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, Mythic Resonances: Cultural Memory in the Fiction of Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni

Abstract

Chitra  Banerjee  Divakaruni’s  fiction
engages with Indian mythic traditions not as
static retellings but as dynamic conduits of
cultural memory that resonate within
contemporary life. Through texts such as The
Palace of Illusions and The Forest of
Enchantments, Divakaruni reconstructs
ancient epics  from marginalized
perspectives, bridging past and present and
enabling culturally rooted narratives to
speak to modern experiences of identity,
gender, and diaspora. This paper argues that
her deployment of mythic resonances
functions as a form of cultural remembrance
that reorients traditional narratives toward
contemporary ethical and psychosocial
concerns. By reinterpreting mythological
motifs, she not only preserves cultural
heritage but also transforms it into a dynamic
medium  through  which  marginalized
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voices—particularly those of women—can be
expressed and redefined. The paper argues
that Divakaruni’s narrative strategy bridges
past and present, allowing myth to function
as a living repository of cultural memory
rather than a static relic. Through close
readings of select texts, the study highlights
how mythic elements serve as tools for
negotiating  hybridity, intergenerational
conflict, and the tensions between tradition
and modernity. Ultimately, this research
demonstrates that Divakaruni’s fiction
revitalizes myth as a means of cultural
continuity and creative resistance, offering
readers a nuanced understanding of how
memory and storytelling shape both
individual and collective identities in a
globalized world.
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Introduction

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni is a significant figure in Indian English literature whose works
traverse genres—from diaspora fiction to mythological retellings. Her utilization of myth is not
mere appropriation of canonical stories but a reimagining that embeds cultural memory into the
lived experiences of her characters. Myth, in her fiction, becomes a repository of past wisdom,
emotional heritage, and collective identity that resonates in the present. This paper explores how
mythic resonances in Divakaruni’s narratives function as cultural memory and how they are
reconfigured to reflect modern concerns about identity, agency, and cultural continuity.

Cultural memory refers to the ways societies remember and transmit collective pasts
through narratives, rituals, and symbols. In literature, myth often serves as a central vehicle for
cultural memory—yproviding shared points of reference that shape collective identity. Unlike
folkloric repetition, literary mythic reimagining can transform these memories to speak to new
contexts, especially in postcolonial and diasporic frameworks where the past is both a source of
identity and a site of negotiation.

Reimagining the Epic: The Palace of Illusions

In The Palace of Illusions, Divakaruni retells the Mahabharata from the perspective of
Draupadi (Panchaali), a figure traditionally subsumed within patriarchal epic narratives. The novel
retains the mythic structure of the epic while humanizing its protagonists, thus transforming
collective myth into subjective memory. By giving Draupadi her own voice and interiority, the
narrative foregrounds elements of psychological memory that extend beyond the epic’s original
timeline, making her experiences legible to contemporary gendered concerns. This perspective
allows readers to engage with the enduring cultural memory of the Mahabharata while sensing its
relevance to modern discourse on identity and agency.

A Feminist Rewriting of the Mahabharata in The Palace of Illusions

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s The Palace of Illusions reimagines the Mahabharata by
relocating narrative authority from epic heroes to Draupadi, a woman historically marginalised
within the canonical text. This paper argues that the novel functions as a feminist counter-epic that
interrogates patriarchal ideology, questions the absolutism of dharma, and transforms myth into a
site of female self-articulation. By foregrounding Draupadi’s interiority, desire, and ethical
questioning, Divakaruni challenges the ideological silences of the epic tradition and participates

in contemporary myth-revisionist discourse within Indian English literature.
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The Mahabharata is a monumental epic that has shaped Indian cultural consciousness for
centuries. Yet, despite its narrative complexity, it largely privileges masculine heroism, political
power, and divine sanction. Female characters—especially Draupadi—function primarily as
catalysts for male action rather than autonomous subjects.

The Palace of Illusions disrupts this epic hierarchy by retelling the story through
Draupadi’s first-person narration. The novel exemplifies what feminist critics identify as
revisionist myth-making, where inherited narratives are rewritten to expose ideological biases
embedded within tradition.

Shifting Narrative Authority: From Epic Object to Speaking Subject

In the classical epic Draupadi is seen, judged, and acted upon. Her humiliation advances
the plot and her voice is momentary and ineffective. On the other hand, in Divakaruni’s novel
Draupadi becomes the narrative centre. Her memory, emotion, and interpretation shape events of
the novel. The epic is filtered through female consciousness. This shift dismantles epic
omniscience and replaces it with subjective truth, challenging the authority of canonical
storytelling.

