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Abstract:
Along with theRamayanathe Mahabharata literally, is one of India’s “great stories”, and
the ancient epic maintains its status as a culyufaundational text which, apart from
philosophical- spiritual values, educational andyireus instruction, contains and perpetuates
ideas and ideals of ethical obligatiodhérmg, social norms and gender roles. Having
inspired writers for centuries, references to tpec,eits central legends or characters, are
ubiquitous in literature. Two contemporary exampégxplicit attempts to retell the epic in
novel form are Shashi TharoorBhe Great Indian Nove(1989) and Chitra Banerjee
Divakaruni’'sThe Palace of lllusion§2008). These shall be analyzed in the followegthe
texts not only invite criticism for the ambitiouteampt this poses on a formal and structural
level, but furthermore allow a comparison of theywhey present the interaction between
gender and politics. Whereas Tharoor uses the tepgprovide an allegorical frame and
backdrop for a satirical narration of India’s pigiti struggle for independence in the 20th
century, Divakaruni chooses to retell the epic frbra perspective of one of its heroines,
Draupadi, thus reclaiming female agency in the fasntale of war between two families,
hyper-masculine heroes and their devoted wives.
1 Along with theRamayanathe Mahabharatais one of India’s “great stories”, and the
ancient epic maintains its status as a culturatiyntlational text which, apart from
philosophical/spiritual values, educational andgrels instruction, contains and perpetuates
ideas and ideals of ethical obligatiodh&rmg, social norms and gender roles. Having
inspired writers for centuries, references to the,eits central legends or characters, are
ubiquitous in literature. An explicit attempt tdek the epic in novel form is Chitra Banerjee
Divakaruni’'sThe Palace of lllusions/hich will be analysed in the following. The novedt
only invites criticism for the ambitious attempistiposes on a formal and structural level, but
allows insight into the interaction of gender amkkntity, particularly into the complex
construction of femininity already inherent in thieginal text, while also challenging it from
a contemporary perspective. Divakaruni retellsape from the point of view of one of its
heroines, Draupadi, thus reclaiming female agencthe famous tale of war between two
families, hyper-masculine heroes and their devateges. The text highlights a crucial
relation established between womanhood and vengedhareover, it displays the struggle
for identity in a mythological context, which isstinctly Indian, yet transcends cultural

borders, all the while showing the illusionary matof those imposed by history and gender.
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2 Dating back to 1600 B.C. and considered to benbrd’s longest poem, the original
epic consists of 100.000 stanzas in verse, stredtunto 18 books, thus exceeding by far the
length of the great Western epics suchThae lliad or The Odysseycf. Narayan, R. vii).
Although there are many different versions and taggies about its exact date of origin
and authorship, it is commonly attributed to Veda¥g, who also appears as the narrator in
the epic, telling the stories to his scribe, thepblnt-headed God Ganesh. The structure is
inherently dialogic, if controlled by an omnisciemiale narrator. Whereas “Maha-bharata”
means “great India”, the title first chosen by Vgagas “jaya”, meaning triumph or victory
(Narayan, R. viii), an implication which is certbirchallenged in Divakaruni’'s rewriting.
The main plot, which like th&rabian Nightsdigresses from one story into another (cf. Singh
10), tells the tale of the fight for supremacy ke tkingdom of HastinapdrThe conflict
erupts between two families, the Pandavas and the&tas, who are the progeny of two
brothers, Pandu, and the blind king Dhritarashiree rightful heir to the throne, Yudhishtir,
and his four brothers, are exiled by their jealoassin Duryodhan. All five Pandavas are
married to the beautiful and headstrong princessupadi after Arjun, the handsome and
virile warrior, wins her hand in an archery contéstclimactic scene is the game of dice in
which Yudhishtir gambles away all his possessitis kingdom as well as Draupadi, who
vows revenge for their shame. In the final battfeKarukshetra, everybody dies except
Draupadi and her husbands. After their only renmgirfeir, Parikshit becomes ruler over
Hastinapur and peace is restored, the brotherdaagpadi embark on a final journey into
the Himalayas where they find eternal redemption.

3 Just from this brief summary one can deduce whyHAtebeitel, who has dedicated
his scholarly life to the study of thilahabharatd, states that its academic reception is
commonly centred on its “monstrosity” due to thet'sesheer size, indeed presenting what
Henry James would have called a “baggy monster012Q). The scholarship on the epic is,
of course, extensive. Yet, as Hiltebeitel (20018@%as argued, it has rarely been treated as

a coherence fictional work, although this is chaggias recent and highly informative

! Apart from countless legends, the epic contaires @frthe most sacred texts of Hinduism, the Bhagdsia,
which consists of the famous dialogue between Agond Lord Krishna on the battlefield about the idiflt
choice between good and evil, culminating in Krlsrexegesis of “karmayoga’, i.e. the obligatiohsltsarma
and man’s necessity to fight the ‘just’ war (cfoBbeck/Black 6).

2 Alf Hiltebeitel has written extensively about thhabharata In his detailed analyses of individual legends,
scenes and characters, particularly interestinthésfocus he places on Draupadi and the disguisdkeo
Pandavas (cf. 1999; 2001; 1980). Although arguirmgenfrom a mythological-historical than from a gend
theoretical perspective, he generally emphasizeséhtrality of the role of Draupadi.
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studies such as Brodbeck and Black’s focus on geadd narrative in the epic show.
Principal themes are the results of vengeance lamdhiman potential for destruction, love,
sacrifice and loyalty, while problems and posdiie$ of rule are staged on various levels,
e.g. individual, societal, and cosmic. Of centnaportance is the human struggle with destiny
and the ethical concept dharma* Moreover, as Brodbeck and Black emphasize, “geisder
one of the most central and most contested issuttgeitext, and [...] discussions regarding
gender operate on a number of different levels amedmanifested in multiple ways without
the text providing one consistent and definitivewi (10). In the present context, which
refers to the epfcmainly indirectly, the complex world of thdahabharatais treated as a
fictional-literary one and reduced to the charactend scenes of particular relevance for a
gender-theoretical analysis. The focal point isupedi (Panchaali), who is given a different
presence by Divakaruni, yet also has a cruciatjindidy gendered function in the original.
Taking the narrative situation and the dialogictiek orientation into account sustains the
argument for a surprisingly (post)modern ambivadeaod complexity of the gender roles
conveyed in the contemporary text, which is alrepdipable in the ancient epic. Therefore,
some issues in terms of gender and the relatiothefsexes in th&lahabharatadeserve
consideration before turning to the novel.

