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Abstract 

This research paper provides an in-depth, critical analysis of the historical narration methodologies 

deployed by the eminent Kannada novelist S.L. Bhairappa, specifically focusing on the texts Unveil 

(Avarana, 2007) and The Carvan (1993). Bhairappa's historical fiction is posited not merely as an 

imaginative reconstruction of the past, but as a deliberate historical and cultural intervention that 

challenges established, often politically influenced, historical narratives within the Indian subcontinent. 

The study first establishes Bhairappa's commitment to source-based empiricism, highlighting how his 

novels leverage extensive research to present historical events with a focus on their socio-cultural and 

emotional impact, rather than adhering to purely chronological accounts. 

The core of the analysis contrasts the two novels. In Unveil, the research investigates the novel’s function 

as a post-colonial historiographical critique. The narrative structure, which centre’s on a modern-day 

protagonist’s journey to uncover suppressed historical facts concerning the Delhi Sultanate and Mughal 

periods, is analysed as a mechanism for deconstructing the politics of historical memory. In The Carvan, 

a different model of historical narration is identified. Set against the backdrop of an extended journey 

across ancient trade routes, this novel uses history as a meta-narrative canvas to explore profound 

philosophical and metaphysical questions concerning human relationships, societal collapse, the nature of 

belief, and the persistence of individual suffering across generations. Ultimately, the paper argues that S.L. 

Bhairappa utilizes the novelistic form to assert an alternative model of historiography—one that places 

the cultural and emotional truth of history above its political utility. His work, therefore, redefines the 

generic constraints of the Indian historical novel, transforming it into a vital space for ethical deliberation 

and the reclamation of suppressed cultural memory. 

Keywords: S.L. Bhairappa, Historical Narration, Unveil (Avarana), The Carvan , Historiography, Post-

Colonial Critique, Kannada Literature, Cultural Memory, Philosophical Novel. 

 

1. Introduction: 

 S.L. Bhairappa and the Genre of Historical Fiction 

Santeshivara Lingannaiah Bhairappa is one of the most prominent and influential contemporary writers in 

Kannada literature, known for his rigorous research, philosophical depth, and unflinching examination of 

complex social and historical realities. His novels frequently court controversy while simultaneously 
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achieving massive commercial success and academic scrutiny, solidifying his position as a crucial voice 

in Indian literary and intellectual discourse. 

The core of Bhairappa's artistic project often lies in his unique approach to historical narration. Unlike 

traditional historical fiction that might romanticize or simplify the past, Bhairappa's work is characterized 

by a "revisionist" or "counter-narrative" impulse. He challenges established, often "progressive" or 

"Leftist" interpretations of Indian history, advocating for a narrative rooted in what he perceives as a more 

objective and unvarnished truth. This paper will meticulously analyze the historical narration techniques 

employed by Bhairappa, focusing particularly on his novels Unveil (Aavarana, 2007), which deals with 

medieval and modern Indian history, and The Caravan (Saartha, 1998), an expansive exploration of 8th-

century India. 

 

2. The Historical Narration in Unveil (Aavarana): Unmasking History 

Unveil (Aavarana) is a polemical and layered novel whose title, which means "veil" or "covering," directly 

addresses its central theme: the deliberate concealment of historical truth. The novel posits a critique of 

modern Indian historiography and simultaneously attempts a narrative "unveiling" (Anavarana) of the 

past. 

A. Narrative Structure: The Novel Within the Novel 

The core of Unveil's historical narration is the use of the story-within-a-story technique. 

 The Outer Narrative (Present): Focuses on the protagonist, Lakshmi, who converted to Islam and 

adopted the name Razia to marry her secular, progressive classmate, Amir. After her father's death, 

she is exposed to his extensive, carefully researched notes on medieval Indian history, which clash 

violently with her adopted ideological beliefs. Her personal disillusionment and subsequent quest for 

truth drive her research. 