One of the novel’s most significant interventions is its interrogation of dharma.
Traditionally presented as a moral absolute, dharma in The Palace of Illusions appears gendered,
selectively applied and deeply complicit with injustice. The dice-game episode exposes dharma
as an ideological construct that protects male honour while sacrificing female dignity. Draupadi’s
unanswered questions—“Was I won or lost?”—become acts of resistance rather than mere
lamentation.

Desire, Silence, and Female Interior Life

Divakaruni departs from epic convention by granting Draupadi emotional and erotic
interiority, particularly in her suppressed attraction to Karna. This articulation of desire humanises
Draupadi, rejects the myth of female self-abnegation and challenges patriarchal control over
women’s bodies and emotions. In the novel desire is not moral failure but unacknowledged agency.
The Palace of Illusions as Symbol

The palace itself functions as a central metaphor. It is the symbol of a dazzling structure
built on deception. It serves as a symbol of power, prestige, and fragility. It is a mirror of
Draupadi’s own disillusionment. The collapse of illusion parallels the collapse of faith in epic

justice, revealing myth as an unstable ideological construct rather than a moral certainty.
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Rewriting Masculinity and Epic Heroism

Divakaruni successfully demythologises epic heroes in the novel. Yudhishthira’s devotion
to dharma appears morally rigid. Arjuna’s heroism lacks emotional accountability. Krishna’s
divine guidance remains ethically ambiguous. This reconfiguration resists hero-worship and
exposes the cost of male moral authority.

The Palace of Illusions and the Global Novel

Written in English for an international readership, the novel translates Indian myth into
global feminist discourse. It retains cultural specificity while universalising emotion. It helps in
positioning Indian mythology within world literature. The epic becomes accessible without
becoming mysterious. The Palace of lllusions transforms myth from sacred inheritance into critical
discourse. By rewriting Draupadi’s story, Divakaruni challenges patriarchal memory and restores
narrative justice. She also demonstrates that myth is neither fixed nor neutral. Thus, the novel
exemplifies how modern literature can intervene in cultural memory.

The Palace of Illusions is not merely a retelling of the Mahabharata; it is a feminist
reconstitution of epic history. By centring Draupadi’s voice, Divakaruni exposes the ideological
silences of classical myth and reclaims narrative space for women long confined to symbolic roles.
The novel affirms that reimagining the epic is an act of cultural critique—one that transforms myth
into a living, questioning form.

Feminist Reinterpretation and Memory

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s fiction is marked by a sustained engagement with women’s
memory, myth, and marginalisation. Through feminist reinterpretation of Indian mythic narratives
and reimagining of women’s lived experiences, Divakaruni reconstructs cultural memory from a
gendered perspective. This article examines how Divakaruni rewrites myth and history—
particularly in The Palace of lllusions and The Forest of Enchantments—to foreground female
subjectivity, challenge patriarchal ideology, and reclaim silenced memories. Drawing on feminist
criticism and theories of cultural memory, the study argues that Divakaruni transforms myth from
a vehicle of ideological control into a space of resistance and remembrance.

Indian mythological narratives have traditionally functioned as repositories of cultural
memory, transmitting social values, gender norms, and ideological structures across generations.
However, this cultural memory has largely been constructed from a male-centric perspective,

marginalising women’s voices and experiences. Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni emerges as a
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significant contemporary writer who intervenes in this inherited tradition by rewriting myth and
memory from the standpoint of women.

Divakaruni’s feminist reinterpretation does not reject myth; rather, it reclaims it by re-
centering female consciousness. Her fiction reveals memory as a contested space where silenced
histories can be recovered and re-narrated.

Cultural Memory, Myth, and Feminist Rewriting

Jan Assmann’s concept of cultural memory refers to collective remembrance preserved
through symbolic forms such as myths, texts, and rituals. Myths like the Mahabharata and
Ramayana function as memory-texts that shape ethical and social imagination. Divakaruni engages
with these memory-texts not as sacred absolutes but as narratives open to reinterpretation.
Feminist Reinterpretation

Feminist myth-making challenges patriarchal narratives by restoring women’s interiority
and questioning normative ideals of sacrifice and obedience. It also involves reframing suffering
as injustice rather than virtue. Divakaruni’s fiction exemplifies this approach by allowing women
to narrate their own stories.