4 The fact that the study of the epic’s many chiaracand sexualities in the text has
found critical interest is hardly surprisifighs stated above, thétahabharatais one of the
defining cultural narratives in the construction mésculine and feminine gender roles in
ancient India, and its numerous tellings and rieigdl have helped shape Indian gender and
social norms ever since* (Brodbeck/Black 11; Samggrhe desire for revenge is a central
trait linking the sexes who are otherwise assigriedr differences in appearance, behaviour,
as well as character and obligation of dharma. tiighbeing one of the main gender-

distinguishing activities, the masculine ideal @mmonly represented by the virile husband

? Brodbeck and Black (2007) offer a good introductim the study of gender and more literary-oriented
approaches to the epic. Their essay collection aistudes an extensive bibliography of researchtlos
Mahabharata

* “Dharma” is a complex term with context-dependdivierging connotations; it is central in Hinduismda
Indian philosophy. Generally it refers to any coctdwith aids the upholding of the order of societiyis
including notions of general ethical laws, rulasstoms, as well as individual obligation or vocatio

®> The epic is originally written in Sanskrit versés accessible translation in English prose is RNérayan’s
(2000).

® See for instance: Bhattacharya, Pradip. “Epic Wunfgast and West — Some Observations.” Journghef t
Asiatic Society of Bengal 37.3. (1995): 67-83; DOyari Wendy. Splitting the Difference: Gender andtiMin
Ancient Greece and India. Chicago and London: Usite of Chicago Press, 1999; Falk, Nancy. “Draupad
and the Dharma” Beyond Androcentrism: New Essay$vmmen and Religion. Ed. Rita M. Gross. Missoula,
MT: Scholars Press, 1977. 89-114; Goldmann, RoB&ranssexualism, Gender, and Anxiety in Traditlona
India.” Journal of the American Oriental Society313 (1993): 374-401.
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and fearless warrior. This is complemented by thirgyal of the epic’s principal model of
femininity, the ideal of the loyal, devoted wifef.(@rodbeck/Black 16-17). A striking
example for this is Gandhari, who decides to folloer husband, king Dhritarashtra, into
blindness and sacrifices her sight by wearing la sthrf over her eyes till her death. Yet
things are more complex than a binary of the silpassive, merely listening or following
female and the actively battling male. The epicspotth a second paradigm of femininity
(Sri), which has mythical connotations and impliesnée independence, mobility, and
agency, showing the women as important contributtorstheir husbands’ successes.
Nonetheless, as Brodbeck and Black rightly stree#) of these roles “are restrictive, only
representing women in relation to their menfolki buterms of the behaviour of female
characters, there is a sense in which neither gamag complete in itself” (18). While in
particular Draupadi, as well as her mother-in launt; is representative of this dual role and
the inherent tensions, this shows how the epicsg@sses essentializing gender models in
favour of more fluid or contradictory ones. Andr€astodi describes Draupadi as on the
hand being “extolled as the perfect wife — chadéenure, and devoted to her husbands”, yet
on the other is often shown “to be intellectualseave, and sometimes downright
dangerous” (213). Seeking to assign mythologid&resmces to this trait of her character, Alf
Hiltebeitel sees Draupadi as an invocation of KallLakhsmi, the goddess of destruction
(1980, 153Y).

5 Read against the background of contemporary metad gender, the epic’s central
characters, prominently Arjun and Draupadi, “mastifdifferent modes of gendered behavior
at different moments in the narrative” (Brodbeck&t 21), illustrating the idea that
gendered identities interact with particular sitoiag as well as with markers of social class
(caste), ethnicity, or education. Many characteiseuopposing qualities with regard to their
identities. Yudhishtir is the aggressive ruler gaanbler, yet famous for his stoic endurance,
kindness and wisdom; Arjun is virile lover and heffahe battlefield but also spends a year
as an “effeminate” dance instructor. Like GandhBraupadi is a fiercely loyal wife and a
hot-tongued critic of her husbands, hence at oacéve and passive, articulate speaker and
symbolic listener” (Brodbeck/Black 21). This lataspect is important with regard to her
portrayal in the novel. Furthermore, clear powerdnichies are established via the dialogical
structure of the text, through the gap between dbthority of narrators and listening
characters, which often ardently await instructotdmow to become better men or women (cf.

’ Hiltebeitel (1980) gives an in-depth analysis loé tmythological references of the disguises of Arnd
Draupadi as well as of the gender ambiguity of Arju
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Brodbeck/Black 23). With regard to female educatod knowledge, a significant ambiguity
can be found in the epic. As Brian Black points,dhe women undergo a second-hand
instruction as they are usually a constant presene#l scenes, watching when men receive
important teachings and hearing their stories,tlyst eavesdropping “is far from passive”
(53). Therefore, Black argues, the central femalaracters, though mostly confined to the
background, emerge to shape the story in signifisetys and the stance taken towards their
agency appears thoroughly ambivalent, as:
for both Gandhari and Draupadi there is more todpeai listener than merely their
symbolic presence. The way in which both of them @nstituted as subjects shows
that they are not merely defined and portrayeceiation to male characters, that what
they hear and say is linked up with their spedifities and circumstances as queens:
[...] Draupadi’s role as listener [...] educates harHer role aslharmaqueen. (73)
Divakaruni’'s version portrays the education of Qmadi and her transformation from
ambitious princess to revenge-seeking queen irestibg detail. Following first her brother’s
and then her husbands’s lessons, she also reaqeameg instructions on her own (e.g. by a
sorceress, a sage, or Krishna). Regarding the -thutiénsional presentation of femininity,
Divakaruni’s narrative appears in many ways mefaithfully modeled on the original, but
reverses the perspective by granting the readeghinsnto the mind of the listening
Draupadi.
6 Although one has to guard against taking theusnidism for this too far, the challenge
of normative gender roles is moreover aided by whagous “gender-bending” characters
(Brodbeck/Black 19§.All the while the idea of the third sex stems framcient India, the
epic does by no means break with a binary framewbrkthis context Andrea Custodi
emphasizes that: “As fluid as sexual charactessditd gender may be among deities and in
mythological escapades, however, dharma as ittates and orders this-worldly affairs
revolves around a firm conception of the two gesdand is very much based upon their
clear distinction and eternal stability” (210). Ttlearacters’ fate and gender identity remains
usually stable, determined by birth, status, aedctistomary expectations connected to them.
Still, there are several instances of transsexualef sex changes from man into woman or
vice versa. A prominent example is Sikhandi whotshgs sex in order to fulfil a mission of
revenge; according to the ancient rules she hagv up womanhood in order to kill her

nemesis Bhisma. Most sex-changing episodes, whidavidg attention to the fluidity of

