
Review of Prof. S. L. Bhyrappa’s 
Kannada Novel 

Aavarana (ಆವರಣ) 

Recently I read the Kannada novel, Aavarana, written by 

renowned writer Prof. S. L. Bhyrappa (SLB) and would like 

to summarize and analyze it. Be warned that the plot of the 

story is included in this review.  

As many of you may recollect, Prof. SLB has written 

about social issues plaguing especially the South Indian 

communities which can very well be scaled to any Indian 

state. Personally, I have liked his book, vamshavruksha, 

which deals with a conservative Mysore family. The book 

was made into a movie which became very popular and was 

recipient of many awards. Saartha (ಸಾರ್ಥ), which I haven’t 

read, was his first historical novel based on the physical and 

spiritual escapades of a traveler through India; aavarana is 

his second historical novel. 

Summary 

Aavarana (ಆವರಣ), first of all, means enveloping or 

covering something; it could mean maya or illusion but in 

this book SLB uses the word to mean delusion. In particular, 

SLB’s endeavor in this book has been the search for truth. He 

says that when an author of a historical event has to choose 

between truth and beauty, he should be willing to sacrifice 

beauty for truth; in other words, (historical) novels have to 

depict truth rather than read like an impressive fiction.  

The historical events that the professor has dealt with in 

aavarana are the treatment of Hindus and Hinduism during 

the Muslim invasion and Muslim rule (circa 12
th

 century to 

16
th

 century, with minor invasions as early as 7
th

 century) in 

India. The main focus of the novel is centered during 

Aurangzeb’s rule, around 1650 AD. 



 

The story starts off with an inter-caste couple, a Hindu 

lady and a Muslim man in the south Indian town of Hampi. 

The lady has changed her name and religion to become a 

Muslim; she has changed her name from Lakshmi to Razia to 

please her husband’s, Amir’s, parents. They had met each 

other in the Film Institute of Pune, as students, and got 

married about thirty years ago. Lakshmi’s father was opposed 

to the marriage because he thought “the child borne by you 

will one day destroy our temples” and therefore had given up 

on his daughter. All contact between the two had been broken 

since the day of the marriage.  

Now, thirty years later, the couple was at Hampi, making 

a documentary movie about the influence of Muslim rule on 

Hampi. The question is, how should they interpret the 

history? Should they tell the truth that Muslim invaders 

destroyed the temples at Hampi, and forced Islam on the 

citizens, or should they gloss over it or even ignore it 

completely, or should they give a different viewpoint that the 

inter-fighting between Shiva worshippers and Vishnu 

worshippers was what destroyed the temples? Razia is in a 

dilemma; Amir is not because he firmly believes that the 

infighting between the Shiva-Vishnu worshippers was the 

problem. Razia gives logical reasoning why this can’t be true, 

and the discussion stops there: a Hindu, she says, irrespective 

of his caste or sub-caste, is generally reverent to all Gods, 

especially Hindu Gods. 

Right around this time, Lakshmi’s father passes away 

without bothering to contact her even towards his end. 

Lakshmi goes back to her father’s house in the village and 

encounters many scholarly books on Muslim invasion and 

rule in India, and the copious notes that her father had made 

on this matter. Based on these, she realizes that her father had 

been collecting and studying well-documented, historical 

books. That’s when her eyes suddenly opened about the truth 

of the Muslim invasion and also how her own marriage with 

Amir was not without bias – she was forced to change her 

name and eat beef all in the name of love and mutual 

adjustment, whereas Amir had not sacrificed much! She 



 

decides to stay back in the village and continue her father’s 

work.  

From a small booklet on Tipu Sultan, Lakshmi realizes 

that Tipu was not a tolerant ruler. He had tried to impose 

Urdu on the people of Mysore. SLB quotes that the word bin 

which is used in government offices in Karnataka even today, 

is his imposition. bin, in Urdu, means son of; so Narasimhe 

Gowda bin Venkate Gowda translates to Narasimhe Gowda, 

son of Venkate Gowda. In the many books collected by her 

father, there are numerous references to thousands of temples 

being destroyed which Razia relates to Amir to influence him 

to change his mind about the type of movie he is making on 

Hampi. This distances him even more. 

