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R.K. Narayan, a prolific Indian author, is well-known for his portrayal 

of Indian society, culture, and mythology through the lens of everyday 

life. His short stories often draw upon both mythological elements and 

the realities of the modern world, blending the two in a way that 

enriches the narrative. This paper examines the interrelationship 

between myth and reality in Narayan’s short stories, demonstrating 

how these two forces shape his characters and their experiences. 

Through a critical analysis of select works, this study explores the 

ways in which Narayan uses myth as a tool to illuminate the 

complexities of contemporary Indian life. The paper also delves into 

how the juxtaposition of myth and reality creates a nuanced 

understanding of human nature and society. 
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Introduction: 

R.K. Narayan (1906–2001) is one of the most revered writers in Indian literature, known for his keen 

observations of Indian life and his ability to intertwine mythological themes with modern-day realities. 

While he is celebrated for his fictional works set in the fictional town of Malgudi, his storytelling also 

delves deeply into the ways myths and religious beliefs continue to shape Indian society. Narayan’s 

short stories, though often grounded in realism, are not devoid of the influence of mythology, both in 

terms of content and structure. 
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This paper seeks to explore the nuanced interaction between myth and reality in Narayan’s short stories, 

highlighting how he draws upon mythological elements to critique or illuminate contemporary issues. 

By analyzing a selection of Narayan's short stories, this paper will showcase how the mythic dimensions 

of his narratives add depth to his exploration of the human condition, while simultaneously illustrating 

the complexities of modern life. 

Main Characteristics of Narayan’s Use of Myth and Reality: 

1.The Influence of Indian Mythology: R.K. Narayan often draws upon traditional Indian myths, legends, 

and religious stories in his works. These myths provide a framework through which his characters 

experience and navigate the world. However, the mythological references are not presented as absolute 

truths, but rather as aspects of the characters' lives that offer both guidance and conflict. In stories like 

"The Doctor's Word," Narayan refers to the influence of divine powers and beliefs in shaping human 

experiences, while presenting these beliefs as inherently tied to the cultural fabric of Indian society. 

2. Blending of the Supernatural and the Mundane: One of the hallmark features of Narayan's short 

stories is his seamless integration of the supernatural with the mundane. In "The Blind Dog," for 

example, Narayan blends the ordinary setting of a town with a mythic undercurrent about fate and 

destiny. The protagonist’s encounter with the blind dog, which seems to be a portent of doom, is 

reminiscent of mythological symbols of warning, yet the situation is also steeped in the realism of daily 

life. 

3. Religious Symbolism and Moral Lessons: Narayan’s stories often reflect the influence of Hinduism 

and other religious traditions, incorporating religious symbols and moral lessons that resonate with the 

myths of gods and sages. Stories like “A Tiger for Malgudi” use the figure of the tiger, both a real 

animal and a symbol of divine power and danger, to comment on the nature of human identity and the 

search for meaning in life. The myth of the tiger's sacredness contrasts with the very real human desire 

to control and tame the wild. 

4. Social Commentary and the Contrast Between Myth and Reality: Narayan’s work reflects the tension 

between traditional beliefs and the evolving modern world. In many stories, characters are caught 

between mythological expectations and the practicalities of modern life. Narayan often critiques this 

tension, showing how the myths of the past can be both a source of wisdom and a source of stagnation. 
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This contrast is evident in stories like “The People Next Door,” where the main character’s attempts to 

navigate social norms are influenced by both mythic beliefs and the harsh realities of urban life. 

5. Narayan often draws from Indian mythology to highlight the enduring relevance of cultural traditions. 

These myths serve as a moral or philosophical backdrop, enriching the narrative’s depth. For instance, in 

stories like An Astrologer’s Day, elements of fate and cosmic order—integral to Indian mythology—

play a significant role in shaping the plot. 

6. Narayan uses mythological references as metaphors or allegories to address contemporary issues. In 

stories such as The Axe, the protagonist’s attachment to a sacred tree resonates with the mythological 

reverence for nature in Indian culture. The tree becomes a symbol of life, heritage, and spirituality, 

contrasting with the harsh realities of progress and modernity. 

7. Narayan often reinterprets myths by presenting them in relatable, humanized contexts. This technique 

demystifies traditional stories, making them accessible and relevant to modern readers. By weaving 

mythology into ordinary life, Narayan underscores the universality of these tales. 