8 See especially Custodi's essay “Show You Are axM@ranssexuality and Gender Bending in the Chizrac

of Arjuna/Brhannada and Amba/Sikhandin(i)” (in Bboeatk and Black 2007). She employs psychoanalytical
theories for her reading and presents an integestimalysis of the great variety of forms and diitgrsf
characters (e.g. androgynous gods, male-femaleléemale sex-changes, transvestites, eunuchs).
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gender, show elements of transgression of thetimadl categories, but are playful enough to
not subvert the existing order for good. An exaniptethis occurs during the Pandavas’ year
of disguise; Draupadi and her husbands are folwegpénd their final year of exile in hiding
before embarking on the mission of reclaiming thké&wgdom. As cover, each of them has to
choose an identity as opposite to their previowsampossible. The disguise forces Draupadi
into the role of a chambermaid. She thus becomeslgoinferior, almost an outcast (cf.
Hiltebeitel 1980, 153), while the alpha-male Arjim transformed into a eunuch dance
instructor, his virile masculinity symbolically tued into sexual abstinence (180)hile
many critics make well-founded arguments for Argimlisguise as an invocation of the
androgynous god Siva (cf. Hiltebeitel 1980, Custodine year in disguise brings an
accentuated reversal of the gender roles betweguonAand Draupadi, highlighting
ambiguities that occur, in fact, throughout theratve. Draupadi is depicted as increasingly
dynamic, impatient, and even aggressive, whiclorgrasted with her husbands’, especially
Yudhishtir's and Bhim’s, more passively enduringidagentle nature, or Arjun’s newly
effeminate, playful character. As Custodi commeritspt only are physical sexual
characteristics put into question, but on a psyafiohl and behavioural level as well,
Draupadi wears the proverbial pants while Arjunaamgethe skirt” (213). In this context
Hiltebeitel draws attention to fact that “Draupaddisguise and actions [...] hold strong
associations with defilement” (1980, 169). In mtran one way is her role bound to tasks
and behaviour ‘improper for a royal heroine, whiah the Indian context has strong
implications of caste, impurity and transgressi@nstrength of Divakaruni’s novel is the
empathic rendering of these scenes. Furthermoeearialysis will show how the sex change
of avenger Sikhandi contrasts with Draupadi’'s @raing of gender roles and how the
narrative develops the relation between feminiaitgl vengeance. Agreeing with Hiltebeitel
that the disguises reveal more than “univocal ntydssociations” (1980, 173), the ancient
epic already seems to allow for multiple identitimsd shifts between different sides of
personality. Therefore it provides a fruitful gr@unf investigation for modern notions of
gender as fragile, conditional, and part of cortbtaqueried identities. But such an argument

certainly requires the “recognition that the epmoaevokes, through its symbolism, certain

® According to Hiltebeitel “the epic descriptionsile it amusingly imprecise, and ambiguous whethgina is
physiologically a eunuch, a hermaphrodite, or symptransvestite” (1980, 154). Arjun is dressec agoman,
yet as it says in the original text, “he has soinmgtlof a man, something of a woman” (156). Thisaliso
reflected in his new name, Brhannada, “a nameénféminine gender meaning the ‘great man™ (15Miclw
sustains the implied references to Siva, a Godngnéll three sexes.
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cultural themes, myths, ritual practices, and dociarms that are not fully attested
historically until ‘post-epic’ times” (Hiltebeite1980, 151).

7 The influence of thMahabharataand theRamayanan Indian authors is pervasive,
regardless in what language they write (cf. S. Mama 46)!° Meenakshi Mukherjee even
refers to episodes from these epics as the groonshich “the imagination of most Indian
writers was sustained” (95.Still, the idea of using myth to synthesize cudtureritage with
the realities of contemporary society and the feston with myths as ‘eternal’ stories about
human nature, are not an exclusively Indian phemom& One example with parallels to
Divakaruni’'s literary project is Margaret AtwoodShe Penelopiada revision of the
Odyssey focusing on Penelope and her twelve hanged naiG$ioosing as her guiding
guestion, “what was Penelope really up to?” (Atwoad, during Odysseus’ long absence,
Atwood aims to throw light onto the gender-bias dhe inconsistencies in the Homerian
epic. In similar fashion, Divakaruni explains heotiation to write theMlahabharatafrom
Draupadi’'s perspective and to put “her life, heesfions, and her vision” (PI, xv) center
stage, because

her destiny that was foretold when she was bominséstence on doing what none of
the other women around her were doing and her ensituation—being married to
five brothers—all made her the perfect choice. $ &bso interested in the fact that in
some ways she was the catalyst for the great wand-perhaps the one who suffered
the most as a result of'ft.

19 Numerous examples can be found especially in tepepular mainstream fiction. For instance: Amish
Tripathi’s Shiva trilogy (2010), Amreeta Syam’Kurukshetra(1991), Ramesh MenonBlue God: a Life of
Krishna (2000) andThe Hunt for K.(1992). Like R. K. Narayan, Menon has also traeslaheMahabharata
and theRamayandor modern re-tellings in prose form.

™ Another explicit retelling of thélahabharatais Shashi Tharoordhe Great Indian Noveg1989). Tharoor
uses the epic to provide an allegorical frame aacktbrop for a highly satirical narration of Indigslitical
struggle for independence in the 20th century. dteigses in particular on the ethical implicatiohdttarma to
make a claim for India’s history of (ethnic/relig®) diversity and peaceful coexistence.

2 Transcending the Indian context, it is also irgéng to consider collections such as Jack ZipBs's't Bet on
the Prince: Contemporary Feminist Fairy Tales imthlédmerica and England (Aldershot: Scolar Pre886)
which includes re-tellings of classics like “SlesgiBeauty” or “Red Riding Hood” and other talesyaaling
them as stories of transgressions and power, allifuestablished to aid the socialization and ataege of
gender roles. See also Marina Warner's From thestBBeathe Blonde: On Fairy Tales and Their Tellers
(London: Chatto & Windus, 1994.). In her book “Texif Terror” (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984yl
Trible offers a feminist reading of biblical natixegs, seeking to highlight the presentation ofimied women
and to give a voice to abducted slaves and rapedqgsses. Reading Divakaruni’'s novel also placesean
tales in a contemporary critical context and refesuthe view on gender issues and power hierarahias
culturally foundational narrative.

13 1n 2005, publisher Canongate launched its MythseSginviting authors from around the world toted-
ancient stories. Apart from Atwood’s, feminist reieins feature prominent in this series, e.g. Jéanet
Winterson’s Weight, a modern take on the myth dagand Heracles, or Ali Smith’s Girl Meets Boygaeer
narrative which employs the Iphis myth from Oviletamorphoses.