Prof SLB uses the story within a story literary technique 

to illustrate the historical happenings during Aurangzeb’s 

reign. Based on her father’s notes and book collections, 

Lakshmi decides to write a story of a Rajput prince of 

Devgad, in Rajastan. Prof SLB lists all these references at the 

end of the book (aavarana), and this is his claim that the 

story is based on historical proof and is not a work of fiction.  

The prince of Devgad is captured during an invasion by a 

mughal commander loyal to Aurangzeb. All the elders are 

killed in the battle and the women commit jauwar (suttee) by 

jumping into the fire. Right after winning the battle, the 

commander drags the Vishnu idol from the village temple, 

steps on it and breaks its face. “Look, your Gods could not 

protect themselves; why do you want to worship such a 

weakling God? Convert to Islam”, he urges. Lakshmi’s hero, 

the young, seventeen years old inexperienced prince of 

Devgad, instantly converts. Promptly he is circumcised, a 

hallmark of Islam, and the conversion is solemnized. The 

captured youth is then used sexually by the commander and 

his friends for a few months, at the end of which he is forced 

into a crude castration. After this, he can be used to guard the 

harem (janana) or the queens’ palaces. Fortunately for us, 

SLB has dealt with these events with lots of dignity and not 

many gory details. One can quickly gloss over these pages 

without too much cringing and squirming.  



 

Now, SLB relates the history of the Mughal rule through 

the eyes of this Hijada, the eunuch. The events such as 

Shivaji’s adventures, destruction of Kashi Vishwanatha 

temple at Banaras, Krishna temple at Mathura are all 

described in great detail. Along the way, SLB perpetuates the 

Muslims’ unfairness of forced conversion, jazzia – the tax on 

non-Muslims – cruelty towards Hindus and so on. Even 

Akbar, who is considered by most historians to be a fair and 

just king, is given a bad rap. SLB, as if not to take 

responsibility for what has been written by him, uses one of 

the Muslim mullah to bad mouth Akbar by making him say 

that Aurangzeb had to undo all that (bad practices) Akbar had 

followed. The cunningness with which Aurangzeb put his 

own father into prison, how he fought and ruthlessly finished 

off his own brothers and so on, has been brought out very 

vividly in the story within the story. 

The story alternates between the present day Razia and 

Amir’s issues and the Rajput prince (who is referred to as 

hijada all along; his name is not even mentioned except in 

two places). In the present day storyline reference to Babri 

Masjid incident, and how it is being handled by the 

politicians, is made. An interesting character, Prof. Shastri is 

introduced. He is the ultra modern guy, married to a Catholic 

Christian from Britain. His predicament becomes very 

apparent when his beloved, eighty-five year old mother dies 

and he is not allowed to perform her final rites because he 

had abjured his community and even ate beef. He steals his 

way around and goes to Kashi incognito to perform the rites. 

SLB uses him to belittle the modern day ultra-progressive 

people of our society, and also to pull down the Christian 

community. Personally I found him the most interesting 

character, but despicable! 

The story in the story ends with no real conclusion as to 

what happens to our hijada and his wife and child – yes, he 

finds his wife but I will not elaborate on this; read the book! 

At the end of the story-in-the-story story, Lakshmi is invited 

to a committee to decide on how the history has to be 

depicted to our current day children, in schools, and history 

books. This is where Prof. SLB’s personal experiences and 



 

voice comes to fore, and he speaks through Lakshmi. She 

wants the truth to be told and fights for it. She gives them 

solid references that were collected by her father and gives 

documented, historical events but she is mostly shouted 

down. When she tries to publish her story, riots breakout and 

she has to run for her life from the mob as well as the police. 