 The Inner Narrative (Past): The historical novel that Lakshmi/Razia begins to write, primarily 

focusing on the tyranny of the Mughal era, particularly the reign of Aurangzeb. This narrative details 

the destruction of temples (like the Kashi Vishvanath temple), the forced conversion, and the life of a 

captured Rajput prince forced into castration and servitude as a eunuch in the royal harem (Janana). 

B. Methodology and Historiography 

1. Emphasis on Primary Sources: Bhairappa, speaking through Lakshmi's father's notes and Razia’s 

research, stresses the necessity of grounding historical fiction in concrete, documented evidence. The 

historical sections are presented with a didactic rigor, often citing inscriptional and literary records to 

counter prevailing narratives. 

2. Interrogation of Motives: The novel’s historical segments move beyond mere political conflict to 

explore the religious and ideological motivations behind the medieval invasions and temple 

destruction. It explicitly challenges the "progressive" notion that these actions were purely economic 

or political, arguing instead for a strong religious mandate rooted in Islamic law (Sharia). 
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3. Personalizing Historical Trauma: The narration does not just list facts; it makes the historical 

suffering immediate and personal. The gut-wrenching details of the Rajput prince's fate or the quiet 

humiliation of Hindu populations under Aurangzeb’s rule serve to emotionally implicate the reader 

and force an engagement with the consequences of historical events. 

 

3. The Historical Narration in The Caravan (Saartha): A Journey Through 8th Century India 

The Caravan (Saartha) transports the reader to the tumultuous 8th century CE, a period often considered 

the cusp of significant historical, philosophical, and political change in India, preceding the major Islamic 

incursions. 

A. Scope and Setting: A Pan-Indian Canvas 

1. The Journey as a Narrative Device: The historical narration is framed as the journey of a large 

trading caravan (a saartha) led by the scholar and adventurer Nagabhatta. The caravan travels across 

the entire subcontinent, from the South to the North, encompassing diverse regions like Nalanda, 

Ujjain, and Mathura. This picaresque structure allows Bhairappa to present a comprehensive, 

panoramic view of the era. 

2. Recreation of 8th-Century Life: The novel meticulously reconstructs the political, economic, artistic, 

and spiritual life of the period. Bhairappa’s narration is dense with detail on trade routes, social 

customs, the architecture of cities, and the political landscapes of various kingdoms, creating an 

immersive, authentic historical milieu. 

B. Focus on Intellectual and Spiritual History 

1. The Rise of Advaita Vedanta: Unlike Unveil's focus on politico-religious conflict, The Caravan is 

deeply concerned with the internal intellectual churn within the Indian subcontinent. The novel 

features well-delineated historical personalities, including the key figures in the revitalization of 

Hinduism: 

o Adi Shankaracharya: The novel explores the philosophical debates and the nascent rise of Advaita 

Vedanta. 

o Kumārila Bhaṭṭa and Maṇḍana Miśra/Ubhaya Bhāratī: Bhairappa vividly narrates the dialectical 

battles, particularly the clash between the Mimamsa school (Kumārila Bhaṭṭa) and the emerging 

Vedantic thought, all in the context of the decline of Buddhism (as exemplified by the portrayal of 

Nalanda). 

2. Philosophical Interrogation: The protagonist, Nagabhatta, is not merely an observer but a participant 

in this spiritual and philosophical quest, allowing the historical narration to become an exploration of 

existential and metaphysical dilemmas—a hallmark of Bhairappa’s style. 
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4. Comparative Analysis: Historiography, Narrative Techniques, and Philosophical Underpinnings 

 

Feature Unveil (Aavarana) The Caravan (Saartha) 

Historical 

Period 

Medieval & Modern India (Mughal 

Era, Post-Independence) 

8th Century CE (Pre-Islamic Sultanates) 

Primary 

Theme 

Historiography, religious conflict, and 

cultural continuity. 

Philosophical/Spiritual Quest and Pan-

Indian socio-economic life. 

Narrative 

Technique 

Frame narrative/Story-within-a-story 

to juxtapose past and present. 

Picaresque travelogue of a caravan leader. 

Polemics Highly polemical; directly challenges 

"progressive" historical interpretations. 

Less polemical; focus is on scholarly 

reconstruction of the Dharmic landscape. 

