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Abstract: This paper aims at a comparative study of two works, “The Well of the People” by Bharati 
Sarabhai, the first Indian English Woman playwright, and “The Village Well” written by the Telugu 
writer Prof. Kolakaluri Enoch is a translation. The former is a verse drama and the latter is a short story. 
It is not just the title that suggests a similarity between the two works that were written with a gap of a 
quarter century. One can draw parallels from the values held in common in both the works. Belonging 
to two entirely different genres, places and periods, the play and the story – one a pre-independent and 
the other a post-independent writing, surprisingly echo the idealism of Gandhiji, and in both works the 
protagonist is a woman. The two works address the cause of social welfare. Bharati Sarabhai’s “The Well 
of the People” was written in 1943 in English as well as in Gujarati. Prof Enoch’s “The Village Well” 
(1968) is translated by Prof. Alladi Uma and Prof. M. Sridhar and published by the Sahitya Academy in 
2004.The translation itself is an excellent work of art which contains the sap and essence of the original 
work. 
It brings into the mind’s eye the real happenings as if one is watching it live. The two works reflect a 
concern for the subaltern groups living on the periphery of Indian society. They highlight the role of 
women in redesigning the social order and redefining their own position in it. The two literary works are 
committed to change which ushers in social justice. 

 

Introduction: This paper aims at a comparative study of two works, “The Well of the People” a play by 
Bharati Sarabhai, written in 1943 in English as well as in Gujarati, and “The Village Well” a Telugu story 
written in 1968, by the writer Prof. Kolakaluri Enoch, originally titled in Telugu as “Oora Bavi,” 
translated by Prof. Alladi Uma and Prof. M. Sridhar and published by the Sahitya Academy in 2004. The 
former is a verse drama by the first Indian English Woman playwright, and the latter is a short story by 
an eminent creative writer. The translation is also an excellent work of art which contains the sap and 
essence of the original work. It brings into the mind’s eye the real happenings as if one is watching it 
live. It is not just the title that suggests a similarity between the two works that were written with a gap 
of a quarter century. One can draw parallels from the values held in common in both the works. 
Belonging to two entirely different genres, places and periods, the play and the story – one a pre-
independent and the other a post-independent writing, surprisingly echo the idealism of Gandhiji, and 
in both works the protagonist is a woman. The writings also prove that genre is not a barrier in 
projecting similar views. 
 
The two works address the cause of social welfare and reflect a concern for the subaltern groups living 
on the periphery of Indian society. They highlight the role of women in redesigning the social order and 
redefining their own position in it. The two literary works are committed to change which ushers in 
social justice.  
 
In Bharati Sarabhai’s “The Well of the People” an old woman is the protagonist and the other people are 
Vichitra, Chidambaram and Sanatan. They narrate the tale of the old woman in the first part of the play 
and in the latter part they serve as Gandhian workers, who are asked to build the well. These personae 
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have no action and no conflict. Bharati Sarabhai says in the preface, “The old woman, the pilgrim, our 
main protagonist, casts her shadow long before she actually appears on the scene, and when she does, 
she speaks a few bare sentences. I have conceived her as inarticulate, a representative of our “dumb 
millions,” and hence I have made free use of the chorus to narrate her life indirectly.”

 
( Sarabhai:3)  

 
The conflict in the play is the inability of the woman to make the pilgrimage and it is resolved when she 
decides to build the well instead of going to Kasi. The chorus of old women and the Gandhians, in the 
background, highlight the impact of the power of the old woman. 
 
Devotees come in train-loads from all over the country throughout the year to Haridwar. Young and old 
alike crave to take a dip in the holy river. The poetess here presents different images of women – young 
mothers filled with ‘life- joy’ breast feeding their sons “...like pitchers down necked,” a young girl full of 
gaiety, and “old women knocked flat on the ground.” (Sarabhai: 11)Like the women, the river Ganga also 
quietly accepts and soothes everybody who comes to her.    
 
