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Abstract 

Arun Joshi, a writer of rare sensitivity and exceptional talent to search for the deeper levels of 
human mind and soul with psychological perspective, is a writer to acclaim for his unique 
treatment and prolific sensitivity towards subjects that are of universal value since ancient 
time. The plight of modern young generation passing through the labyrinths of life, without 
knowing the final destination is the keynote of Arun Joshi’s award winning novel The Last 
Labyrinth. It is the exploration of the journey of modern youth, who is restless in his search of 
objectives, running endlessly with frequent shifts of motives, not clearly knowing where the 
final destination is? The paper intends to throw light on restless seekers of younger generation 
and their plight through most prolific writing of Indian author Arun Joshi, who has given a very 
small span of creative genius but his writing needs to get universal recognition because of its 
treatment of issues that must be adapted world over to get the answers of the restless crowd. 
This paper presents an analysis of Arun Joshi’s novel The Last Labyrinth, focusing on its 
portrayal of restless youth caught in existential dilemmas. The protagonist, Som Bhaskar, 
represents the modern individual’s ceaseless search for meaning in a chaotic and morally 
ambiguous world. The study examines the themes of inner conflict, alienation, and spiritual 
yearning as Bhaskar navigates a labyrinth of personal and philosophical struggles. Joshi 
skillfully explores the tension between material success and spiritual fulfillment, highlighting 
the protagonist’s oscillation between hedonism and a quest for deeper truths. 
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The Last Labyrinth, the fourth and award winning novel of Joshi throws light on a 

different perspective of today’s young generation. It is a fine study of the dilemma of existence, 
constant search of unknown objects and the restless spirit of the young people with deep 
intensity and wide panorama of experiences and relationships. This novel won him the 1982 
Sahitya Akademi Award for its excellent treatment of modern Indian’s existential predicament. 
It is a congruent articulation of the contemporary phase of the dilemma of modern man who is 
restless in his search of life’s goal without knowing the final destination. Itis considered an 
outstanding contribution to Indian English literature for its unique treatment of restless search 
for a meaning in human existence, its treatment of the multiple levels of reality. 

The novel explores the inner world of Som Bhaskar who is a successful young 
industrialist, married to a woman of his own choice who has borne him two children, yet he is 
driven by undefined hungers which he unsuccessfully seeks to satisfy by possession – of an 
object, a business enterprise, a woman. There is an unquenched thirst in his soul always crying.  
“I want, I want, I want”.  His search takes him from Bombay to Benaras, at once holy and 
repellent – with its narrow, dirty lanes, dancing girls and a mystical aura, where he gets the 
meaning of life and death, illusion and reality, desire and resignation.  
 Som is driven by the feeling of being alone; his business seems to him without purpose.  
He tries to tide over such crisis in his life by indulging in booze and women, questions 
regarding existence and identity constantly plague his mind.  He tries to grab another company 
in Benares and also to win the owner’s concubine Anuradha, who symbolizes for him the 
elusive, unattainable object in life. Som flirts from one pleasure to another but there is no sense 
of fulfillment. His wife Geeta is the woman of his own choice but because of his undefined 
hunger, his life is filled with traumas. He is always discontented running after unknown 
objects. Nothing seems to soothe his troubled mind and he restlessly runs after various women 
in order to find answer to his weird questions. 