14 Divakaruni in an interview on the publisher’s wités
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Another aspect has intrigued the author since hiédlood, as she recalls that, “listening to
the stories of thMahabharataas a young girl [...], | was left unsatisfied by fhertrayals of
the women” (PI, xiv)"> Although the female characters possess plot ageooyplexity, and
destructive power or dazzling beauty, Divakaruates that,
they remained shadowy figures, their thoughts antv@s mysterious, their emotions
portrayed only when they affected the lives of thale heroes, their roles ultimately
subservient to those of their fathers or husbahdsthers or sons. If | ever wrote a
book ... I would place the women in the forefronttleé action. | would uncover the
story that lay invisible between the lines of thems exploits. (PI, xiv-xv)
8 Traditionally, Indian society is firmly patriarahoriented with an established
segregation of the sexes and the family is of aluanportance. Consequently, these issues
and the suppression of women are current topicdnéhan writing and especially in
Divakaruni’s fiction. Stressing the concern witsterhood and female bonding in her works,
Urbashi Barat explains how Indian feminism devetbgddferently than in the West and how
contemporary fiction reflects that women’s relasibips remain to a larger extent “governed
by the power politics of patriarchy” (Barat 47). i3dering this aspect it is interesting that
Jasbir Jain, in his survey of Indian women’s wagtim the 21st century, argues that while
gender and location continue to be major preocoupsit critics should seek “to liberate
contemporary women’s writing from overworked gendencerns” (Jain 7). He claims that a
shift took place in the vision of many writers who

have moved from the subjective towards a largefabaranvas, crossed over to
positions which emphasize the vulnerability of laliman beings irrespective of sex,
are less inhibited about emotional and sexual Jigesl have acquired a new sense of
subject-hood. Social and religious institutionsiraagined and crafted by patriarchy
are no longer taken as the given. Women’s writing moved beyond concerns with
the self and the other. (Jain 12-13)
One can agree with Jain if one places this argunmeat broader critical context. Because
similar to the way and sense in which postcolomi@ing has moved beyond a “writing back
in anger”, or postmodernism beyond a mere celebraif openness and uncertainty, feminist
writing has transcended the rebellion of “us venth The pressing question nevertheless
remains then which theories should be used to “opexis if one wants to avoid overused

labels or categories, “gender” and “postcolonialitedy being among the ones surfacing

15 In her essay “What Women Share”, the author emplabw she perceived the “aloneness” of the hesaifie
South Asian mythology as bewildering and how thifoims her own writing today: “[...] the main
relationships the heroines had were with the oppasix: husbands, sons, lovers, or opponents. iiéesr had
any important friends. Perhaps in rebellion agamsth thinking, | find myself focusing in my writinon
friendships with women and trying to balance theithhe conflicting passions and demands that ctongs
as daughters and wives, mothers and lovers” (Divakda 999).
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almost reflexively in an Indian literary contextohetheless, even if having moved beyond a
victim position, which is clearly the case with thext under scrutiny here, important
theoretical constellations and coinciding agendasigt between feminist and postcolonial
criticism. Because here we still find the “politicaocial and religious conspiracies against
the subaltern”, which are caused by “major inflleshon the formation of gender relations,
that is, the development of the patriarchal fornfamhily organization, the formation of the
caste hierarchy and politics, and the impact of mh@&e domination in religion [...]”
(Navarro-Tejero cited in Lucas, 108)Although this issue cannot be dealt with in detail
here, the fact that most theory comes from withie Anglo-American academy and hence
from a predominantly Western perspective calls daution, or at least acknowledgment,
before applying it to a reading of texts from defiént cultural spher€.

9 Regarding the scene of contemporary Indian woshentiting, international
bestsellers like Arundhati RoyEhe God of Small Things Kiran Desai’sThe Inheritance of
Loss and the quality and variety of fiction by authdike Githa Hariharan, Shashi
Deshpande, Jhumpa Lahiri, or Bharati Mukherjee ksgarademic interest in India and
abroad. In comparison to these writers, Mary LouBs#ey-Meissner observed “formal
literary criticism addressing her [Divakaruni's] Wois rare, a situation likely to change as
her books are given more attention in educatiomeles” (43). Divakaruni is a representative
of India’s educated, politically active elite of patriate writers? Frequently compared to
Bharati Mukherjee (cf. Shankar 65), she is seegi\asg a voice to female Asian immigrants

and to portray the struggle with hybrid identitiesher fictions (Mandal 115). Apart from

% In her analysis, Antonia Navarro-Tejero focussest® relation between gender and caste in thetistof
Arundhati Roy and Githa Hariharan. This aspect,ciwhalso plays an implicit role in Divakaruni’s ndve
generally deserves close attention in the studydifin fiction and also in the Mahabharata, butégond the
scope of this essay.

| have laid out this debate and its critical iraption in the context of Anglophone Indian fictielsewhere in
more detail (cf. Hoydis 2011, 34ff; 73). In geneosle needs to exercise caution against categoriahges,
power hierarchies and aesthetic phenomena witheiléction on the their historical, social, and aréd
specificity. As Kumkum Sangari memorably put ithét crisis of meaning is not everyone’s crisis” (184
Postmodernism’s perceived void of value and itshetie representations appears itself marginaliasda
phenomenon in a context where issues like decddtioiz, the struggle for national or personal freadand
justice, and inequalities of race, class and geadempressing concerns. See also: Kapur, GeetaefiWtias
Modernism in India/ Third World Art?” South AtlactiQuarterly 92.3 (1993): 47314; Mukherjee, Arun P.
“Whose Post-Colonialism and Whose Postmodernism@fldhLiteratures Written in English 30.1 (1990):91
Roy, Anjali. “Postmodernism Goes Native: Decentgriarrative in Recent Indian Fiction.” The Post-rand
Indian English Novel: Interrogating the 1980s ai®®0ds. Ed. Viney Kirpal. Bombay: Allied Publishel996.
383-399.

18 Cf. Buley-Meissner (2010) for a good current ovewof Divakaruni’s fiction and criticism of her is.

¥ Born in Calcutta in 1956, Divakaruni was educaed now lives mostly in the US. Holding a Phd frima
University of California, Berkeley, she has beeacteng literature for years and is also politicalltive, e.g.
she has helped to build shelters for Afghani wormed has been involved with an organization workiiip
abused women in the San Franscisco bay area. Shpuldished novels, poetry and short story colbex)
children’s books and a play.
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cross-cultural perspectives, feminist issues (Nemen’s oppression, arranged marriages,
sisterhood etc.) continue to shape her wétkdaking her agenda explicit Divakaruni wrote:
“l really wanted to focus on women battling and @agnout triumphant” (cited in Mandal
116). The author’s interest in a fusion of art fereharacterizes her writing as well as an
"ideologically" interesting mix of Hindu traditioham, spiritualism, and emancipated
feminism. While her first novellistress of Spicefl997) already experimented with magical
realism and Hindu myths, she takes up these elasmagdin inThe Palace of Illusions
(2008).

