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The true turning point in Indian English Novel occurred by the emergence of 
the ‘Big Three’ – Raja Rao, Mulk Raj Anand and R.K.Narayan. These writers 
elevated Indian English novel to a very significant height. These contemporaries have 
adopted different creative sensibilities to represent India and Indians in their novels. 
Though the theme is common in some of their novels, the manner they have chosen to 
deal with it is varied from one another. They strengthened the foundation of Indian 
English novel with their creative outputs both in quantity and quality. 

 Narayan’s  writings rests on certain characteristic assumptions, which are 
basic to his world view and to his artistic practice. In his writings we find the concept 
of a stable universe underlying all human actions and evolutions. Indian English 
fiction is written in a language which is not the mother tongue of many Indian writers. 
It is also a fact that the novels are not in their mother-tongue about whom they are 
written. The description of various aspects of Indian life through a language which is 
not of Indian origin, is quite difficult. 

Narayan’s short stories speak volumes of his social awareness and his ironic 
and comic attitude to life.  His travelogues reveal his sense of keen observation and 
love of life in India and abroad.  His sketches and essays reveal his profound 
knowledge and scholarship.  He is a very accomplished writer and his tales will move 
old and young alike. The paper displays a short description of his short stories 

 
Rasipuram Krishnaswami Narayan is one of the best known writers in India 

and abroad. He is highly acclaimed not only as an important Indian English writer but 
also as a significant commonwealth literary celebrity.  Probably no Indian writer since 
Rabindranath Tagore is better known in the west than R.K. Narayan. Shantha Rama 
Rau has gone so far as to assert that Narayan is “the best novelist that India has 
produced and probably among the most entertaining and distinguished of 
contemporary writers anywhere.”(Rau, 184)  Narayan himself records in A Dateless 
Diary that in America some people place him with Hemingway and Faulkner as “one 
of the three greatest modern writers of the world.”(Narayan, 176) 

One of the ‘Big Three’ of Indian English literature – the other two being Mulk 
Raj Anand and Raja Rao – R.K. Narayan has over the years earned for himself a 
secure place in the field of literature.  His writing now belongs not only to our country 
but is considered by competent critics to be a contribution to English literature.  He is 
one of the most accomplished and most widely read Indian writers writing in English 
today. 

Rasipuram Krishnaswamy Iyer Narayan was born in Madras on 10th October 
1906.  ‘Rasipuram’ is the name of his family’s ancestral village and ‘Krishnaswamy 
Iyer’ is the name of his father. Narayan reads a good deal of current writing – fiction 
and travel literature.  He neither enjoys reading poetry, nor his own books, though he 
enjoys writing them.  “Not my own books!  I dare not look at them for fear I might 
find them unreadable.” (Narayan, 7) Narayan is a serene, gentle, courteous and 
unpretentious man. K. Natwar Singh says, “Fame has not coarsened him nor celebrity 
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soiled his soul.  He remains what he is, a lovable, whimsical, carefree man… He has 
over the decades added gaiety to our lives and enriched the stock of human pleasure.” 
(Singh, 12) 
Short Stories 
 Almost every Indian English writer of fiction has contributed his share to the 
genre of the short story. Narayan has definitely established himself as one of the best 
short story writers of India. Narayan says about his short stories thus: “In a short story 
the focus is on the particular individual and the situation, whereas this, in a novel, gets 
diffused.  That’s why I feel that a story is more effective than a novel.  Certain parts 
of my novels read like short stories. (Parvati, 3) In other words, Narayan himself 
prefers his short stories to his novels.  In his Preface to Malgudi Days, he confesses: 
“The short story affords a writer a welcome diversion from hard work … At the end 
of every novel I have vowed never to write another one – a propitious moment to 
attempt a short story or two.  I enjoy writing a short story.  Unlike the novel, which 
emerges from minutely worked out detail, the short story can be brought into 
existence through a mere suggestion of detail, the focus being kept on a central idea or 
climax.” (Narayan, viii)  He expresses similar feeling with his friend S. Krishnan: 
“Whatever the joys of creation might be, it is really a nuisance writing a novel!  It ties 
you down so completely for a year or two … what a time consuming business writing 
a novel is!  I am tempted to make my next contracts for collections of short stories, 
say four or five at a time, each of about 20,000 words or so.  Then I will be rid of this 
tyranny.  In fact, you know I think I shall give up writing novels altogether.” 
(Krishnan, 2) This amply testifies to his preference for short stories over novels. 
School is a bad word for the majority of the millions of our country’s children. It 
means traumatic experience for most children. Right from infancy, the child is forced 
to face a treacherous minefield; the mad scramble for admissions, harsh competitions, 
the onerous burden of home – work and of course, an exam – oriented system. 
Tragically, more often than not, they emerge from the experience utterly bored, the 
edge of their natural curiosity blunted by an unimaginative learning regimen. What 
perishes in the process is the joy of learning. 