Som Bhasker belongs to the upper strata of society and his quest of life too is for the 
meaning of life. He becomes a millionaire by the time he is thirty five. He has everything, a fine 
education fromthe world’s finest universities, rich inheritance. His wife Geeta is an 
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extraordinary woman.  He returns from Harvard to inherit an empire in Plastic Manufacturing 
Industry.  He is a name to reckon with in the industrial world of Bombay and his primary 
aspiration is to grab failing industries to add to his dominion. 
 Som’s father was a scientist who delved deep into psychological truths and hungered to 
know what the “First Cause” was.  His father is wandering about causes: “Causes of things, 
things that happen to men, to objects” (The Last Labyrinth 20). But he is not an ardent believer 
of Science neither he believes completely the presence of Divine Existence. He says; “I believe 
in science, yes, but science cannot solve the problem to the causes. Not many realize this 
paradox.” (23). Thus, he had inherited an inbuilt hunger for something vague, undefined and 
unidentified. Som goes for a desperate living and flirts from one object to another, one pleasure 
to another, but he is never at peace with himself.  He is haunted by voids both external and 
internal and keeps on having the strange dizzy, dark experiences the whole of his life. He 
becomes the incarnation of the hunger of unknown objects. He therefore goes in search of new 
experiences whether they concern business or fornication.  But far from attaining a sense of 
fulfilment, he has a terrible sense of voids within and without; “It is the voids of the world, 
more than its objects that bother me” (47).He is haunted from an internal cry of “I want, I 
want” all the time not knowing what he desires.  
          His search takes him to an infinitely mysterious world of Banaras, where he encounters 
Aftab, Anuradha and the labyrinths of “Lal Haveli” which they inherit. Som encounters 
Anuradha for the first time in Delhi at a reception organized by AftabRai for the Plastic 
Manufacturer Association. At that time, He was already a successful businessman who had 
proven his worth but his hunger is not still satisfied. Aftab has a major portion of shares in a 
plastic manufacturing company which he desires. He is irresistibly drawn towards Anuradha. 
He wants to grab the plastics company of Aftab acquiring its shares as also Anuradha, Aftab’s 
mistress. Aftab invites Som to Banaras where his life takes a new turn with the labyrinths of 
‘Lal Haveli’. At this place, Som gets deeply fascinated by the beauty and charm of Anuradha. He 
is bewildered by her appearance.  “She was not conscious about her body of whose grace and 
sensuousness she seemed unaware” (41). Anuradha exercises such an overpowering 
fascination over Som, that he neglects his business, his family and his health in an effort to win 
her.  He makes frequent trips to Banaras and is determined to acquire her for himself.  
 Geeta is a devoted wife, who possesses all qualities of a woman. She is intelligent, 
sophisticated and shows tremendous loyalty and courage in standing by her husband despite 
his erratic conduct. She is sensible, loving and trusting. Som accepts, “If discontent is my 
trademark, trust is Geeta’s…Geeta trusts like birds fly, like fish swims (63). She is a great 
believer, a great enthusiast for temples, shrines, saints and astrologers. Som admits, Geeta is 
like his mother, “a child of another world, traversing, like a plane at a higher altitude, a corridor 
separate from the dark vestibule (69). He is leading a happy married life and cannot imagine 
life without Geeta. Yet, he suffers from discontent, from strange obsession with women.  It is an 
obsession that nobody can satisfactorily explain to him. 
 Throughout his life, Som seeks someone who can resolve the contradictions of his mind 
and soul. He does not find it in his wife Geeta, nor in his relations with Leela Sabnis, a young 
scholarly professor who is an embodiment of reason. Leela is a scholar’s child trained in 
philosophy, a believer in free love, she is the clear spirit of reason. Bhaskar’s affairs with Leela 
Sabnis fizzles out soon as Bhaskar does not have the stance of clarity and certitude which Leela 
has.He is wandering between two worlds, He needs “Something, somebody, somewhere in 
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which the two worlds combined” (82) the world of matter and the world of spirit.  In Leela 
Sabnis, both the worlds did not meet. 
 After meeting Anuradha, Som’s hunger deepens more. She gradually becomes the centre 
of his life.  Bhaskar lusts frantically for Anuradha and undergoes indefinable experiences. He is 
irresistibly drawn towards her. She becomes an obsession, a passion for him. He cannot think 
of anything other than her and starts neglecting his business, family and health in an effort to 
win her.  He makes frequent trips to Banaras with the sole motive of acquiring Anuradha for 
himself. 
 Anuradha has had an insecure childhood. She was an illegitimate child of an insane 
mother. Her mother earned her livelihood by singing for strangers.  She was taken away by one 
of her lovers who killed her. Anuradha is subjected to considerable sufferings right from her 
childhood. Then she was brought up by one of her aunts who gave her education. But took 
undue advantage of her and exploits her by putting her into film world and using her to fulfil 
producer’s lust. It is Aftab who liberates her from that tormenting world. Aftab gives a new 
meaning and value to her life and with whom she has been living till now without any formal 
marriage. She reveals: “You can’t marry everyone you love. So, why marry anyone at all?” (43) 
Som is amazed to learn that Anuradha wanted to be nobody’s wife, when he asks her if she 
would like to be married to someone, she says “I can imagine I am married to you. My mother 
used to imagine she was married to Krishna” (128). 
 Anuradha inherits from her mother a belief in faith and possesses a higher worldly 
wisdom than Som, even though she is not born of a high family and well educated like him. Som 
is a rationalist and a believer in intelligence. Anuradha is fond of Som in her own way and 
yields to him on many occasions, but does not want to be possessed or owned by anybody. In 
Anuradha’s company, Som finds his peace and repose. But he is unable to get Anuradha totally, 
released for himself from Aftab. Som lusts frantically for Anuradha and undergoes unexplained 
experiences. He is totally consumed by his desire for her. To get rid of his obsession with 
Anuradha, he goes on a tour to Europe with his wife but there also in Tokyo he feels a trans like 
flash of Anuradha in her erotic moods. He rushes back and gets involved with Anuradha with 
greater intensity now. He cannot imagine his life without Anuradha and insists her to come 
with him and live in Bombay. 
 At first, Anuradha refuses to move to Bombay but finally she yield to Som’s wish 
because she too loves him deeply from the core of her heart and cannot see him in pain and 
depression. At this moment, when their affair is at its climatic point, Som’s life takes a severe 
turn.  He suffers from a massive heart attack that leads him to the verge of death.When he 
regains from his fatal cardiac arrest, he finds strange change in the behaviour of Anuradha. She 
suddenly disappears from his life and does not even continue to talk to him. In totally 
disturbed mind, Som tells Geeta about his relations with Anuradha but he is surprised to know 
that Geetais already known to this affair. She tells Som that Anuradha herself has told her 
about their relations through a confessional letter in which she begs Geeta to forgive her and 
moreover assures her that she will not see Som anymore. Som gets terribly shocked and feels 
degraded and betrayed by Aftab and Anuradha. 
 In his anger, he decides to buy off all the shares of Aftab’s company to humiliate him. 
But, Anuradha who held fifty percent of the shares, sells them to Lord Krishna. Som, thus is led 
in search of the temple in the mountains to which Anuradha had bequeathed her shares. This 
journey symbolically becomes a reaching out to his soul, the essence of human existence. On  
the way, he learns from his doctor that Anuradha has given him up to win a miracle from Gargi 
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to snatch him away from death. She sacrifices her will and soul to save Som’s life. This 
revelation of Anuradha’s sacrifice makes Som totally confused and restless. 
 In his search of cure for restlessness, he meets Gargi, the deaf mute daughter of a Sufi 
Pir who tells him that “God will send someone to help you…Someone who  has known 
suffering” (118). After Anuradha’s departure, he feels dizzy and off his balance. He takes 
medicine for his fears but nothing happens. The knowledge of his miraculous escape from his 
heart attack as revealed by Doctor Kashyap drives him into a mysterious world where he 
learns of an old man that “he had travelled nine miles to die near a lake” (192).  He also hears 
of Gargi’s father giving eyesight to Aftab and of the Doctor’s inability to save his life and of 
people who, staring into flames which he sees in the temple can enjoy the Eternal Bliss. He feels 
shaken and deep inside his heart. 