8. Narayan excels at portraying the lives of common people—shopkeepers, clerks, students, and 

villagers. Stories like A Horse and Two Goats reveal the humorous and poignant struggles of individuals 

against larger societal forces, such as poverty, modernization, or cultural misunderstandings. Through 

his realistic narratives, Narayan critiques societal norms and injustices. For example, in The Missing 

Mail, he explores the conflict between duty and personal relationships, shedding light on the rigid 

expectations of Indian social structures. 

9. Narayan’s stories often juxtapose traditional values with the challenges of modernity. This tension is 

evident in Iswaran, where the protagonist struggles against societal and familial pressures while 

pursuing his personal dreams, reflecting the realities of post-independence India. 

Critical Analysis of Selected Short Stories: 

1. “A Tiger for Malgudi” (1974): This novella, though more extended than a short story, exemplifies the 

fusion of myth and reality in Narayan’s writing. The tiger, which begins as a literal animal captured for a 

circus, takes on mythic dimensions throughout the story. It reflects the ancient fear and reverence for 

animals in Indian mythology, but its journey through the circus becomes a symbol of man’s attempt to 
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control nature. The story critiques both human arrogance and the mythological idea that all creatures 

have a divine purpose, blurring the lines between the symbolic and the real. 

2. “The Doctor’s Word” (1941): In this story, Narayan explores the intersection of medical science and 

superstition. The protagonist, who is a doctor, must navigate the expectations of his patients, many of 

whom believe in supernatural forces rather than medical explanations. The myth of divine healing 

powers contrasts with the doctor’s rational approach, and the story critiques how mythological beliefs 

shape societal attitudes towards health and healing. 

3. “The Blind Dog” (1947): This story uses a blind dog as a metaphor for fate. The dog’s blind 

wandering symbolizes the randomness of life and the futility of human attempts to control or understand 

destiny. At the same time, the dog’s association with divine forces gives it a mythic significance. The 

story explores how characters are caught between their desire to control their fate and their submission 

to the inevitability of life’s uncertainties. 

4. “The People Next Door” (1953): The story presents a social reality in post-colonial India, where 

urbanization and modernization are transforming the landscape. The myth of community and the bonds 

between neighbors, rooted in traditional Indian values, are contrasted with the alienation and selfishness 

of modern urban living. The story critiques the erosion of traditional myths and communal values in the 

face of urbanization. 

Contemporary Comments on Narayan’s Work: 

Scholars have long recognized Narayan’s deftness in blending myth with the realities of modern life. 

According to literary critic A.K. Ramanujan, Narayan’s work reflects "the mythic consciousness of the 

Indian mind," where myth is not just a relic of the past but a living, breathing force that continues to 

shape perceptions of the present. Modern critiques, such as those by Shashi Tharoor, also suggest that 

Narayan’s short stories often present a quiet form of resistance to the overwhelming forces of modernity, 

showing how ancient myths continue to function as a counterpoint to the overwhelming rush of 

contemporary life. 

Narayan's ability to integrate myth with social commentary has been praised for offering an accessible 

yet profound exploration of the complexities of Indian society. The tension between myth and reality in 

his stories allows readers to engage with questions of identity, faith, and personal agency. 
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Conclusion: 

R.K. Narayan’s short stories are a rich tapestry of myth and reality, offering insights into the lived 

experiences of modern India while staying rooted in its mythological past. His works demonstrate how 

myths—whether divine, moral, or cultural—are intertwined with the fabric of everyday life. Through his 

use of mythological references, Narayan critiques both traditional and contemporary worlds, revealing 

the complexities of human nature and societal evolution. His stories continue to resonate because they 

address the universal human quest for meaning, identity, and understanding in a world constantly 

shifting between the ancient and the modern. R. K. Narayan’s short stories masterfully navigate the 

intersection of myths and realities, creating a literary world that is both rooted in Indian culture and 

universally resonant. Through his subtle humor, rich symbolism, and relatable characters, Narayan 

offers a nuanced commentary on the complexities of human life. His ability to integrate the mythical 

with the mundane not only enriches his storytelling but also cements his legacy as a literary genius who 

bridged the gap between tradition and modernity. 
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