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A STUDY ON THE CONTRIBUTION OF RAJA RAO IN INDIAN WRITING 

Pinkey Chetry*  

Introduction 
Raja Rao was born on November 8, 1908 in Hassan, 

in the state of Mysore (now Karnataka) in South 

India, into a well-known Brahmin (Hoysala 

Karnataka) family. He was the eldest of nine siblings 

- two brothers and seven sisters. His native language 

was Kannada, but his post-graduate education was in 

France, and all his publications in book form have 

been in English. His father taught Kannada at Nizam 

College in what was then Hyderabad State. The death 

of his mother, when he was four, left a lasting 

impression on the novelist - the absence of a mother 

and orphanhood are recurring themes in his work. 

Another influence from early life was his 

grandfather, with whom he stayed in Hassan and 

Harihalli. Rao was educated at Muslim schools, the 

Madarsa-e-Aliya in Hyderabad and the Aligarh 

Muslim University, where he became friends with 

Ahmed Ali. He began learning French at the 

University. After matriculation in 1927, Rao returned 

to Hyderabad and studied for his degree at Nizam's 

College. After graduating from the University of 

Madras, having majored in English and history, he 

won the Asiatic Scholarship of the Government of 

Hyderabad in 1929, for study abroad. Rao moved to 

the University of Montpellier in France. He studied 

French language and literature, and later at the 

Sorbonne in Paris, he explored the Indian influence 

on Irish literature. He married Camille Mouly, who 

taught French at Montpellier, in 1931. The marriage 

lasted until 1939. Later he depicted the breakdown of 

their marriage in The Serpent and the Rope. Rao 

published his first stories in French and English. 

During 1931-32 he contributed four articles written in 

Kannada for Jaya Karnataka, an influential journal. 

Returning to India in 1939, he edited with Iqbal 

Singh, Changing India, an anthology of modern 

Indian thought from Ram Mohan Roy to Jawaharlal 

Nehru. He participated in the Quit India Movement 

of 1942. In 1943-1944 he coedited with Ahmed Ali a 

journal from Bombay called tomorrow. He was the 

prime mover in the formation of a cultural 

organization, Sri Vidya Samiti, devoted to reviving 

the values of ancient Indian civilization; this 

organization failed shortly after inception. In 

Bombay, he was also associated with Chetana, a 

cultural society for the propagation of Indian thought 

and values. Rao's involvement in the nationalist 

movement is reflected in his first two books. The 

novel Kanthapura (1938) was an account of the 

impact of Gandhi's teaching on non-violent resistance  

 

against the British. The story is seen from the 

perspective of a small Mysore village in South India. 

Rao borrows the style and structure from Indian 

vernacular tales and folk-epic. Rao returned to the 

theme of Gandhism in the short story collection The 

Cow of the Barricades (1947). In 1998 he published 

Gandhi's biography Great Indian Way: A Life of 

Mahatma Gandhi. In 1988 he received the prestigious 

International Neustadt Prize for Literature. The 

Serpent and the Rope was written after a long silence 

during which Rao returned to India. The work 

dramatized the relationships between Indian and 

Western culture. The serpent in the title refers to 

illusion and the rope to reality. Cat and Shakespeare 

(1965) was a metaphysical comedy that answered 

philosophical questions posed in the earlier novels. 

Rao relocated to the United States and was Professor 

of Philosophy at the University of Texas at Austin 

from 1966 to 1983, when he retired as Emeritus 

Professor. Courses he taught included Marxism to 

Gandhism, Mahayana Buddhism, Indian philosophy: 

The Upanishads, Indian philosophy: The 

Metaphysical Basis of the Male and Female 

Principle. Nobel laureate Czesław Miłosz, a friend of 

Rao's, published his only poem in the English 

language, "To Raja Rao", after a conversation with 

him. In 1965, he married Katherine Jones, an 

American stage actress. They have one son, 

Christopher Rama. In 1986, after his divorce from 

Katherine, Rao married his third wife, Susan, whom 

he met when she was a student at the University of 

Texas in the 1970s. Rao died on July 8, 2006 at 

Austin, Texas, at the age of 97. Indian writer of 

novels and short stories, whose works are deeply 

rooted in Brahmanism and Hinduism. Raja Rao's 

semi-autobiographical novel, The Serpent and the 

Rope (1960), is a story of a search for spiritual truth 

in Europe and India. It established him as one of the 

finest Indian stylists. "Writing is my dharma," he 

once said.  Raja Rao’s native language was Kanarese, 

but his post-graduate education was in France, and all 

his publications in  book form were in English. Rao's 

father, H.V. Krishnaswamy, was an anglicised  

Indian; he died in 1940. Rao's mother, Gauramma, 

died in 1912. Like the Nigerian novelist Chinua 

Achebe, writing in English, Rao was concerned with 

the colonial language. In the foreword to Kanthapura 

(1938), published in London, he admitted the 

difficulties in using "a language that is not one's own 

the spirit that is one's own," and conveying "the 
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various shades and omissions of certain thought-

movement that looks maltreated in an alien 

language." Rao was educated at Muslim schools. 