At this stage Amir realizes his mistakes and, more 

importantly, Lakshmi’s passion in bringing out the truth and 

helps her escape. 

Exegesis 

Here is my interpretation and analysis of the novel.  

Upfront, we have to agree that this is a controversial 

subject and has the potential to stroke the emotions of both 

Hindus and Muslims in India. In fact, when the book came 

out in 2007, there were many protests and was condemned by 

eminent men of Karnataka such as Girish Karnad, Dr. U.R. 

Ananthmurthy and others. Their main accusations were that 

Prof. SLB is a Hindu fundamentalist and is trying to divide 

the society based on religion, and is therefore dangerous.  

Anticipating these accusations, SLB does address exactly 

these issues in the book. According to him, his goal is to 

search for truth and document it so that we learn from history, 

and not repeat it. SLB has said in the book: “We cannot hold 

the present day population of a particular religion responsible 

for the acts and faults of their ancestors. However, if they do 

not denounce the misdeeds of their ancestors, then the present 

day population has to take responsibility for their ancestors 

also”. And in order that the present day population is 

cognizant of the faults of their ancestors, truth should be told 

and not masked away. It is this very mask, or ignorance, or 

ಆವರಣ that has engulfed the current day population, 

encouraged and promoted by the politicians and ultra-

modernists, that SLB is trying to expose.  

OK, fair enough; lofty ideas and expectations; 

achievable? Let’s see. 



 

I think most of us know the true history. At least for me, 

the book did not convey anything I did not know. Anyone 

who has been brought up on Amar Chitra Katha and in the 

present day, Wikipedia, knows that forced conversion, 

destruction of temples, killings in the name of Islam has 

happened. Prof. SLB has effectively reiterated and reinforced 

those historical events for all of us. A nice gist of Hindu 

philosophy is sprinkled throughout. A two-page reproduction 

from The Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda fairly 

explores how the spiritual mind operates, including that of 

Prophet Mohammad (PBUH). In addition, Prof. SLB has 

stymied the misinformation that is being spread around. One 

example of such rewriting of history is that Aurangzeb 

ordered the destruction of Kashi Vishwanatha temple because 

in its basement, a Rajput princess was molested. Such a 

desecrated place, the noble and pious Aurangzeb supposedly 

said, ought to be removed from existence. SLB challenges 

this with one simple question (and other evidences): if that 

were true, would Aurangzeb have built a mosque on such a 

site?   

Personally I am opposed to blasphemy in the name of 

freedom of expression, be it Madonna or M.F. Hussein 

especially when it is done flippantly, with no useful goal. 

They only hurt the others’ sentiments. However a practice 

that is unfair, especially to people outside the religion and 

hurts others, should be condemned with the view to change it. 

SLB is right in his fear that true history may be forgotten or 

even rewritten, and he has all the rights to express his 

opinions.  

However the story, as narrated, has more potential to fan 

hatred against Muslims than correct the attitude of the 

Muslims towards Islam. This is where SLB has failed. Hate is 

what we already have too much of and we should try to 

reduce it, not add to it. In a marriage, if one spouse is doing 

wrong, the other person cannot force him/her to change; 

nothing is achieved by pointing out the mistakes of the other 

person except more hate or a relation based on fear. Divorce 

is an option but with Hindus and Muslims, it is not. Unlike 

the British, the Muslims stayed and intermingled with the 



 

local Hindus. That being the case, how can Hindus and 

Muslims stay together if there is hate between them? Can 

they stay under one roof when one of them keeps pointing out 

to the other that their basic upbringing and belief system is 

flawed? 

SLB pretends to treat both sides of the story fairly, but I 

think his bias shows. For example, Akbar's fairness is 

mentioned all along but with a negative connotation. It is well 

documented and widely accepted that Akbar was just and 

able but SLB is not able to give credit where it is due.  

