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Geetanjali Shree’s Tomb of Sand intricately weaves mythological elements into the fabric

Check for of its narrative, creating a rich tapestry that reflects the complexities of identity, gender,
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and the socio-political landscape of contemporary India. This paper explores how Shree
employs mythological motifs, characters, and themes to enrich her storytelling, examining
Corresponding Author the interplay between personal and collective histories. Through a detailed analysis, this
Dr. Ankita, research aims to uncover the layers of meaning embedded within the text, revealing how

mythological overtones serve to enhance the reader's understanding of the protagonist's

DOl journey and the broader cultural context.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In the realm of contemporary Indian literature, Geetanjali Shree's Tomb of Sand emerges as a groundbreaking narrative
that intertwines personal and collective histories through the lens of myth. Published originally in Hindi as Ret Samadhi
and later translated into English, this novel captures the zeitgeist of modern India while paying homage to its rich
mythological traditions. Winner of the International Booker Prize in 2022, Tomb of Sand has been celebrated not only
for its narrative depth but also for its innovative use of language and form. At the heart of Shree's narrative lies the
protagonist, Ma, whose journey of self-discovery unfolds against a backdrop of familial expectations and societal norms.
Following the death of her husband, Ma embarks on an odyssey that compels her to confront not only her grief but also
the roles that have been imposed upon her throughout her life. Through this exploration, Shree delves into the profound
themes of identity, gender, and resilience, invoking mythological figures and motifs that resonate deeply within the
Indian cultural psyche. The integration of myth serves not merely as a narrative device but as a powerful means of
exploring the complexities of human experience and the ongoing struggles for agency and self-actualization.

Shree's use of mythological allusions is particularly significant in a country where myth continues to influence societal
values, gender roles, and cultural identity. By weaving these ancient narratives into the contemporary fabric of her story,
Shree creates a dialogue between the past and the present, challenging readers to consider how myth informs their
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Mythological Overtones in Geetanjali Shree’s Tomb of Sand

understanding of life and identity. The novel encourages a reevaluation of traditional narratives, particularly those
surrounding femininity and the societal expectations placed on women.

Furthermore, Tomb of Sand positions itself within the broader discourse of post-colonial literature, reflecting on the
enduring legacies of colonialism and the complexities of Indian identity in a rapidly changing world. The interplay of
myth and reality in Shree’s work serves as a vehicle for examining the tensions between individual desires and collective
heritage, inviting readers to engage with their own cultural narratives.

In this paper, we will explore the various mythological overtones present in Tomb of Sand, examining how Shree employs
these elements to enrich her storytelling. We will analyze the significance of mythological figures, symbols, and themes
in relation to the protagonist's journey and the cultural context of contemporary India. By uncovering the layers of
meaning embedded within the text, this research aims to illuminate the profound impact of mythology on personal and
collective identities, revealing the enduring relevance of these ancient stories in the modern world.

Mythological Framework

The Concept of Shakti

At the heart of Shree's narrative is the concept of Shakti, the divine feminine power revered in Hindu mythology. Shakti
represents not only physical strength but also spiritual and creative energy, embodying the idea that women possess an
inherent power that can challenge societal norms and conventions. In Tomb of Sand, Ma’s character embodies this
multifaceted Shakti, illustrating her resilience and ability to transcend the limitations imposed upon her by tradition. As
Ma grapples with her identity in the aftermath of her husband’s death, she embarks on a journey that mirrors the
struggles faced by various goddesses in Hindu lore, such as Durga and Kali. These goddesses confront formidable
challenges, often emerging victorious in their quests. Shree writes, “In the face of loss, a woman becomes a storm; she rises,
unyielding, to reclaim her voice.” (1) This quote encapsulates the transformative power of grief and the awakening of Ma's
Shakti, as she rises to assert her individuality and agency.

Moreover, the novel illustrates the ways in which Ma’s empowerment challenges traditional gender roles. Shree's
portrayal of Ma as a figure of resilience reflects broader feminist themes, situating her narrative within the ongoing quest
for women'’s rights and agency in modern society. By depicting Ma’s journey toward self-actualization, Shree engages
with the concept of Shakti as not merely a passive acceptance of fate but as an active reclamation of power.