10 Criticism of the novel often sees the mix of ¢{inscripture and fiction as making
Indian reader feel uneasy (Dasa), or claims that‘thysterious potency of myth translates
badly into commercial fiction” (Lindner). Scholarfgception often assesses the text, despite
acknowledging Divakaruni’s poetic imagery and lusigle, as a failed attempt of making the
epic’s grand sweep of time, place and characteiatb a single novel (cf. Dunn, Lindner).
All critics agree on the ambitious scope of thegu typically referring to the fact that Peter
Brook’s famous theatre version of tiMahabharatalasted nine hours, while Divakaruni
compresses it into just 350 pages. But perhaps Atkvood’s novellaPenelopiagd one needs
to read the text as an addition, rather than agltenmnative version of the original, as a re-
writing which complements a picture without claimicomprehensiveness. Divakaruni’s text
works both for readers who grew up with knowled§éhe epic and those exposed to it only
in this revised, condensed fornfatThe novel fills many gaps, not just because histbr
fiction dealing with Hinduism, written for Westeraudiences, is generally sparse, but
because above all, it presents both a spiritual ienederent feminist retelling from the
viewpoint of Draupadi (Panchaali). This dramaticarhe de-thrones many of the male
heroes, which appear to be “no longer the perfepesnen” (Dasa). Divakaruni also shifts
the focus onto marked silences, e.g. on the gfidtfeowidows after the battle of Kurukshetra.
Another twist is the focus on Panchaali’s intimdteendship with Krishna, but more

importantly her secret love for Karna which “rensicent, in its obsessive weakness, of

20 On the subject see especially Divakaruni’s ess&at Women share” (1999) and Urbashi Barat's essay
“Sisters of the Heart: Female Bonding in the Fictaf Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni.” (2000). Sistertios a
major theme which the author most obviously exadreher first volume of short stories “Arranged idage”
(1995) and her second novel Sister of My Heart 8)9@&hich expands on one of the stories, “Ultrastjufrom
this collection (cf. Barat 54). Although the topg not at a preoccupation in Palace of lllusiohg thosen
epigraph, a poem from the 3rd millenium BC, resdhk authors emphasis of shared history betweenewn
“Who is your sister? | am she. Who is your mothem she. Day dawns the same for you and me.”

% In her attempt to modernize a classic of Indiaituce and to present it to an international reauigrs
Divakaruni not only has to face the fact that learders possess widely diverging knowledge of thgnad text,
but the general struggle of the Indian writer ofihg to make their world comprehensible to foreamiences
by walking “the fine line between touristy exotitisand untranslatable authenticity” (Tharoor 1997).
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Guinevere’s attraction to Lancelot [...] will ultimedy trigger the war and seal Panchaali’s
promised role in history” (Lindner). The decisiveange in comparison to the original in
which female voices are usually “filtered throughbattery of nominally male subject-
positions” (Brodbeck/Black 23), is the subjectivec@unt of a heroine who, driven by her
desire to change the course of history, “owns upatmass of flaws: pride, jealousy,
arrogance, stubbornness, vanity, self-absorptiod,(enost threatening) unfulfilled romantic
yearnings” (Lindner).

11 The opening chapters present Draupadi's obsessth her origins and introduce her
rebellious character as well as her struggle f@nainine identity of her own making. Indeed,
listening to the story of her birth and her propes@bout her destiny seem to signify as “the
only meaningful activity for her” (Nair 151). Sheedms of leaving her father’'s palace, a
suffocating place for her, which “seemed to tighten grip around me until | couldn’t
breathe” (PI, 1). Her nurse calls her teasinghe“@irl Who Wasn'’t Invited” (PI, 1), as she
was born as daughter to one of the richest kingkdm, yet-— — in best mythological
fashion — emerged from the fire unexpectedly, d¢hggonto her twin-brother, the long
awaited heir. While her brother is named “Dhristatiypa, Destroyer of Enemies”, she is
called “Draupadi, Daughter of Drupad” (PI, 5), anmeashe considers to affirm patriarchal
dependency and to be unsuitably at odds with thieelprophecy made at her birth: “she will
change the course of history” (Pl, 5). From thetdtae narrative highlights an important
relation between names, gender, and identity. Cadiupnvies in particular the power and
agency inherent in her brother's name, the impiresision of his life to kill the archenemy
Drona, while hers merely symbolizes patriarchy.| Fail self-doubts about her outward
appearance, which deviates radically from the idé#he ‘fair' woman, she asks Krishna “if
he thought that a princess afflicted with a skirdadk that people termed it blue was capable
of changing history” (PI, 8). This question teg#ito an awareness of a double marginality, a
felt inequality of the heroine in both ethnicitydagender (if not, obviously, in terms of
class/caste). From the start she fights “to pasitierself as a subject who desires and not as
an object of desire” (Nair 152). But the resultshef refusal to be a victim of circumstances
and her aspiration of attaining “a more heroic nar(ld, 5) are shown to be deeply
ambiguous as the story unfolds, fusing justifiegirak of equality and liberation with guilt,
vanity and cruelty. Finally, it will prove almosir6nic that a name that she fancied for
herself, ‘Off-spring of Vengeance’, turns out toth&e” (Nair 152). She consults a sage about
her destiny and learns that: she will marry the fiveatest heroes of her time, be envied like

a goddess, become mistress of the most magicatgydlzen loose it, start the greatest war,
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bring about the deaths of millions, be loved, yet dlone (cf. PI, 39). Moreover, in her
lifetime she will encounter three moments that patentially mitigate the catastrophe to
come; significantly the sage’s advice is relatechdd speaking and controlling her emotions
in those moments (“hold back your question”, “hblack your laughter”, “hold back your
curse”). The name given to her by the sage, “Paigtspirit of this land” (PI, 41), excites
her due to its power, it is “a name that knew howndure” (P, 42).

12 From the beginning, Panchaali starts to nahratdife story and dreams of possessing
her own palace one day. Thus she claims both a dlaic herself and narrative agency,
seeking to establish her identity by rootedness lacation and control over her life and its
presentation to others. Tellingly, she imaginesfh&rre palace full of “colour and sound”,
mirroring her “deepest being” (Pl 7), a statemeficlv hints at the desire for dramatic
significance and “brilliant theatricality of herfdi’ (Nair 153). According to Nair, who
emphasizes the centrality of the theatrical metgpRanchaali appears as a character who
wants to take center stage in her own play; shep#ing lead actress and not satisfied with a
supporting role in someone else’s script (154). Thetaphor is appropriate because
Panchaali’'s life and the self-perception of herrabeer are constructed around a dual
struggle. This concerns, on the one hand, the pttearharmonize different, conflicting roles
into one stable identity, on the other hand thestamt fight for the attention of others. With
regard to her desired audience, she attaches &lsjpeportance to the men in her life, i.e.
especially the unattainable lover of her dreamsn&aher friend Krishna, and her husbands.
The seeking of male attention, as well as the gteugand often refusal) to balance her
different roles according to the requirements ofcHic situations, are themes running
through her life, causing much suffering.