Som feels that he needs a cure but he refuses to yield ground. His scientific mind 
obstructs him to believe in religion. He is a man proud of his education, working by logic. Som 
needs evidence till the end to believe in God. After the disappearance of Anuradha when he has 
a sense of nothing left. He prays for forgiveness: “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 doubting of this dark earth and 
these empty heavens. Plead for me, Anuradha. He will listen to you” (223). He has outlived his 
hungers of the body and of the mind, the state of “I want. I want. I want, I want.” (11) but now 
he is unconcerned with the world and its materialistic pleasures.  

Som seems to have reached to the end of his negotiations with the labyrinths of life and 
only the last labyrinth that of death remains to be gone through and he looks forward to it 
courageously.  The novel ends with Som’s shooting of self with the hope of dawn of faith and a 
new spiritual beginning. All his agnosticism seems to be lined with affirmations at the end 
opening a new door illumining the soul and spiritual awakening. The outward journey 
performed by Som Bhasker is symbolic of his restless quest for a personal salvation as well as a 
meaningful objective. 

Through this novel, Joshi tries to present the idea that every man seeks the solution to 
his questions and problems in other people without being aware of the fact that he himself is 
the answer to his questions; and unknowingly yearns for things beyond his reach and thereby 
remains alienated throughout his life. Som does not attempt to resolve the contradictions of life 
through faith and his quests for real self rather fails to attain fulfillment and personal 
affirmation.  

The novel projects an image of contemporary man’s agonized consciousness facing the 
threat of losing grip on his object. It deals with individual’s eternal quest and his grappling with 
the feeling of emptiness and void at the core of his being and finally his unconscious effort to 
settle with himself and the world. Som Bhasker is endowed with a highly intellectual and 
scientific mind which is constantly caught up in a confusing world of ideas, issues of philosophy 
and metaphysics. He finds himself groping though the labyrinths of life and death. His very 
freedom being no different from a void in which he dangles in his attempt to get a fix on reality. 
He is a modern man embodying chaos and uncertainty. He possesses a passion to know and 
perhaps to believe, but he cannot believe and torn by doubts between life and death, illusion 
and reality body and spirit. He suffers from an indefinable hunger, a restlessness, a feeling of 
incertitude, an inherent sickness.  

Shuttling between Bombay and Banaras, Som is the product of the life that seems to 
have grown “Indefinitely vast” (Karl Jaspers P. 202). He goes for a desperate living, clinging to 
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one object or person, fanning this person or that, but he is never at peace with himself. He has 
been haunted by voids both external and internal and keeps on having the strange, dizzy, dark 
experiences the whole of his life. He is full of inner disharmony and is a loose cluster of masks 
or fragments of identity. He is in a struggle to authenticate his life.  