Narayan records his opposition to the educational system in his autobiography 
My Days: ‘I was opposed to the system of being prescribed a set of books by an 
anonymous soulless body as a result of such studies.’ Narayan considers children as 
blossoms of Nature, who must be allowed to bloom freely. He is critical of the present 
educational system which according to him, smothers the budding creativity of the 
child. He is a bitter critic of regimented education. 

Another dominating factor in the child’s world according to Narayan is friends 
and games.  Narayan gives a buzzing world of Dodu and friends, very much like 
Swami and his friends, in their mischiefs, anxieties and fears.  Cricket and Cricket 
talk permeate their world and cricket enables them to form a coterie.  The excitement 
and tension that prevail in a boy’s world are authentically portrayed by Narayan when 
we see Dodu’s group itching to find a place to play cricket.  Dodu and his friends 
recall the exploits of Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn.  The search of a regular, or even an 
irregular, playground by this boisterous lot is a masterpiece of narration.  Ultimately 
these naughty children hold their grand cricket tournament on a strip of ground 
adjoining someone’s bungalow till they are thrown out by the next batch of readers.  
Their juvenile zest for life is what endears them to the readers.  The imaginative world 
can make “a deal wood plank for bat, three lines on the garage door for wicket.” 
(Narayan, 107)  One cannot miss the tone of affection and appreciation when Narayan 
says, “A Bradman had smashed a window pane.” (Narayan, 109) A similar 
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imagination colours the M.C.C. of Swami and Friends.  M.C.C. stands for Malgudi 
and for Marylebone Clubs associated with the glamour of English and Australian stars 
and in reality with street corners, broken panes and improvised stumps and boundary 
lines.  The episodic account of the adventures of the cricket chums captures the lyric 
innocence and the highly imaginative world of children. 

Narayan’s failure in school paved the way for his success as a writer.  The 
subject that he failed in was English, an irony that produced a major novelist in 
English.  He had a whole year’s reprieve by failing the University entrance 
examination.  He failed in English so miserably that everyone wondered if he was 
literate at all.  His father in spite of his strict attitude towards school matters, had one 
pleasant quality.  He never bothered about examination result.  He had ample 
sympathy for the fallen candidate, and no faith in the examination system at all, an 
attitude which Narayan shares.  He merely said to Narayan, “stupid fellow you have 
failed in English.” (Narayan, 56)   

Narayan found all books tedious.  He walked endlessly and found walking a 
great help.  He wrote an essay on walking where he says, “I have been all my life a 
walker.” (Narayan, 145) It was during this period that the writer in Narayan began to 
take shape.  He started writing mostly under the influence of events which occurred 
around him in the style of any writer, he happened to be reading.  His father lost his 
dear friend which affected him very much. Deeply moved by his father’s sorrow, 
Narayan wrote an essay of ten pages entitled ‘Friendship.’  His next effort was 
‘Divine Music.’  He composed it in a state of total abstraction, sitting on a bench at 
the Kukanahalli tank.  He wrote his third piece without any loss of time.  It was all 
about stars in the sky.  Later he passed University entrance examination in 1926 and 
took his seat in the Maharaja College for B.A. in 1930.  When he attained his belated 
graduation, he thought of studying M.A. English literature and become a college 
lecturer but he dropped the idea, at the suggestion of his friends. 

After many years, Narayan went back to his grandmother in Bangalore, where 
he started his first novel Swami and Friends.  Day by day the novel grew.  This was a 
satisfactory beginning for him and he wrote a few pages each day.  At this time he 
also received an appointment order as a teacher at a Government school in Old 
Chennapatna where he used to spend his vacation as a school boy.  In addition to his 
first novel Swami and Friends which is episodic and adventurous, he had written short 
stories at the time.  The life and people around him gave plenty of material for his 
writing.  Life offered him enough material to keep him continuously busy.  He wrote 
one story daily.  He says, “I get all influence from life, from the surroundings, a little 
bus stop, or a street shop.” (Narayan, 12) He noted in his daily possible themes and 
developed them at leisure.  He wrote two hundred words each day, for a short story, 
skit, or essay along with his first novel.  He imposed on himself a strict discipline of 
writing every day which shaped him into a good writer. 