13 She rebels against an education of typicallyatenskills (painting, sewing, poetry),
which she perceives as useless in comparison thribwwledge taught to her brother (lessons
about royal rule, justice, power). Again she usasetaphor of suffocation to describe the life
awaiting her: “With each lesson | felt the worldwbmen tightening its noose around me”
(P1, 29). Yet after her father reluctantly agremtet her partake in Dhri’'s classes, she starts to
notice how these transform her further and deelpeifference to what she has been trained
to perceive as feminine. She observes how it wasking me too hardheaded and
argumentative, too manlike in my speech” (PI, 28)d finds it increasingly harder to resign
herself to the restrictions of royal womanhood. r&sponse to the tutor's idea that “a
woman'’s highest purpose in life is to support therners in her life” (PI, 26), Panchaali

realizes that her ambitions makes her an outsilbeoown sex: “Each day | thought less
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and less like the women around me” (Pl, 26). Reguibat the narrative refers to her
perception of differences and the awareness tkai. better or worse, | was a woman” (P,
139). As she learns to employ her femininity sgatally, e.g. to dazzle and manipulate
through her looks, she forces acceptance on bothand women around her: “I who had
been shunned for my strangeness became a celebesdaty!” (P1, 10). Soon afterwards, a
sorceress makes Panchaali recognize her centnaltfex vanity, and the power of women, as
despite all their dependency on men, “you’re wramghinking of woman as an innocent
species” (PI, 66). But the main lesson she trigedch Panchaali is the control of her passion
and her own destructive power, reminding her thatdoes not “have the luxury of behaving
like an ordinary starstruck girl. The consequerafegur action may destroy us all” (PI, 88).
Throughout the narrative Divakaruni has her hergaerder on the inevitability of fate, the
discrepancy between the perception of others anddiEimage. The central tension exists
between her desire for independence and the attetopplease and conform, which is
increased by recurring confrontations with gendéerences. Watching her husbands for the
first time after her marriage, she observes: “I veasvoman. | had to use my power
differently” (PI1, 99). This is followed by recogion of her inequality with regard to freedom,
as well as reputation. Despite being granted indd@ece from her father and the status as
gueen, her unconventional polyandrous marriagesiibarrisk of being seen as an insatiable
whore (PI1, 118). Moreover, according to the spewialital arrangements, Panchaali is split
between her husbands, spending a year with eachvitggnity restored each time when
entering a new husband’s bed. She becomes awadra ttantrast to her husbands, she “had
no choice as to whom | slept with, and when” (RiQ)L

14 The plot action as well as the heroine’s idgnéite developed through narration,
which appears to some extent as a process ofrgetpretation (cf. Nair 156). It also reflects
her crucial reliance on outward influences for happiness and identity; continually she
struggles to construct a self to be set againspétearchal construction of her self. Actively
seeking out affirmation, or dreaming of Karna’sbidden love, she is usually shattered when
she discovers any discrepancy between her fragifansage and her perception by others.
Although the novel is for the most part a firstqmar narrative, there are frequent switches of
perspective, mainly through the incorporation aéains or stories told by other characters.

Additionally, Vyasa, Panchaali’'s grandfather, appeseveral times, reminding heroine and
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reader that the story is already written and theaue fixed® On the one hand, through
these devices Divakaruni “contrive[s] at least sahéhe omniscience of the epic narrator”
(Ansell 2008). On the other, the narrative, itsetitivated by a change of perspective of its
ancient model, highlights the importance and thesibnary nature of perception and
narrative transmission. There is always the padgyitof deception, just as there is always
another angle to the story. The novel opens witeetmarrators (Panchaali, her brother, and
her nurse), presenting different versions of the td Panchaali’s birth and destiny. While
trying to gain power over the narration, Panchaakflections, her dialogic engagement with
her implied listeners, also include meta-narratoenments on the nature of truth and
narration: “At the best of times, a story is aépy thing” (PI, 15). Throughout the narrative
one finds a dual view on stories as powerful amde't, as well as subjective and refusing to
be fixed in time or space, likely to change witlcledelling. Creating a parallel between
storytelling and identity, the narrative situatioeflects on the process on a inter- and
metatextual level. Furthermore, regarding the pr@mce given to dialogic negotiation, it is
noteworthy that Divakaruni captures this elementthad original epic in her first-person
narration. Analyzing the inherently dialogic sturet of theMahabharatalLaurel Pattof?
argues for a correlation between the multiple pmBpes and an emphasis on a plurality of
identity. Basing the argument on gender theory,refers to “the dialogical, gendered self”
as “a multiple self, with a variety of momentarya®to choose from” (Patton 198). Such a
discursive, performative notion of gender, whichghti appear as a theoretical given
nowadays, and which lies at the heart of Divakasumbvel, can be seen to operate already in
the ancient epic through its construction of chinacand narrative structure.

15 In many ways, the novel is a Bildungsroman tttabnicles Panchaali’'s process of
gaining knowledge about herself and the world. fidiellious, yet also somewhat naive girl
eventually becomes a governess and wife, whosecadwe frequently sought by her
husbands. Apart from the plot-changing moments when passions take control of her
words, she mostly manages to temper her outspoksnaad “having learned more of the
workings of women’s power”, is “careful to offer nopinion only in private” (PI, 148). After

a decade of married life and being mistress aeffemymous palace of illusions, Panchaali

appears noticeably emancipated. This is not justtduthe power to rule over a place and

2 |n the epic, “Vyasa is the great-uncle of the Raag and their fathers biological father; he appaamany
points in their story to give them advice and dasise of various kinds” (Brodbeck/Black 3).

%3 Cf. Patton’s essay “How Do You Conduct Yoursel@n@er and the Construction of a Dialogical Selfhia
Mahabharatd (in Brodbeck and Black 2007). In order to demoatg the negotiation of gender ideology in the
epic, she focusses her reading on the dialoguesebatDraupadi and other women.
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family of her own but because, as Vyasa tells ou no longer care what people think of
you, and that has given you a great freedom” (BQ).1lt is an, at least partial, liberation
from outside judgment. Her identity is no longemparily constituted in relation to the
expectation of others. This gives her some of thdependence she perceives as being
granted naturally to men, and so she feels thatsdme matters, | was equal” (PI, 180). From
a gender-theoretical point of view, it is interagtthat her change and her transgression into
male realms (independence, power to rule, reverage)reflected in a transformation of her
demeanor and outward appearance; she turns frouatifobadesired woman into one which
is feared or rather sought to be avoided due to tamgled hair, my accusing sighs, my
pepper-hot tongue” (PI, 216). She is herself avwwhat she loses some of the attributes of
traditional femininity (e.g. softness, beauty, stleompanionship) and continues to compare
herself to other women, who appear “better”, iadtes, more patient or content. Again the
narrative presents a dialogic negotiation of judginenediated through the voice of the
heroine, revealing the contradictions between iovaard outward perception. Torn between
her own desires and the expectations of the femintes lived by the women around her
Panchaali comments: “(But ibetter the word | was looking for? At what point does
forbearance cease to be a virtue and become a e&sK) (PI, 210). Often, she is shown to
oscillate between passivity and activity, as th#ofang statement about her husbands
illustrates: “I followed them into the forest amatded them to become heroes. But my heart
[...], | never gave it fully to them” (Pl, 213). Relent with regard to this aspect is her
obsessive romantic yearning for Karna, which iseaolving point for the plot action.
Although it appears, as most critics have notedanamy ways no quite plausible, it seems to
fulfill an important function by offering her an e fantasy which protects her from
emotional abuse und complete surrender to her hdsband her situation. This becomes
clear in the climatic scene of her public shammgourt.