Historical 

Figures 

Aurangzeb, contemporary intellectuals 

(fictionalized). 

Adi Shankaracharya, Kumārila Bhaṭṭa, 

Maṇḍana Miśra. 

A. The Use of Fiction to 'Correct' History 

In both novels, Bhairappa uses the novel form not just to tell a story but as a vehicle for historiographical 

intervention. 

 In Unveil, the historical section is a direct, evidence-based challenge to the idea that religious violence 

was a peripheral phenomenon in medieval India. The fictional narrative becomes a tool for an 

"unveiling" of a suppressed truth. 

 In The Caravan, the narration serves to paint a picture of an intellectually vibrant, culturally rich, and 

integrated India on the cusp of significant external pressures, implicitly setting the stage for subsequent 

historical narratives. 

B. The Role of the Protagonist 

Both protagonists—Lakshmi/Razia in Unveil and Nagabhatta in The Caravan—are deeply engaged in a 

personal and intellectual quest for truth. They function as the author's intellectual surrogates, undertaking 

extensive research or travel to witness the historical reality firsthand, thereby lending a moral and 

intellectual authority to the narration. 

That's an excellent choice, as examining both reveals the full spectrum of Bhairappa's historical and 

intellectual concerns—from spiritual revival in the 8th century to political confrontation in the 17th. 

Here is a detailed elaboration on the key historical and philosophical arguments within both Unveil and 

The Caravan. 
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5.  Historical Arguments in Unveil (Aavarana) 

The central purpose of Unveil is to mount a direct challenge to what Bhairappa and his protagonist, 

Lakshmi/Razia, perceive as the "veiled" or sanitized version of Indian history propagated by certain 

academic and political circles in modern India. 

A. The Critique of Secular Historiography 

The main argument revolves around the concept of "Secularism" as applied to the study of medieval 

Indo-Islamic history. 

The Intent Argument: Bhairappa argues against the historiographical tendency to attribute the 

destruction of Hindu temples and the imposition of discriminatory taxes (like the Jizya) solely to economic 

or political motives (e.g., the need to finance wars, suppressing local rulers). 

The Religious Mandate: The novel forcefully posits that the primary, non-negotiable motive for actions 

like temple destruction and forced conversion was religious, rooted in the tenets of Islamic jurisprudence 

and the zeal of rulers like Aurangzeb. The historical narrative Razia writes meticulously documents the 

theological justifications for these acts, thereby countering the "secular" interpretation that downplays the 

role of religious ideology. 

Challenging the 'Sufi' Narrative: The novel criticizes the tendency to focus disproportionately on the 

syncretic, liberal side of medieval India (e.g., the Bhakti and Sufi movements) while simultaneously 

minimizing the impact of the orthodox, rigid aspects of state power. 

B. Forced Conversion and Historical Trauma 

Humanizing the Victims: Bhairappa doesn't merely state that conversions happened; he focuses on the 

brutal, psychological, and physical trauma involved. The detailed story of the Rajput prince forced into 

castration and servitude highlights the calculated destruction of identity and lineage—a detail designed to 

elicit a visceral understanding of historical victimhood. 

The Question of Cultural Continuity: By emphasizing the historical trauma, the novel implicitly argues 

that the repercussions of these events are not just historical footnotes but have shaped contemporary 

Hindu-Muslim relations, and that a collective acknowledgment of the past is necessary for genuine 

reconciliation. 

C. The Hypocrisy of Modern Intellectuals 

The novel uses the personal journey of Lakshmi/Razia to criticize the perceived intellectual dishonesty 

or self-censorship of modern, secular Indian intellectuals. Razia initially accepts the politically correct 

narrative but is forced, through her own father's meticulous research and her independent investigation 

into the primary sources, to confront a reality that contradicts her ideological upbringing. Her eventual 

decision to write an "unveiled" history is an argument for academic integrity over political expediency. 
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6.  Philosophical Arguments in The Caravan (Saartha) 

The Caravan is set in a period of profound spiritual upheaval (8th century CE), making its central 

arguments philosophical rather than political. The narration is essentially an epic quest to define Dharma 

(righteous order/duty) in a diverse and fragmented subcontinent. 