Another example is that SLB mentions how, in 1197AD, 

Bakhtiyar Khilji destroyed Nalanda University, a Buddhist 

center. But he very conveniently does not mention the 

destruction of the same by non-trithikas (Hindus) in the 10
th

 

century.  

Some examples of misinterpretation of the Koran in the 

book:  

[9.5] So when the sacred months have passed away, then 

slay the idolaters wherever you find them, and take them 

captives and besiege them and lie in wait for them in every 

ambush, then if they repent and keep up prayer and pay the 

poor-rate, leave their way free to them; surely Allah is 

Forgiving Merciful. 

SLB interprets slay as kill. But slay also means eradicate. 

If it meant kill, how can they kill and then take them captive? 

Besiege also means to implore them with requests [to change 

to Islam]. So the Koran may be interpreted to be saying "to 

preach vehemently," and not violently. Aurangzeb and Co. 

and the present day terrorists have misinterpreted the Koran. 

SLB is right in pointing it out but could have taken another 

step forward by fixing the misinterpretation of [9.5].  

Muslim scholars have concurred that [9.5] is specific to 

the Qurayshi clan, the powerful merchant tribe, which 

controlled Mecca in the sixth century. The tribe entered into a 

treaty with Prophet Mohammad (PBUH) to allow Muslims to 

make pilgrimages to Mecca. In case Qurayshi broke the 



 

Hudaybiyah peace agreement by attacking the Muslims 

during the pilgrimage, only then Muslims were commanded 

to defend themselves and were given the details of how to act 

in the battlefield. Muslims were told to kill the (Qurayshi) 

idolaters wherever they may come upon them and to drive 

them away from wherever they initially drove them away. 

Muslims also were commanded to preserve the old sanctity of 

the Shrine of Ka’ba by not fighting in it: “But fight them not 

at the Sacred Mosque, unless they [first] fight you there”. 

[See my Ref 2 at the end of this write-up]  

If SLB’s claim to fame is that he has extensive references 

to documents, how come he missed this one, viz. Ref 2? 

Much misinterpretation can happen and meanings lost in 

translations and passage of time. All religious books 

including the bible and Upanishads are rich in vagueness and 

open to (mis)interpretations. We, as responsible world 

citizens, must have the willpower to interpret them correctly.  

In another part SLB writes very provocative statements 

(which I don’t want to reproduce here) without giving any 

reference whatsoever.  

Many times, SLB retorts to cheap gimmicks to fan the 

emotions of the common man. After bad-mouthing the 

Muslims, SLB uses the Hindu-Christian couple and, quoting 

petty familial fights, goes on to defame the Christians. These 

quarrels are so trivial, narrow-minded and clichéd that I felt 

SLB underestimates the readers' intelligence. Nevertheless, 

the slanderous innuendo he deduces from these quarrels is 

huge and made applicable to whole communities and classes 

of people. Lakshmi is painted as an angel; everyone else – 

Prof. Shastri (a university professor with forward looking 

ideas), the professor’s Christian wife, her priest, modern day 

secularists, Amir (of course) and her son etc – are all made so 

villainous that such people in real life are forced to doubt 

their belief. Such polarizing attempts does not serve anyone 

well. Just as SLB does not have to prove that he is not a 

fundamentalist – not even a closet fundamentalist – others 

shouldn’t have to prove their loyalty to India or Hinduism. If 

it is the truth that SLB is after, then he should face the whole 



 

truth and not just the part which suits him, nor his personal 

interpretation. Stereotyping and bias are not the traits of a 

balanced analysis. In the war between truth and beauty, truth 

did not win; the ugliness of sensational fiction won. 