16 After Yudhisthir's fatal loss in the game of @éiduryodhan takes possession of the
kingdom, Panchaali’'s palace, and the Pandavas #teass Panchaali is informed that she
has been gambled away like property, “no less an ¢ghcow or a slave” (PI, 190). When she
is dragged into the hall, the whole court starebeat but worst of all is that her husbands
send “tortured glances but sat paralyzed” (PI, 1Shp is stripped of all ornaments, yet the
ultimate shame is the command to take off her #ai,only item of clothing protecting her
from “a hundred male eyes burning through me” (P91). The scene of Draupadi’'s
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disrobing* is also a crucial one in thdahabharataand it is obvious how her humiliation is
rendered as a distinctly gendered shame. She apfiadous at her mistreatment, [...] hair
disheveled, menstrual blood spotting her singlengait” (Hiltebeitel 2001, 246), forced to
expose her vulnerable body to male eyes, reducdtecstatus of an object lost by her
husband. In the novel, Panchaali describes thatmituthus: “The worst shame a woman
could imagine was about to befall me — | who haaugiht myself above all harm, the proud
and cherished wife of the greatest kings of oueliil, 193). What furthers her rage is the
silence of all men present; nobody answers hertqued Yudhistir actually still had the
right to lose her after he had already lost himgginsumed by her anger and the desire to
restore her dignity, Panchaali commits the promteshird mistake and utters the dreadful
curse of the battle, which will destroy everybodya/ows not to comb her hair again till
“the day | bathe it in Kaurava blood” (PI, 194)g#8ificantly, she chooses to give up part of
her traditional femininity for revenge, as partey in India shiny fragrant hair symbolizes
female beauty. After this, there exist divergingswens of the epic. In the critical edition,
Draupadi’'s nakedness is exposed; whereas in the papular version (cf. Hiltebeitel 2007,
128ff), Krishna appears as an answer to Draupguiég/er, saving her from shame by
miraculously extending her sari, the endless fgidsventing the final satisfaction of the
voyeuristic stares. The question of divine intetimnusually takes priority in readings of the
scene, which is rarely interpreted from a femipistspective. In the novel, Panchaali deals
with the shame of exposure by remembering Krishadiace; she finds the mental strength
to cut herself off from the reality of the situatjanstead focusing on people dear to her.

17 Despite the image of victimization, the scenesents a clear assertion of female
strength and agency. After sealing everyone’s fatmakes Panchaali aware of her illusion
about romantic love. She comes to recognize thésliof her husbands’ feelings for her;
“there were other things they loved more. Theiriodd of honor, of loyalty toward each
other, of reputation were more important to therantimy suffering” (Pl, 195). She also
notices how she had been consumed by passionage, amgontrast to her husbands who
stoically suffered the humiliation and controlléeir desires for revenge by submitting to the
expected protocol, patiently waiting for the cir@tamces to turn in their favour. The
situation triggers a painful act of emancipation Fanchaali who is forced to protect herself
as men fail her, while also learning how “emoti@ne always intertwined with power and

pride” (Pl, 195). Furthermore, the fact that Durgad takes over her beloved palace

# Hiltebeitel (2007, 110) gives a good summary a&f Htene and of its conflicting interpretations. &lgo
emphazises the relevance of Draupadi’s specialdabip with Krishna which is highlighted by Divakai.
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increases her hatred and unhappiness to such ant ¢éixat she describes her emotional state
thus: “She’s dead. Half of her died the day wheargene she had loved and counted on to
save her sat without protest and watched her shagied. The other half perished with her
beloved home. But never fear” (Pl, 206). It is gigant that for the first time she describes
herself as seen from the outside. The quote umésriihe importance of the experience of
shame and loss of her palace, which had formed andhtegral part of herself, as catalysts
for the tragedies to come. Although the focus ommensation and revenge henceforth give
her a clear sense of purpose, she is still missifegling of stable selfhood:

it seemed that everything I'd lived until now haeleb a role. The princess who longed for
acceptance, the guilty girl whose heart wouldrsteln, the wife who balanced her fivefold
role precariously, the rebellious daughter-in-ldiae queen who ruled the most magical of
palaces, the distracted mother, the beloved coropasfi Krishna, who refused to learn the
lessons he offered, the woman obsessed with veogeamone of them were the true
Panchaali. (PI, 229)

18 Throughout the narrative, the desire for andetkecution of vengeance is presented
as the central trait transcending the boundariegeofer, yet affirming them at the same
time. While Panchaali spends her life strugglingcémtrol her passionate temper and her
thirst for revenge culminates in causing the kilof thousands, her husbands are constructed
as her counter images in terms of patience and stmedience of rule and custom, all the
while, of course, enjoying the freedom of actiotaehed to their status as men. Although
Panchaali’'s desire and speech trigger the wardsks not actively fight in it but remains
confined to a position of eyewitness. At variousngo in the story it is implied that a
woman’s body is incapable of fulfilling a missior evenge. One night during battle,
Panchaali dreams of killing her brother who is disgd as a Kaurava prince. The dream
expresses her feeling of despair from watching ybaaty close to her die, from facing her
own impotence and guilt. Transformed into a mathadream, she experiences a feeling of
sameness, a kind of gender-empathy, because slsettieefamiliar hatred and desire for
revenge, yet now she is actively able to kill. bntast to this brief imaginary switching of
gender, Panchaali’s half-sister, Sikhandi, undesgo@ermanent change, being transformed
into a “great and dangerous warrior” (Pl, 44) idarto partake in the battle. Although her
appearance and behavior are markedly differentdsberibes her new identity thus: “When |
awoke, | was a man. And yet not completely sotiough my form was changed, inside me
| remembered how women thought and what they lorfged (PI, 46). She retains this