She bathes in the river and cooks for herself on its banks. She waits for the moon rise to perform the 
rituals. She would not listen to anybody who asked her not to travel to Haridwar. She had such a strong 
will that, she was keen on going even if she died there and her poor condition is pathetic, “I could not 
go. All I have is not enough.” Moreover she cannot even walk, “Will no one carry me to 
Benares?”(Sarabhai: 30)  Her name is Rani. 
                               “She is from Madhubani, a Behari 
                                Of purest race of Maithili Brahmin 
                                 In state Darbhanga, gateway of Bengal;” 
                                                                                               (Sarabhai: 34) 
 
But Rani having lost her husband and son lost all interest in life and remained listless. She could weave 
Dacca muslin which had become a dying art, so the other workers encouraged her to take interest in the 
art and recover from the mood of dejection. Slowly Rani got immersed in her weaving. She worked from 
dawn to dusk for twenty years and saved the hard earned money to go to Haridwar. She would not use 
the money for herself or to treat her leg. With such hard labour she saved 70 silver coins. She kept the 
money for her pilgrimage, but with her poor broken leg she could not make it even to Kasi. No one 
would risk making the long journey with her. Her pleadings went futile and she remained in great pain.  
 
The woman later realizes that God lives within us. It is a futile attempt searching for god elsewhere. Life 
itself is a pilgrimage– a search for truth – all rivers have the same water, all images of god are lifeless, all 
scriptures are mere words and the world itself is Maya as Kabir says, “I laugh when I hear that the fish in 
water is thirsty.”(Sarabhai: 23) God is every where, in us and around us. We see a mystic and a rationalist 
in the poetess who is influenced by the mysticism of Kabir. 
 
Then she had a darshan of Gandhi who came to Mithila, the mythological city of Sita’s birth. He came 
on foot to Mithila like Rama who came to win over Sita. With his address Gandhi won the hearts of the 
people and Rani who heard him was inspired. She lifted a Harijan sweeper boy who was straining to see 
Gandhi. The boy reminded her of her own son and she then decided to build a well near the temple of 
her own village and the water of that well would be as pure as the Ganga. She also decided that. 
                       “All men 
                         And women alike can come, drink and drink 
                         Here at my well with Harijans ...” (Sarabhai: 43) 
 
Prof Enoch’s short story is originally titled “Oora Bavi” – meaning that the well perennially supplies 
water to the people. Water constantly oozes out. To the southern end of the village, close to the Harijan  
palle is a well. But the Harijans have no right to use it and they have to wait for one of the upper caste 
people who come to the well to draw water for them. One day, to their shock, they find the skeletal 
remains of a dead bull lying in the well. People gathered and the Munsif’s sharp mind guessed that it 
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might be Chidambaram, the cobbler Ramudu’s son, who might have resorted to this insolent act as a 
way of vengeance, since, the previous day a young man from the village had tried to molest his wife at 
the well. The Munsif also knew that Nanchariah had given away his dead bull to Ramudu. 
The Munsif sends for Ramudu and Chidambaram . Chidambaram tries to deny the act and tries to fight 
back but Ramudu, with ages of servitude running in his blood, prevents his son from retaliating. 
Chidambaram is knocked on the head and becomes unconscious. The Munsif wreaked vengeance 
against Chidambaram as the latter had flouted tradition by breaking coconuts in the temple, with the 
help of police. A second time, he and his wife who were sitting on the bench on the railway platform did 
not offer their seat to the upper caste passengers who came there. One of the group tried to beat 
Chidambaram and his wife instantly held the raised hand and made a big noise about it. These incidents 
and “With the atrocity at the well, his heart sore hurt like a crow pecked wound on a bull.”(Enoch: 151) 
Even the lawyer Satyanarayana, a Gandhian could not prevent the beating. Feeling tired the Munsif goes 
away. During the night , the lawyer comes to the shed and unties the father and son, but they are afraid 
to run away. Somebody set fire to the Munsif’s haystack and tries to rouse him but he cannot move. He 
is tied up to his cot and his wrist is broken. The same night the young man who had tried to touch 
Chidambaram’s wife enters her house and she knocks him on the head.  
 
The next day the Munsif who is taken to the town for treatment comes back and announces that the 
well can be used by the palle. But nobody is able to remove the skeleton of the bull from the well. News 
spreads that the well requires sacrifice. Chidambaram’s wife is angered at this and sets out to retrieve 
the carcass. With the help of a bullock cart and ropes she manages to draw the carcass out. Later the 
well is drained out and the water becomes reusable by the palle. 
 