A. The Battle Between Advaita and Mīmāṃsā 

The central philosophical debate is the clash between two major schools of Hindu thought: 

1. Advaita Vedānta (Non-Dualism): Represented by the young Adi Shankaracharya. The argument 

here is that the ultimate reality is the impersonal, attributeless Brahman, and the world of multiplicity 

is māyā (illusion). Liberation (Moksha) is achieved through Knowledge (Jñāna), the realization of 

the identity of the individual self (Ātman) and Brahman. 

2. Pūrva Mīmāṃsā: Represented by Kumārila Bhaṭṭa and his disciple Maṇḍana Miśra. This school 

holds that the ultimate truth is contained in the Vedic rituals and injunctions (Karma). The primary 

path to spiritual merit and maintaining cosmic order is through the diligent performance of Action 

(Karma), specifically Vedic rites. 

 Bhairappa's Narrative Strategy: The novel uses the famous debates (like the one between Shankara 

and Maṇḍana Miśra, mediated by Ubhaya Bhāratī) to explore the practical implications of these 

worldviews. Does the world demand action (Mīmāṃsā), or does action merely perpetuate the cycle of 

illusion (Advaita)? The tension between Jñāna and Karma is the intellectual engine of the novel. 

B. The Decline of Buddhism and the Consolidation of Hinduism 

The 8th century was a key period for the decline of Buddhism in India, and Bhairappa captures this 

historical shift: 

The Critique of Monasticism: The novel portrays institutions like Nalanda University not just as centers 

of learning but also as politically powerful, somewhat decadent, and internally fragmented bodies. 

Bhairappa implicitly argues that the extreme monasticism and intellectualization of later Buddhism had 

created a distance between the faith and the lay population, making it vulnerable. 

The Vedantic Revival: Shankaracharya's journeys and debates are narrated as a successful philosophical 

and organizational effort to revitalize Hindu thought, consolidate the various sects, and re-engage the 

masses with concepts accessible through Advaita, thus filling the spiritual vacuum left by the declining 

institutional Buddhism. 

C. The Quest for Truth and Dharma 

The protagonist, Nagabhatta, the Caravan leader, embodies the intellectual and spiritual searching of the 

era. He is a pragmatic individual who is constantly exposed to various philosophical traditions, including 

Jainism, different schools of Buddhism, and the emerging Vedantic thought. 
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 The Argument of Experience: Nagabhatta’s travels argue that Dharma is not merely an abstract 

concept but is experienced through the practical, lived realities of a vast subcontinent. His journey is 

a microcosm of India's philosophical journey, seeking a unified, pragmatic truth that can sustain both 

the individual and the society. 

Together, these arguments show Bhairappa’s commitment to using historical fiction as a medium for 

serious intellectual and moral inquiry. 

7.   Conclusion 

Bhairappa's Distinctive Contribution to Historical Narration 

S.L. Bhairappa's novels, particularly Unveil and The Caravan, represent a distinctive, highly researched, 

and intellectually rigorous contribution to the genre of historical narration. 

Rigorous Research: Both novels showcase an astonishing level of detail and research, which lends 

credibility to his reconstructions of historical settings and figures. 

Confronting the Past: Bhairappa uses historical narration as an ethical tool, arguing that a society must 

confront the "unveiled" truth of its past, however uncomfortable, to achieve a healthy future. This is most 

evident in Unveil's direct engagement with the trauma of religious violence. 

Philosophical Depth: Beyond mere political history, both novels embed the historical narrative within 

deep philosophical and existential inquiries. The Caravan explores the perennial questions of Advaita and 

Dharma, while Unveil interrogates questions of truth, identity, and moral responsibility in a post-colonial 

context. 

In essence, Bhairappa's historical narration is characterized by a unique balance between meticulous 

historical grounding and a compelling fictional structure, positioning his work as a significant point of 

debate and study in contemporary Indian literature and historical discourse. 
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