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Abstract  

Arun Joshi is an exceedingly great Indian English novelist in terms of thought provoking utterance, masterly treatment 

of existential themes, and skilful wearing of fictional techniques. Joshi has published five novels and a collection of short stories, 

but all these bear a distinguish. An illustrious novel, “The Last Labyrinth assimilates the existential anxiety, the Karmik principles, 

the longings for the vitals of life in the mystical urge of Som Bhaskar.”1  

At one level, The Last Labyrinth is the story of Som Bhaskar, a shrewed Bombay businessman trying to grab a plastic 

manufacturing company of one Aftab Rai who lives with his pretended wife Anuradha in his ancestors’ feudal-like Lal Haveli at 

Benares. At another level, as Tapan Kumar Ghosh says, “it is a story of deeper seeking through love, the spiritual autobiography 

of a lost soul groping for the meaning of life and death.”Som Bhaskar, the narrator-hero, relates in flashback his infatuation with 

Aunradha, whom he wants to possess by all means, thus endangering his life and business. Som’s mad pursuit of Anuradha to 

possess meaning of life, love, God and death is highly remarkable. 

 

‘Life laughs at you, when you are unhappy, 

Life smiles at you, when you are happy, 

But life salutes you, when you make others happy’ 

 - Charlie Chaplain 

 
Introduction  

Som Bhaskar is a millionaire industrialist who 

inherits a gigantic Plastic manufacturing industry. He had been 

educated in the world’s finest universities. This led to his 

western outlook on life, penchant for materialism and a faith in 

reason. He is married to Geeta, “an extraordinary woman” 

(11), who has borne him two children and is “all that a wife 

could be”( 40). Yet he suffers from an insatiable hunger: 

“Hunger of the body and hunger of the spirit” (11). He is 

millionaire; yet he knew that “money was dirt, a whore. So 

were houses, cars, carpets”. A strange sense of discontent 

keeps gnawing at his soul resulting in the disruption of his life. 

Since he was 25, he has been singing the song of discontent: 

“I want, I want, I want”. The discontent leads him to run after 

the carnal pleasures. 

Despite impossibility of his life without her, he runs 

after several woman-ayahs, librarians, nurses, aunts, friends’ 

wives and others and develops sexual relations with them, but 

his hunger remains insatiable as ever. These new experiences 

ironically lead him to a terrible sense of emptiness voids within 

and voids without. Som’s mother is, contrary to Som’s father 

and grandfather, a religious lady a women of profound faith 

and endurance. She develops cancer, but does not take the 

pills. She believes that only Lord Krishna would cure her, and 

finally she dies of cancer. Som then consults many 

psychiatrists who “said a lot of things that either made too 

obvious a sense or no sense at all” (73). At last he gets the 

explanation to his malaise by an old psychiatrist: 

“It is possible…. to conceive of this world as being 

populated not with people of flesh and blood, with certain 

sexual orientations, but with souls. You can imagine this planet 

humming with souls, each wanting something. Of course, 

many might want the same thing.  

 A soul might also imagine that his wants, desires are 

best met through another soul, if that soul is the right one. 

That, no doubt is a big if. Until he meets this right soul there is 

no peace. When you meet the right soul then, of course, things 

might be peaceful, may even move on towards, a higher goal 

(74)  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 35 Bodhi International Journal of Research in Humanities, Arts and Science 

 

 

 

 

 

 Vol.1 No.1 October 2016  e-ISSN:   2456-5571 

 

Leela Sabnis, Som’s friend and lover, is “professor, 

descendent of a long line of professors, M.A. and Ph.D from 

Michigan, something else from London” (75). She has 

linguistic talents and is well versed in the thoughts and 

ideologies of philosophers like Descartes, Freud, Jung, 

Spinoza and others, but she admires Descartes and Freud 

most. She has an obsession for explanations. According to 

her, nothing existed that could not be reasoned through. Som 

asks her to reason through his malaise, she tells him: “You are 

much too high strung without reason. You are neurotic. A 

compulsive fornicator” (80). 

Som’s first encounter with Anuradha takes place at a 

meeting of the Plastic Manufacturer’s Association at 

Intercontinental Hotel in Delhi. She appears to him “a 

monument: tall, handsome, ruined” (12). He is bewitched by 

her dark, sexy eyes and “the body of whose grace and 

sensuousness she seemed unaware” (41). At Aftab’s invitation 

Som visits him and Anuradha at the Lal Haveli which “had 

been built as a maze” (34-35). It is here that he comes to know 

that Anuradha is not married to Aftab and lives with him. She 

tells him: “I have not married.It is better not to be anybody’s 

wife. You can’t marry everyone you love. So why marry 

anyone at all?” (43). On being asked whether or not she would 

like to get married to someone, she says, “I can imagine I am 

married to Aftab. I can imagine I am married to you. My mother 

used to imagine she was married to Lord Krishna” (128). The 

closer he came to her, the more mysterious she appeared to 

him. 