The lady in the story is not named; she is just mentioned as Chidambaram’s wife for it is immaterial 
what her name is. In fact she is the protagonist and the heroine. Like the Goddess Shakti, the destroyer 
of evil and restorer of good, she had accomplished what the men could not. A woman ‘in deed’ and not 
of words she unties her own knots and also the ‘knots’ of the palle.  Her expertise in tying knots is 
mentioned in the story as observed only by Chidambaram, “Wonderful knots! Skillful knots! 
Elephantine knots!”(Enoch :172). It is from the secret of the knots, one can guess, that, from the 
dropping of the carcass till the retrieval of it from the well, it is all her doing. She had protected her 
chastity and also taken revenge on the perpetrators of evil in the village. It was she who had broken the 
wrist of the Munsif and tied him to the cot.  The story ends on such a positive note that it sends silent 
and powerful messages not only to the Dalits in general but also to womankind in particular.  
 
Prema Nandakumar writes, that the old woman in the “Well…” is a true ‘karma yogi,’ and “The world 
may be literally a ‘pool of infatuation’, a Maya kund. But the Ganga of Gods, the river of everlasting faith, 
will overpower this pool and make the world a heaven of true love. It is this faith that has guarded 
India’s womenfolk through great trials, and the womenfolk in their turn have guarded through this faith 
all that is good in our heritage.” (Nandakumar: 199). These lines are applicable even to Chidambaram’s 
wife who is also a karma yogi. 
 
The mother, the Ganga and the well are one and the same. They are life-givers. The marginalized 
becomes the protagonist. Though she is ignored as Mother India is, she persists in her love for her 
children. Like the river and the well she only bestows and never denies. Sarabhai’s old woman and 
Enoch’s young, beautiful and strong lady are eventually the life givers to the village. They have shown 
how a woman can deal a blow to the rotten practices of society and bring in a positive social change. 
 
In a very subtle deconstructive structure, Enoch has pushed man to the margin and made woman the 
centre. Her silence is her strength. Ramudu and Chidambaram are cowardly and what they cannot 
achieve is done by the woman. Chidambaram does not even try to attack the man who tried to molest 
his wife. Years of servitude have made them into earthworms easily crushed and buried in the earth. The 
works reflect the condition of the marginalized and their woes even in the Postmodern Indian society. 
Even the Gandhian lawyer cannot help. Gandhi’s ideals yet remain a far cry. Enoch conveys a powerful 
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message that one need not wait for a Mahatma to be born to solve social issues. Like Chidambaram’s 
wife one has to take the first step though it is initially not accepted. 
 
Rani is the first female protagonist of Indian English Drama. She is Mother India, old, with centuries of 
age behind her and bent with the burden of tradition and culture. Chidambaram’s wife is an energetic, 
young woman. Both women are the spokeswomen of Gandhian ideals. They belong to the weaker sex 
but they are strong in spirit. The well is a result of their determination. Both are successful in bringing 
the Ganga to the village and also sanctifying it. They emerge victorious in the end and become the 
source of sustenance. They are symbolic of our “dumb millions.” From among the millions they emerge 
as a single entity trying to meliorate the society by providing a common well. 
 
Finally it is humanism and social service that brings real Moksha. Gandhi is the real saint who is worthy 
of the devotion of the millions of Indians. He is the real saviour of mankind. The path of idealism is the 
path to Moksha. The journey to holy places or taking a dip in the Ganga does not bring salvation. From 
orthodox beliefs one must move to Advaita of Sankaracharya’s philosophy of ‘God lives in every being’ 
and to the Gandhian philosophy of service to humanity. A true Indian must condemn blind faith and 
superstition and casteism.  
 
In both works the decision of the women makes even the youngsters of the modern age feel ashamed. 
The characters of these women stand as an inspiration to all the women of India that physical frailty is 
not at all a hindrance to reach a goal. From despair and disappointment comes social reform which will 
bring about a new, universal social order where class, caste, gender and racial inequalities are wiped out 
and human dignity is restored.                                                                      
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