Despite that, the hypocrisy of the forward thinking, beef 

eating Hindu professor who has incurred the wrath of his 

elders by marrying a Catholic Christian from Britain in 

wanting to perform the final rites of his beloved mother and 

at the same time does not want to let go of his narcissistic 

egoism, is portrayed excellently. Prof. Shastri is torn between 

what the society thinks is right and his own concept of 

rightness. Not only that, he fights a dichotomy of internal 

battle (ದ್ವಂದ್ವ ಯುದ್ಧ) in his mind and cannot drag himself out of 

the traditions his ancestors have instilled in him. It reminds 

the reader of SLB’s treatment of cultural stagnation 

in vamshavruksha. As an insider, a Hindu, SLB cannot 

categorically condemn problems in Hinduism; he can only 

give balanced, unbiased versions of both sides through his 

characters and expects the readers make their own 

conclusions. But when it comes to Islam and Christianity, 

their mistakes are obvious to him and, can we say, rightly so?  

The change in Muslims that SLB is looking for has to 

happen from within. For example, Gandhi opposed the 

treatment of Harijan as an insider. African Americans 

revolted first but were supported by Lincoln and later by 

Kennedy, both insiders. Had the British tried to intervene in 

our treatment of the Harijans, would we have accepted it? 

The British were smart enough not to interfere in any of our 

social problems so that they were left to do their bidding 

which was to cart our wealth to England. Would any of us 

like it if a third person comes and tells us how to run our 

family? Same it is with the Muslims. 

The progressive Muslims have to rise by themselves 

against the terrorists. We are seeing that happen slowly in 

Egypt, Libya and Syria. Even in India, the Delhi Imam’s 

condemnation of Muslims’ chants of Vande Mataram was 

ignored and Muslim members of the community joined 

Anna’s protest against corruption. Muslim leaders did not 



 

want to bestow the hallowed burial grounds to the Mumbai 

killers. Indian statesmen (one of them could be Prof. SLB) 

should milk these small victories to achieve bigger goals, not 

insult them on what their ancestors did and pull them down. 

Medieval Islam has contributed considerably to science, math 

and astronomy and is probably going through the dark ages 

just like Europe did under the clutches of the Church. 

Nevertheless, enough of pampering the Muslims for their 

historical contributions as well as berating their history, we 

have to look to the future.  

(Slightly off on a tangent, here is an interesting tidbit I 

came across. During Jahangir’s rule, when building temples 

was prohibited, Hindus bribed the authorities to look the 

other way while they constructed many new temples. Such 

corruption has therefore interred in the Indian psyche for 

hundreds of years.) 

If you do read the book, remember not to hate – that is not 

the intension of Prof. SLB. Look at it as a learning 

experience. Professor could have done much better by 

suggesting some workable solutions. How about a sequel to 

this novel?  Here are some ideas: 

1. Firstly terrorism has to be dealt with and eliminated with 

the sword; no questions there 

2. Involve with a dialogue with the rational Muslims and 

goad them into a revolution against the terrorists. This 

dialogue should be truly fair (maybe with UN 

involvement), with the only intention of eliminating the 

scourge of terrorism and not to make some gains for 

oneself or one's own country's benefit  

3. Involve the Muslim nations in the scientific and 

technological developments that are taking place in the 

developed countries. Make them invest their time and 

money so that they have a reason to protect it from 

terrorists. In return, they should be allowed to reap some 

of the benefits of research, proportional to their 

investment 



 

4. The most difficult task: denounce the absoluteness of 

religions – nobody knows; see my essay, Religion’s Got 

Nothing to Do with God 

The two major religions of the world are trying hard to 

spread themselves. One does it every Sunday mornings, the 

other does it violently. God forbid if – as an unintended 

outcome because of this book – Hindus also pick up the 

cudgels. Two wrongs don’t make it right, sir; not even three. 

As Jacob Bronowski says in The Ascent of Man, the assertion 

and imposition of dogmas closes the mind and creates ghosts, 

obedient ghosts, and tortured ghosts. When people believe 

they have absolute knowledge with no test in reality, they 

become deaf to the sufferings of the people. I would like to 

end with Oliver Cromwell’s fervent prayer to all: “I beseech 

you, in the bowels of Christ, think it possible that you may be 

mistaken.” 
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