In Madras, Narayan was introduced to an editor who asked him on the themes 
of matrimony.  He produced many pages on imaginary stories on married life, wife 
beaters, husband beaters, on ‘live and let live,’ philosophy etc.  But even those themes 
were rejected by the publishers.  The general criticism was that his stories lacked 
‘plot.’  There was no appreciation for his literary features which was a great challenge 
to a young writer.  ‘You have command on language but …’ was the almost routine 
statement made during the early period of his career.  When he first started writing 
sketches and short stories, no literary magazine or periodical came forward to publish 
his works.  All that he had was faith in himself and he kept on writing. 
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Narayan as a writer responded readily to his own impulses, ideas and 
experiences.  He records those in his short stories and novels.  His early novels which 
are considered an autobiographical trilogy, bear testimony to this.  His stories, ‘The 
White Flower’ and ‘Seventh House,’ show his frustration as a youngman.  His love 
affair, marriage and the death of his spouse are immortalized in the novel The English 
Teacher. Regarding the publication of his works, it had taken 17 years for him to 
publish them in America.  In 1956 he was honoured with a travel grant by the Rock-
feller foundation.  My Dateless Diary conveys his travel impressions and also the 
reactions of his visit to U.S. in October, 1956.  According to a critic, “Dateless Diary 
is a diary without dates and has something novel about it.” (Sundaram, 126) Narayan 
received many honours as a writer.  He was awarded Padmabhushan in 1964.  He 
received A.C. Benson Medal in 1980 by the Royal Society of Literature and in 1981 
he was made an honorary member of the American Academy and Institute of Arts and 
Letters.  The University of Leeds and University of Mysore conferred on him the 
honorary D. Litt.  He was nominated as a member of the Rajya Sabha, the upper 
house of Parliament in 1990.  As a member of the Rajya Sabha he made a plea for 
reform in the education at the primary and secondary levels.  He has a great insight 
into the psychology of children and he said that childhood should be more playful.  
His essay ‘Cruelty to Children’ is a passionate plea for reform for changing the whole 
educational system and outlook so that childhood has a chance to bloom, rather than 
wither with the progress of learning. Narayan published works like Swami and 
Friends (1935), The Bachelor of Arts (1937), The Dark Room (1938), The English 
Teacher (1945), Mr. Sampath (1949), The Financial Expert (1952), Waiting for the 
Mahatma (1955), The Guide (1958), The Man Eater of Malgudi (1962), The Vendor 
of Sweets (1967), The Painter of Signs (1976), A Tiger for Malgudi (1983), Talkative 
Man (1985), The World of Nagaraj (1992) and The Grandmother’s Tale (1992). He 
also published many collections of short stories like Malgudi Days (1943), Dodu and 
Other Stories (1944), An Astrologer’s Day and Other Stories (1947), Lawley Road 
(1956), A Horse and Two Goats (1970), Stories Old and New (1981), Malgudi Days 
(1982), A Story Teller’s World (1992), retold legends like Gods, Demons, and Others 
(1965), The Ramayana (1972), The Mahabharata (1976), essays like Next Sunday 
(1956), Reluctant Guru (1982), A Writer’s Nightmare (1988), Salt and Saw Dust 
(1993), My Dateless Dairy (1960), The Emerald Route and My Days a memoir. 

Narayan is the author of some works of non-fiction. These are Mysore and The 
Emerald Route.  Both are a kind of travel literature.  Next Sunday and Reluctant Guru 
both contain discursive essays.  The first two books deal wholly with the state in 
which he has lived for most of his life in the former Mysore State now known as 
Karnataka.  The first two books Mysore and The Emerald Route are travel accounts 
and have some value as literary works and travel guides.  Both are records of the 
author’s personal experiences and legends of chosen places.    In his narration of the 
legends of the places he toured, we see the hand of an engaging fiction writer and his 
personal comments which anticipate the discursive essayist. 