The River as a Symbol

The motif of the river is a powerful and recurring element in Indian mythology, symbolizing life, death, and rebirth.
Rivers are often portrayed as sacred spaces that embody the cyclical nature of existence, reflecting the belief that life
flows continuously, much like the waters themselves. In Tomb of Sand, the river becomes a crucial backdrop for Ma’s
emotional and spiritual journey, serving as a site of reflection and transformation.

Throughout the novel, Shree employs the river as a symbol of Ma's inner turmoil and growth. The river represents a
boundary between different realms—between the past and the present, between life and death. As Ma navigates her
grief, the river serves as a conduit through which she confronts her memories and the legacies of her ancestors. Shree
writes, “The river flows with the stories of those who came before, whispering truths that lay buried in the sands of time.”
This quote underscores the connection between the river and the ancestral narratives that shape Ma’s identity.

The flowing water reflects the fluidity of identity and the inevitability of change, mirroring Ma’s journey as she evolves
in the face ofloss. The river invites her to embrace her emotions, allowing her to heal and transform. By intertwining the
motif of the river with Ma’s personal journey, Shree emphasizes the interconnectedness of individual experiences with
the broader cultural and spiritual landscapes of India.

Moreover, the river’s symbolism extends beyond personal introspection; it also embodies communal experiences and
collective memories. In Indian mythology, rivers are often revered as mother figures, nurturing and sustaining life. This
maternal aspect reinforces the idea of continuity and connection, inviting readers to contemplate the role of myth in
shaping not only personal identities but also collective consciousness.

Characters and Archetypes

Ma as an Archetypal Heroine

Ma, the protagonist of Tomb of Sand, embodies the archetype of the heroine found in various mythological narratives.
Her journey resonates with the experiences of legendary figures such as Sita from the Ramayana and Draupadi from the
Mahabharata, who both navigate immense challenges and societal constraints while seeking their identities and agency.
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Shree crafts Ma's character as a multi-dimensional figure, illustrating her struggles against traditional expectations and
her quest for self-discovery.

From the outset, Ma is depicted as a woman constrained by the roles imposed upon her by society. Following her
husband's death, she faces the pressure to conform to the archetype of the grieving widow, a role steeped in cultural
expectations that often strip women of their individuality and agency. However, Shree portrays Ma's rebellion against
this archetype as a powerful act of defiance. As Ma reflects on her situation, she states, “In the ashes of grief, I found embers
of my own desire; to reclaim my voice, I must first shatter the silence.”(1) This quote encapsulates her determination to
redefine her identity beyond the confines of widowhood, emphasizing her transition from victimhood to empowerment.
Throughout the novel, Ma's journey mirrors the trials of mythical heroines, who often confront overwhelming obstacles
before achieving transformation and growth.

The Role of Ancestors and Collective Memory

In Tomb of Sand, the voices of Ma's ancestors echo throughout her narrative, representing the collective memory and
history of women in her lineage. This ancestral presence underscores the importance of heritage in shaping Ma's identity,
as well as the burdens and legacies that she carries. The connection to ancestry serves to contextualize Ma's struggles
within a broader framework of shared experiences, reinforcing the idea that individual identities are deeply intertwined
with the past. Shree weaves this theme of ancestral guidance into Ma’s reflections, as she acknowledges the strength of
the women who came before her. She muses, “Every woman in my lineage has faced storms; their courage flows through
me like the currents of the river.” (1) This quote highlights the generational ties that influence Ma’s understanding of
herself and her place in the world. By acknowledging her forebears, Ma not only honors their struggles but also draws
strength from their resilience, allowing her to navigate her own challenges.

The presence of ancestral voices also invites readers to reflect on the intergenerational transmission of trauma and
strength. Each character in Ma’s family history contributes to the tapestry of her identity, reminding her that she is not
alone in her struggles. This theme resonates with feminist discourse, which often emphasizes the importance of
collective memory in shaping women’s identities and experiences. Shree’s exploration of ancestry enriches Ma's
character, illustrating how her journey is not solely an individual pursuit but also a continuation of the narratives of
women who have come before her.

The Role of Mythology

Shree intricately weaves mythological themes throughout the narrative, using them as a framework to explore
contemporary issues of gender, identity, and cultural heritage. The incorporation of myth not only enriches the narrative
but also positions Ma’s story within a broader context of Indian cultural identity. By invoking mythological figures and
motifs, Shree challenges traditional narratives, inviting readers to reconsider the roles of women in both myth and
reality.