Rewriting Draupadi: Memory and Voice in The Palace of Illusions

In the Mahabharata, Draupadi’s identity is largely defined by public humiliation and male
conflict. Her voice is episodic and subordinate to epic authority. The Palace of Illusions radically
reconfigures this narrative by placing Draupadi at the centre of memory and storytelling. The
novel’s first-person narration transforms Draupadi from a mythic object into a remembering
subject. Her recollection of events foregrounds emotional trauma, ethical doubt and suppressed
desire. Her memory becomes an act of resistance against epic erasure.

Draupadi’s reflections expose dharma as a gendered ideology. Her unanswered questions
during the dice-game episode remain central to the novel’s moral critique. By remembering
injustice rather than accepting destiny, Draupadi destabilises patriarchal moral authority.
Reimagining Sita: Memory as Liberation in The Forest of Enchantments

In The Forest of Enchantments, Divakaruni revisits the Ramayana through Sita’s voice,
reclaiming her from centuries of idealisation. The traditional Sita is remembered as the epitome of
patience and purity. Divakaruni’s Sita, however reflects on her choices and questions her
abandonment and exile. She refuses to equate suffering with virtue. Her Sita’s memory here

becomes a tool of self-definition. Sita’s act of narrating her life resists cultural memory that
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glorifies endurance. By remembering pain rather than erasing it, the novel critiques how patriarchal
societies sanctify women’s suffering.

Divakaruni’s feminist reinterpretations reveal that cultural memory is selective and
ideological. She emphasises that myth often legitimises patriarchal norms. Her novels suggest that
rewriting myth recovers silenced histories. Her fiction transforms myth into a dialogic space where
women negotiate identity, justice, and agency. By foregrounding women’s voices, Divakaruni
constructs what may be termed counter-memory—a remembrance that challenges dominant
cultural narratives. This counter-memory refuses moral closure and retains ethical ambiguity. It
prefers lived experience over divine authority. Such rewriting reshapes collective memory itself.

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s fiction demonstrates how feminist reinterpretation can
reconfigure cultural memory. Through the voices of Draupadi and Sita, she exposes the ideological
silences of mythic tradition and reclaims narrative space for women. Memory in her work is not
passive recollection but active resistance—a means of rewriting identity, justice, and history.

By transforming myth into remembered experience, Divakaruni ensures that women are no
longer symbols within cultural memory but its speaking subjects.Scholarly analysis shows that
Divakaruni’s mythic retellings often function through a feminist lens, highlighting voices
marginalized in canonical texts. These reconfigurations bring forward the cultural memory of
female figures in myth, thus challenging traditional patriarchal interpretations. Such retellings
integrate myth into the lived emotional landscapes of women, enabling historical memory to
become a site for contemporary reflection on gender and autonomy.

The Forest of Enchantments and Sita’s Voice

While The Palace of Illusions centers on Draupadi, The Forest of Enchantments performs
a similar task for Sita from the Ramayana, reconstructing her narrative in a manner that
foregrounds both mythic archetype and personal memory. By doing so, Divakaruni challenges
canonical memory and reshapes the cultural retelling to highlight the complexities and interiority
of mythic characters.

Myth in Diasporic Contexts

Beyond direct retellings of epics, Divakaruni’s broader fiction—such as Arranged
Marriage and The Mistress of Spices—weaves mythic motifs and folklore into narratives about
immigrants negotiating identity between East and West. Research on her work indicates that

mythic elements in these stories help articulate cultural memory within diasporic experience,
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merging tradition and modernity in ways that emphasize hybrid identity and cultural continuity
despite geographic displacement.
Mythic Resonances and Cultural Memory

The mythic bases of Divakaruni’s narratives serve multiple functions such as the
preservation of cultural heritage by retelling epics through alternative viewpoints; her work keeps
the myth alive in contemporary cultural consciousness, preserving collective memory in a form
accessible to modern readers. These narratives reconfigure memory through subjectivity by
presenting personal interiorities of characters such as Draupadi and Sita through transformation of
mythic memory into individual, emotional experience tied to issues like gender and selthood.
Mythic resonances become tools for negotiating cultural identity, especially in diasporic narratives
where memory of homeland and tradition shapes but also complicates the characters’ sense of self.
Conclusion

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s fiction demonstrates how mythic resonances function as
cultural memory that bridges past and present. Her mythological retellings and her infusion of
folklore into other narratives reframe ancient stories not as relics but as living memories that speak
to contemporary concerns—gender, identity, diaspora, and agency. Through this reconfiguration,
Divakaruni contributes to a literary tradition that preserves cultural memory while allowing it to

evolve within modern contexts.
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