Many essays from Salt and Saw Dust like ‘Looking for Magsaysay’ and 
‘Permitted Laughter’ were first published in The Illustrated Weekly of India.  Most of 
his other essays were first published in Frontline.  ‘Teaching in Texas,’ appeared in 
Reluctant Guru and ‘Reflections on Frankfurt’ is his own autobiographical account. 
One of Narayan’s ardent desires was to write discursive essay which was fulfilled in 
his works Next Sunday and Reluctant Guru. They contain essays selected from those 
originally written for Sunday edition of The Hindu for about twenty years and for 
magazines both in India and abroad. A Story Teller’s World (1992) appears to be 
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inspired by notable English essayists like Charles Lamb, whose essays are marked by 
simplicity of sentence structure, uncomplicated language, depth of thought, felicitous 
style and apt diction.  Some Indian words and expressions, above all the enlivening 
observation spiced with a frequent touch of pleasant humour, irony or wit etc go in to 
these essays.  In this volume he advocates English for all, across the length and 
breadth of the country with a claim that English is Indian or ‘Swadeshi.’ 

Narayan’s short stories speak volumes of his social awareness and his ironic 
and comic attitude to life.  His travelogues reveal his sense of keen observation and 
love of life in India and abroad.  His sketches and essays reveal his profound 
knowledge and scholarship.  He is a very accomplished writer and his tales will move 
old and young alike. Lawley Road and Other Stories was published in 1956.  It 
contains 33 stories taken from the collection Dodu and Other Stories, Cyclone and 
Other Stories, Malgudi Days and Stories Old and New.  The collection A Horse and 
Two Goats (1970) is Narayan’s first volume that appeared in America.  The volume is 
accepted with zeal because the tales here are found to be entertaining and each story 
deserves to be read twice.  The title story is artfully told, carefully plotted and finely 
executed.  The stories in this collection are wholly Indian in spirit. Malgudi Days 
(1982) also includes stories taken from the collection An Astrologer’s Day, Lawley 
Road and Stories Old and New.  The stories in this collection are sometimes 
humorous sometimes heart breaking. 

The fifteen stories in Gods, Demons and Others are more than stories whose 
substance is drawn from well known myths and legends of India and they thus hold 
some answers to Indian beliefs, stories about queens, sages, poets, animals, gods, 
goddesses, and demons. They flew out of their original homes in The Ramayana and 
The Mahabharata into Narayan’s pages. 

Narayan enjoys immense popularity as a writer and he is essentially a short 
story writer and storytelling is his strong point.  This art of storytelling is also one of 
the characteristic features of his novels.  He is a prolific writer of short stories to 
which he appears dedicated.  His short stories illustrate how a writer of genius can 
always communicate his meaning and vision without dislocating the language.  He 
has achieved something new within the accepted framework of traditional form of the 
short story.  Brevity is the hallmark of his stories and readability is what he values 
most in his works. 

In his Lawley Road Narayan comes before us mainly as a comic writer with a 
comic view of life.  Humour in his stories is not the result of artificial comic devices.  
He has a wonderful capacity for seeing the humourous side of even the most tragic 
and pathetic situations.  As a master of comedy he employs devices of exaggerations 
and anti-climax in many of his stories as in ‘Engine Trouble,’  ‘Lawley Road,’ 
‘Uncle’s Letters’ and ‘A Night of Cyclone.’  His humour is mild and innocent.  
‘Chippy’ is a fine example of his humour.  Though he deals with a wide variety of 
subject matter he has not written stories on romantic and political themes.  Variety 
and brevity are keynotes of his stories which can be classified in many categories 
from the view point of themes, characters, moods, and techniques. 

Excellent stories on topical themes have been written by him.  Such stories are 
‘Another Community,’ ‘Half a Rupee Worth,’ ‘Lawley Road,’ etc.  Stories dealing 
with domestic servants and maid servants are also not lacking in his corpus as 
‘Annamalai,’ ‘A Willing Slave,’ etc.  Stories like ‘An Accident,’ ‘Old Bones,’ and 
‘Level Crossing,’ deal with supernatural themes.  This sampling of his stories from 
the view points of theme, mood and characters shows that they are comic, tragic, 
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pathetic, humorous, ironical, sarcastic, funny, emotional, poetical, imaginative, 
supernatural, and delightful.  

Malgudi is the real hero of Narayan’s works.  His Malgudi stays with him 
even when he is in New York.  Malgudi is not imaginary but it is a real entity.  The 
river Sarayu and Mempi hills are frequently referred to in his works.  Malgudi is also 
a male dominated society in which women occupy secondary position.  Hence we can 
say that Narayan has heroes but no heroines.  His characters are drawn from the lower 
and middle classes and he gives Malgudi the same importance which Hardy gives to 
Wessex in his novels.  His novels are set in Malgudi but Malgudi is not the locale of 
all the stories.  Sometimes the action takes place in Mysore, sometimes in Bangalore, 
Madras and Visakhapatnam.  
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