishma who states: 

    Bhishma:  Here is Duryodhana, who in early life drained the  

days of infamy by the frantic love of strife, 

 amassing wealth and eminence but now at last we  

find by honoring law and virtue he shows another mind. (25) 
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Therefore, the audience participates in the joy experienced by the inhabitants of Hastinapur and also, they 

admire the man, Duryodhana who has decided to rectify his evil ways. The play ends with contentment 

and joy as Duryodhana hands over half the kingdom to his cousins which never happens in the epic. 

Conclusion: 

 To summarize the play Urubhangam has Karuna as the dominant emotion with Vira and Raudra as 

ancillary emotions, Dutavakyam has Vira as the dominant and Abdhuta as ancillary whereas the last play 

Pancharatra has only Vira rasa and no display of ancillary emotions. To elicit these desired emotions from 

the spectators, the dramatist has recreated the character of Duryodhana by inserting certain variation and 

changes in his personality. To suit his motif, he has reshaped the character.  

In all these three plays Bhasa has revisited the myths stated in the epics and the Puranas in order to 

present a new perspective. This strategy to revise and present a new look to a pre-established narrative is 

termed ‘re-visioning’. Hence, Bhasa’s plays re-visions myths, legends, and characters. Based on 

Mahabharata, Bhasa has subtly presented and re-shaped the character of Duryodhana by presenting him in 

a favorable manner. Bhasa highlights Duryodhana as a ‘grey’ character, possessing the good and bad 

qualities.  
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BhāSa. Complete Plays of Bhāsa: Text with English Translation & Notes. 1st ed., Nag Publishers, 1996. 
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