ambiguity about her gender. Watching her in ba®anchaali notices how she still looks
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“male from a certain angle, female from anotherT, (856). Like Panchaali, Sikhandi is
driven by vengeance and rebellion against men’'sitgrefreedom of action. Early in the
narrative she describes an insight in the inelitgbof emancipation, similar to the one
Panchaali has during her shameful disrobing intcéire argues that women need to fight
for themselves to restore their dignity becauseait\ior a man to avenge your honour, and
you'll wait forever” (PI, 49). Inspired by Sikandfisex change as the ultimate liberation
from the restrictions of womanhood, Panchaali is@nfrom the start that: “l, too, would
cross the bounds of what was allowed to women” §B), As shown above, her behavior
frequently transgresses the boundaries of traditi@mininity, e.g. her outspokenness, her
education and her polyandrous marriage. Furthermshe fails to display a strong
attachment to her children, valuing her independdrigher than motherhood. To be at the
side of her husbands, she leaves her sons behamdlybrecognizing them years later.
Emphasizing the centrality of vengeance for thestroiction of female identity, Andrea
Custodf® states that “there is a dark, destructive, letimlercurrent to Sikhandin’s female-
to-male transsexuality” (220) that differs noticlyalke.g., from the Arjun’s playful male-to-
female transsexual episode during the year of disguAgreeing with Custodi’'s argument
about the epic, it is obvious how Divakaruni’s niofeeusses on the “destructive undertones
in the character of Draupadi, who never switchesdges but [...] challenge[s] the epic’s
explicit dharmic formulations of what a woman andewshould be” (220). Moreover, the
narrative underlines how the trajectories of tharahters of Sikhandi and Draupadi “away
from ‘traditional’ femininity are towards vengeari¢220), feminine vengeance thus forming
a major plot-driving force, but, perhaps more intgotly, constituting a dominant strand of
femininity in both originaMahabharataand its feminist retelling.

19 The last part of the narrative adds another d#o@. During the battle Panchaali is
most shocked to find that her self-perception (es lirave woman wronged, admired for
enduring hardships) is completely at odds with dp@ion of the women around her, who,
consumed by their own suffering gaze only in fdditlee witch who might, with a wave of
her hand, transform them into widows” (PI, 258)eTgortrayal of the battle of Kurukshetra
and its aftermath present perhaps Divakaruni's madical modification of the plot of the
original epic. The focus on the subjective femadasciousness is here broadened to draw

attention to what is omitted in the older text: tBere’'s something Vyasa didn’t put down in

% Custodi’'s essay is generally based on the ideainhéhe epic notions of masculinity are more promeed
than those of femininity. It surely points towaidteresting further research on the subject, babtscongruent
with the angle of Divakaruni’'s novel and the praésemalytical context.
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his Mahabharata: Leaving the field, the glow tradeio a nearby hill, where it paused for a
moment over a weeping woman” (PIl, 298). Highligbtthe grief of the women, the narrative
presents a different angle of the morale of théldaetween families and thoroughly blurs
the distinction between kin and enemies, betweemevs and losers. After the battle, the
grieving widows try to jump onto the funeral pyrésced with a mass sati, which would add
unimaginably to the tragedy of the war, king Yudhhiisis rendered helpless: “If it had been a
battle, he would have known what kind of commandjite his men. But here he was at a
loss, paralyzed by guilt and compassion and theeahand terrible tradition the women had
invoked” (PI, 312). This crisis forces Panchaalfitally prioritize sisterhood over her own
interests and emotions. She steps forward to asldhescrowd, speaking as a woman and
mother sharing their grief and manages to avererdeaths (cf. Pl, 314). The devastation of
the war, which had made Hastinapur “largely a oftwyvomen” (Pl, 322), triggers a further
change of Panchaali. She takes action, but thisapmow to be driven less by personal than
political interest and feelings of community: “ltags time | shook off my self-pity and did
something. | resolved to form a separate courtJagepwhere women could speak their
sorrows to other women” (PI, 323). Divakaruni’s farst agenda underlines this almost
utopian vision of a new city rising from the ruimgw a haven of safety and respect, a place
of equality for women: “And even in the later yeprs|, Hastinapur remained one of the few
cities where women could go about their daily livaghout harassment” (Pl, 325). This is
sustained through another plot change. Whereakerotiginal the only remaining heir to
continue the Pandava line, is a son, Divakarumsurarikhshit into a daughter, who takes on
Panchaali's legacy and realizes a peaceful femgdeemacy.

20 The analysis has shown that Draupadi is faom fa univocal representation of the
ideal Indian female, always torn between devotdé and independent, outspokenly critical
woman. Nancy Falk writes: “She is a throwback; $teries come from a time when women
were more highly respected than in the days ofntleek and submissive wifely models”
(cited in Brodbeck/Black 16). Divakaruni’s narraican be seen to highlight this perception
of femininity. Moreover, the plurality of roles (f&, mother, queen etc.) within the story can
itself explain the shifts and inconsistencies iralyadi’'s character. Divakaruni makes this
tension one of her focus points and presents Pahishdistress and suffering caused by the
fragmentation of her different selves. This isgthated once more by Panchaali’s decision to
follow her husbands on their final journey. Againesis both loyal wife and rebellious
woman, as no other before her had ever attemptelinib the Himalayan Mountains. When

her strength starts to desert her, she reflects:
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Perhaps that has always been my problem, to refagst the boundaries society has
prescribed for women. But what was the alternative3it among bent grandmothers,
gossiping and complaining, chewing on mashed bedsles with toothless gums as |
waited for death? Intolerable! | would rather pler@n the mountain. [...], my last
victory over the other wives [...]. How could | resi? (Pl, 343-44)
The quote shows the complex mix of emotions andahestnates the ambiguous, finely tuned
assessment of Panchaali’'s character in the novegortrays her as a model of female
empowerment and courage but casts a clear crhilo@leurous glance on her vanity and
desire for admiration. Even her death is stagediaatdntly in this regard. When she jumps
from the pathway it appears to signify a brave agkdadgment of having reached the end of
her powers and as a final cry for attention becaweselast tormenting thoughts are about
which men in her life would have turned around ¢mne to her rescue. But the arrival in
heaven brings a surprising relief for Panchaalipwibtes: “The air is full of men — but not
men exactly, nor women, for their bodies are skt sexless and glowing. Their faces are
unlined and calm, devoid of the various passios$ dlistinguished them in life” (PI, 358).
The gods are presented as people without a sexnbeyassions, and thus in a state of
androgynous, peaceful balance. Finally, emotioms simgled out as the element marking
character and gender differences, beyond all ottemreptive guises. Panchaali’'s death
appears as liberation and resolve of the contiaditof her identity: “I am beyond name and
gender and the imprisoning patterns of ego. And fgetthe first time, I'm truly Panchaali”
(P1, 360). It remains for the reader to decide Whethis ending appears spiritually consoling
or pessimistic, as the reconciliation of her treabfemale identity and recognition of her self
is denied her on earth. Divakaruni’'s novel mandage®nvey the “great psychological depth”
(Dasa) of theMahabharataand reflects on the various illusions the characteave about
themselves, about romantic love, about heroism,, vearxd vengeance. If “in most
constructions of Draupadi, in both literary and +iterary texts, she is seen as a victim of
patriarchy” (Nair 153), Divakaruni modifies thisewwv and makes the question of female
agency a more complex one. Resisting simplificatiaf matters which have fascinated
audiences for over 2000 years, the great Indiary seaminds us of many aspects of human
nature and also of the fact that “[tjo the quesposed by these myths — How deep is gender?
Is it skin deep, superficial, or truly deep, esedBt— Hinduism answers Yes” (Doniger 1999:
301).
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