The novel’s mythological undercurrents allow for a deeper understanding of the struggles faced by women throughout
history. Ma’s journey mirrors the trials of mythological heroines, emphasizing the idea that the struggles for identity and
agency are not new but rather part of a long-standing tradition. Shree states, “Every woman carries within her the echoes
of her ancestors’ battles, their whispers urging her to rise.” (1) This quote highlights the continuity of women's struggles
across generations, suggesting that the fight for self-definition is a shared legacy.

Moreover, the mythological framework allows Shree to explore the concept of Shakti—the divine feminine energy that
embodies strength, resilience, and creativity. Ma's awakening to her own Shakti serves as a central motif, representing
the potential for transformation and empowerment inherent in every woman. As she begins to reclaim her voice and
identity, Ma reflects, “In the depths of my sorrow, I found the wellspring of my strength; I am not just a relic of the past but
a force of nature.” (1) This assertion not only illustrates her personal growth but also positions her as a symbol of the
broader feminist movement in contemporary society.

Tomb of Sand is the interplay of tradition and modernity. As Ma navigates her journey, she grapples with the tension
between honoring her cultural heritage and asserting her individuality in a rapidly changing world. Shree masterfully
captures this duality, highlighting the complexities of negotiating one’s identity within the framework of cultural
expectations.

Ma's relationship with her daughter exemplifies this theme, as their generational differences reveal contrasting attitudes
toward tradition and modernity. While Ma feels the weight of historical and familial expectations, her daughter embodies
the potential for a more liberated future. Shree writes, “In her eyes, I see a world unfettered by the chains of the past;
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perhaps my journey is her path to freedom.” This quote underscores the hope that lies in the younger generation's ability
to challenge established norms and redefine what it means to be a woman in contemporary society.

The juxtaposition of tradition and modernity is further emphasized through Ma’s reflections on her life experiences. As
she confronts the societal constraints imposed upon her, she recognizes the need to reconcile her past with her
aspirations for the future. Shree eloquently states, “To embrace my roots is to understand the branches I wish to grow;
the soil of tradition nourishes the seeds of my dreams.” This metaphor captures the essence of Ma’s journey, illustrating
how she seeks to honor her heritage while forging her own path forward.

The theme of loss and grief permeates Tomb of Sand, serving as both a catalyst for Ma’s journey and a lens through which
to explore the complexities of human experience. Following her husband’s death, Ma is thrust into an emotional turmoil
that forces her to confront not only her grief but also her identity and desires. Shree writes, “Grief is a landscape without
boundaries; in its depths, I lost myself, yet I found the fragments of who I could become.” This quote encapsulates the
paradox of grief as both a source of despair and a pathway to self-discovery.

Through Ma’s experience of loss, Shree illuminates the broader human condition, illustrating how grief can lead to
profound transformation and insight. As Ma navigates her sorrow, she learns to embrace her emotions and confront the
societal expectations that have long dictated her existence. This journey reflects the universal struggle of reconciling
personal pain with the search for meaning and purpose in life.

Tomb of Sand is a rich tapestry of themes that interweave to create a compelling narrative of identity, empowerment,
and cultural heritage. Geetanjali Shree’s exploration of the thematic implications of loss, mythology, tradition, and
modernity invites readers to reflect on their own experiences and the legacies that shape their identities. Through Ma's
journey, Shree not only challenges traditional narratives surrounding womanhood but also redefines the possibilities for
personal and collective transformation, making her work a resonant exploration of contemporary life.

CONCLUSION

Geetanjali Shree’s Tomb of Sand stands as a testament to the enduring power of myth in contemporary literature.
Through the incorporation of mythological overtones, Shree enriches her narrative, offering readers a profound
exploration of identity, gender, and the complexities of human experience. The interplay between myth and reality in the
novel serves to illuminate the ways in which ancient narratives continue to resonate in the modern world, inviting a
deeper understanding of both personal and collective histories. As Shree crafts a story that transcends time and space,
she reaffirms the importance of myth in shaping our understanding of ourselves and our place within the broader
tapestry of existence. The richness of her narrative not only honors the legacy of mythological storytelling but also invites
readers to engage with their own narratives, encouraging a continuous exploration of identity and meaning in an ever-
changing world.
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