SomBhaskar is disillusioned with the contemporary society marked by images of “buses 
and cars and taxies and men scurrying like cockroaches. For What?” (The Last Labyrinth 46)  
He regards himself as a bird flapping its easy wings “notable for all the striking to chart a 
course” (55) as his quest for meaning in life turns out to be an exercise in futility. Indeed,he 
finds existence to be a void, which worries him: “ It is the voids of the world, more than its 
objects that bother me. The void and empty spaces, within and without” (47) Significantly, 
when he was twenty two, Som Bhaskar felt superior, more in control. No “totally in control” 
and as he recalls.” “I had the conceit of youth. Because I slept ten hours, had more money than I 
knew of had laid half a dozen women … I felt certain I shall never get the cost” (27-28)  

Bhaskar’s pursuit of Anuradha and his quest for unknown objects become inseparably 
blended. Anuradha is mystery incarnate and Som comes to believe that she may hold the 
answers to his perplexing questions. Bhasker’s relationship with Anuradha is the most 
complex tenet of his dilemma. She becomes the centre of his life. For her, he goes over and over 
to Aftab’s Lal Haveli and its labyrinths which is the microcosmic labyrinth of life and reality. As 
Aftab tells him, “There are rooms within rooms, corridors that only brings you back to where 
you started (36-37)  

Lal Haveli symbolizes the labyrinths of human mind also. In each of the women, Som 
finds a different quality to meet a different need. In his wife, Geeta, he finds a trust that is 
reassuring and in Leela Sabnis, a Philosophy Professor, a fusion of his urge for freedom and his 
father’s scientific quest for the first cause in everything. Anuradha symbolizes the inner quest 
and longings of Som. Gargi, to whom, at last he goes to know the answers to all his inner 
conflicts and unrest is the sublimated from of his wife. 

Som is a product of twin world–the western world of science and rationalism and the 
Indian world of faith and transcendentalism. The novel presents the dilemma of an Indian with 
a western orientation and education. It is mainly a quest for meaning in life. As a tale of two 
cities Banaras and Bombay, it deals with Bhaskar’s business world and personal hunger with a 
strong sense of his crisis of identity. Som Bhaskar embodies “an uneasy juxtaposition of the 
sensuous-deluded and the rational-ironical (Som meaning the moon and Bhaskar ‘The Sun’) is 
caught in the labyrinth of worldly desires.” (Mathur, 127) Leela Sabnis gives a deeper 
explanation of his problem of identity and its mistaken concept as Som does not know which 
cry and void he is having in his soul. She explains that Som Bhaskar may be in want of a “a 
mystical identification with a Godhead as most Hindus want sooner or later.” (The Last 
Labyrinth 113) Som Bhaskar’s crisis of identity is at the level of his inner personality and the 
subconscious levels of his mind.   

Bhaskar is an individual with a crisis of consciousness. Arun Joshi deepens in him his 
awareness of man’s restlessness in modern life and his futile attempt to escape it. In this novel, 
Joshi’s existential stance has assumed a metaphysical dimension. Down the ages, the march of 
human evolution and the development of civilization have brought the modern man to a point 
of consciousness where he can neither believe nor refuse to believe. Bhaskar does not know 
what lies in the last labyrinth. He is trying to authenticate his existence. The crisis of identity 
surfaces at the level of inner quest and dilemma of Som Bhaskar, who, is not able to find the 
answers either in the westernized life style or in the philosophical reverberations of Hinduism. 
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Som is the representation of man’s anguish of alienation, his existential crisis, his quest for 
solace and the search of ways to overcome hidden fears of death and futility of existence.  

The novel plunges into a haunting world of life, love, God and Death, the greatest of all 
mysteries – “the last labyrinth.” With its spiritual and sensuous dimensions interwoven, it is a 
story of deeper seekings through love and it tries to unravel the unresolved mysteries of God 
and Death. It assimilates the existential anxiety, the detachment principle, longing for the vitals 
of life in the mystical urge of Som who is torn by doubts between life and death, illusion and 
reality, body and spirit. The Last Labyrinth brings a new perspective in the realization of the 
fact that man’s crisis is no longer merely a consequence of cause or situations but is rooted in 
man himself. Bhaskar’s dilemma lies deep down in his own self and consciousness. It is not the 
outer world, the objective reality but the world within, the subjective reality which is 
essentially the fountain-spring of despair and anxiety. This is a metaphysical awareness of 
human loneliness. Bhaskar’s dilemma has crystallized the sociological, psychological and 
metaphysical dimensions of human existence into Joshi’s unique vision of modern man’s 
predicament. The novel is a unique presentation of the restless search of the young man of 
today who is desperate in his search without knowing the object of it. It is a fine exploration to 
suggest him the way to find out his final destination. 
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