After graduating from Madrasa-e-Aliya 

(Hyderabad) as the only Brahmin student, he studied 

English at the Aligarh Muslim Universiry and took a 

degree from the Nizam College (Hyderabad). he 

novel Kanthapura (1938) was an account of the 

impact of Gandhi's teaching on non-violent resistance 

against the British. The story is seen from the 

perspective of a small Mysore village in South India. 

Rao borrows the style and structure from Indian 

vernacular tales and folk-epic. The narrator is an old 

woman. She tells how the community obtains from 

daily life, with its millennia-old worship of the local 

deity, the strength to stand against the British Raj.  In 

the character of the young Moorthy, who comes back 

from the city, Rao portrays an idealist and supporter 

of ahimsa and satyagraha, who wants to cross the 

traditional barriers of caste. The younger generation 

has city ways, they read city books, and they even 

call themselves Gandhi-men. Doré, as the old woman 

calls the "university graduate," has given up his 

"boots and hat and suit and had taken to dhoti and 

khadi, and it was said he had even given up his city 

habit of smoking." The work was highly praised by 

the English writer E.M. Forster, whose masterwork A 

Passage to India (1924) criticized British 

imperialism. However, Rao's India is not a certain 

geographical or historical entity, but more of a 

philosophical concept and a symbol of spiritual 

calling.  Rao returned to the theme of Gandhism in 

the short story collection The Cow of the Barricades 

(1947). The Serpent and the Rope was written after a 

long silence during which Rao lived India, where he 

renewed a connection with his roots in the modern 

rendering of the Mahabharata legend of Satayavan 

and Savithri. The work also dramatized the 

relationships between Indian and Western culture. 

Ramaswamy, a young Brahmin studying in France, is 

married to a French college teacher, Madeleine, who 

sees her husband above all as a guru. As Ramaswamy 

struggles with commitments imposed on him by his 

Hindu family, his wife becomes a Buddhist in her 

spiritual quest and renounces worldly desires. She 

leaves her husband to find his own true self. The 

serpent in the title refers to the illusion and the rope 

to the reality.  Cat and Shakespeare (1965) was a 

metaphysical comedy that answered philosophical 

questions posed in the earlier novels. In the book the 

Hindu notion of karma is symbolized by a cat. The 

hero discovers in his attempts to receive divine grace, 

that there is no dichotomy between himself and God. 

Comrade Kirillov (1976) was written early in Rao's 

career and was first published in French. It satirized 

communism as an ideological misunderstanding of 

man's ultimate aims, and argued that all foreign 

creeds gradually become indianized.  The 

Chessmaster and His Moves (1988) is peopled by 

characters from various cultures seeking their 

identities. Like Nabokov, Rao used the metaphor of 

the chess game to animate philosophical and 

psychological ideas. In the story Sivaram Sastri, an 

Indian mathematician in Paris, meets Proust, and 

recounts his love affairs and friendships. Rao has 

confessed: "I am no scholar. I am a creative writer. I 

love to play with ideas. It is like a chess game with 

horses, elephants, chamberlains and kings which 

might fight with one another. On the other hand, I 

met the man Rao, this frail little figure with brilliant 

blue eyes whose voluminous head could only be a 

sign of extraordinary intellectuality. A kind 

sweetness transpired from his figure. To Rao the man 

I started to speak French, as Susan had told me this 

was the language that he had adored throughout his 

whole life. Unfortunately, his health conditions were 

not good when I visited him so I had to renounce to 

the idea of an interview with the writer, while helping 

in the daily care of Rao the man. Hence our five-

minutes walking exercise per day during which I had 

the chance to talk to him about his work and my 

research, in French. And what a pleasure to clearly 

see happiness shining through his big blue eyes when 

I addressed him in the language of the revolution. I 

clearly remember a large smile of appreciation 

arising on his face which for me was the sign that an 

instant recognition had occurred between the writer 

and the critic who knew about his many years spent 

in France and about his intellectual world. But alas, 

not many were interested by it anymore. 

Unfortunately, during the last twenty years, Rao's life 

has been covered by this halo of mystery which 

caused critics to assume that he was already dead 

together with the other members of the first 

generation of Indian writers. So throughout my 

research years I had to reply to different scholars 

asking me if he was still alive, while I even had to 

find out that a major critical anthology on Indian 

writing in English had stated that he was already 

dead. 
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