Anuradha is a woman of obscure origin. Her past is 

a saga of intense suffering and harrowing experiences that 

have left an indelible mark not only on her body but also on her 

soul. She was an illegitimate child of an insane mother. She 

had been molested as a child and had to witness “murders, 

suicides, every conceivable evil of the world” (190). She was 

born in Bihar Sharif in a one-roomed house where her mother 

sang for stranger in the evening and perhaps sold her body. 

Her mother had not married, as she believed she was married 

to Lord Krishna. After she died (she was murdered by one of 

her many lovers) Anuradha was brought to Bombay by her 

aunt. She was sent to a convent but there she undergoes 

great humiliation. After schooling her aunt put her on the 

screen. Anuradha laboured, and her aunt made money. After 

some success for a year or two, she left the film world and 

began to live with Aftab in Lal Haveli. It was Gargi, a deaf-mute 

mystic with profound compassion and insight that brought 

Anuradha and Aftab together. Anuradha too lost her looks in 

smallpox and attempted suicide but was miraculously saved by 

K.Her past is enough to suggest the ineffable suffering and 

humiliation that she underwent.As K tells Som: “you know, 

Som, my life has been spent amidst misery and suffering but I 

know of no other human being who suffered as much as 

Anuradha” (189-90). 

Som is not be able to bear her cold and rather 

insulting response and decides to meet her in Benares after 

many months. In Aftab’s Haveli, he is unable to have a sound 

sleep and is restless. Anuradha becomes a riddle, a puzzle, a 

mystery to Som and he thinks that she may have the key to his 

malaise. In his defiance he looks absurd and silly. He has 

become jealous of Lord Krishna and Anuradha as well, as she 

is devoted to Him and not to Som, a degenerate mortal.On yet 

another occasion, he asks her to accompany her to Bombay. 

She loves Som and makes the sacrifice against her wishes. 

But at this climactic stage of their affair, he suffers a nearly 

fatal heart attack. Despite his doctor-friend K’s total 

disappointment he recovers, and with it Anuradha disappears 

from his life forever.  

Symbolically, Som’s journey is the journey of a soul 

trying to reach out to faith in God. In the course of this journey, 

he encounters a few characters a little boy and an old man that 

serve as eye-openers to him. But Som lacks this intuitive 

wisdom of the boy. Som’s encounter with the old man is his 

encounter with death itself. At last Som reaches the temple of 

Krishna at the summit of the mountains, and is surprised to 

find Gargi there. It is here that K’s identity is revealed, as he 

introduces him to Gargi: K even discloses the miracle about 

Som’s unaccountable recovery from the nearly fatal heart 

attack, thereby suggesting Anuradha’s role in his life. K 

divulges the secret that it was not him who had saved Som 

and that he was as good as dead when Anuradha came to him 

in the hospital. On the night before, Anuradha had gone on a 

journey with K to retrieve the missing shares. But seeing his 

critical condition she straightway went to Gargi to implore her 

to save Som. On Gargi’s refusal to perform a miracle, 

Anuradha persisted, bagged, wept, and threatened that if she 

did not save Som she would kill herself. Love means sacrifice. 

Absolute love means absolute sacrifice. Back to Benares he 
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meets Afatab and repeatedly implores him to see Anuradha. 

Som seeks God’s forgiveness like a defeated existentialist 

through his intercession: 

Anuradha, listen, listen wherever you are. Is there a 

God where you are? Have you met Him? Does he understand 

the language that we speak? Anuradha if there is a God and if 

you have met him and if He is willing to listen, then, Anuradha, 

my soul, tell him, tell this God, to have mercy upon me. Tell 

him I am weary of so many fears; so much doubtings. Of this 

dark earth and these empty heavens. Plead for me, Anuradha. 

He will listen to you (222-23). 

This poignant cry suggests that Anuradha has 

become “the core of his existence, the crystallization of the 

meaning of his life.” Anuradha, to Som, is a living mystery. Her 

mystery behind her is her unbelievable character, which Aftab 

sums up thus: “It is just that she can’t stand to see anybody 

fail. It breaks her heart” (39). 

 

Conclusion  

Arun Joshi suggests that the ultimate truth and 

reality could be realized if only one were to forsake rationalism. 

Humility, sacrifice and suffering are the three-fold path to 

exploring divine truth. Although on closer scrutiny this novel 

unfolds a conspicuous crisscross of the various Oriented and 

Occidental literary influences, Arun Joshi’s remarkably artistic 

sensibility has assimilated these influences and rendered the 

novel a powerful masterpiece revealing his vision of life which 

is undeniably his own a Hindu vision of life. 

“I like the religion that teaches Liberty, Equality and Fraternity”.  

– Dr.B.R.Ambedkar 
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