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Abstract: 

Roland Barthes in S/Z (1970) prescribes five different structuralist codes to analyze a text. 

Consequently a numbers of layers of meaning are revealed. Structuralism tries to unfold the 

structures by placing them in the larger context of their existence. Applying structuralism is 

an attempt to reduce the immense complexity and diversity of a work of fiction, by looking 

into structure, symbol, and design of the text. The Proairetic code refers to the actions or 

events taking place in the story; the Hermeneutic code creates an enigma or suspense in the 

reader; the Cultural code explains the common knowledge of the reader outside the text; the 

Semic code helps in analyzing the connotative meaning by adding meaning or interpretation 

to the denotative meanings and helps in developing the character and theme of the text; and 

the Symbolic code develop the theme of the text but on a larger scale. The present paper 

would attempt analysis of text The Palace of Illusions of Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s in the 

light of the codes prescribed by Roland Barthes. The novel is the interpretation of the 

episodes of The Mahabharata from the point of view of Panchaali.  The approach of the paper 

is based on the five codes identified by Barthes in S/Z. It would focus on human culture 

relating it to overarching system and structure.  
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Roland Barthes in S/Z (1970),  under  the structuralist  approach,  

prescr ibes f ive differ ent codes to analyze a  text.  In the process of doing this  

analys is,  the number  of layers is r evea led.  Structuralism understands the 

human elements by placing them in the larger  context of where they belong.  

The larger  context is expla ined and examined through the system of codes.  
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Applying structuralism is an attempt t o reduce the immense complexity and 

divers ity in f ict ion by the operat ions of the f ive codes,  which work in f ive 

differ ent dir ections,  comment ing on the structure,  symbol,  and des ign of the 

text.  Through this,  the presence of parallels  echoes,  ref lect ions,  patterns,  

and contrasts are seen in the text,  where the parallel is  the p lot  of the text,  

echoes are the structure,  r ef lect ions are the characters,  contrasts are the 

situations or  circumstances in the text and patterns is the language of the 

text,  through this the narration becomes highly schemat ized and 

methodological.     

Discuss ing the f ive codes given in S/Z,  the f ir st  code is the Proairetic  

code ,  which refers to the actions or  events taking place in the story.  It  builds  

tens ion by indicating events or  actions that  show that  something is going to 

happen.  This br ings cur ios ity to the r eader  and helps them know what will  

happen next.  This attracts the inter est  of  the reader .  Second is the 

Hermeneutic code ,  which creates an enigma or  suspense in the r eader ;  it  is  

related to the Proa ir etic code.  It  r efers to the elements of the story without  

fully explaining the truth.  The truth r ema ins  a  mystery;  it  is  intent iona lly 

avoided and is r evea led in the last  scenes where a ll loose ends are t ied off.  

Third,  cultural  code  explains the common knowledge of the r eader ,  which 

is outs ide the text.  It  dea ls with the truth that  cannot be challenged,  

something that  is canonical work and founded as the truth.  Fourth Semic 

code ,  this code helps in analyzing the connotative mean ing by adding 

meaning or  interpretation to the denotative meanings.  It  helps in developing 

the character  and theme of the text.  It  provides r ichness in the style of the 

text,  which the author  uses to pr int  p ictures with r elatively gr eat  

imaginat ion.  The wa y the authors do these shows his/her  wr it ing skil ls.  

Fifth,  symbolic code  develops the theme of the text but on a  larger  scale.  It  

is  r elated or  similar  to Semic code,  but it  works on a  wider  track,  with 

deeper  sets of meaning and broadly organized semant i c meaning.  It  a lso 

involves the contrasts and pair ing r elated to binary polar it ies.   

Analys is of the Text ‘The Palace Of I l lus ions’ through the Codes:  

The text ‘Palace of I llus ions’ is very appropr iate to be taken for  the 

application of the f ive codes,  as it  holds most ly all the aspects of the 

approach.  The text is fu ll of events,  memor ies,  imager ies,  myster ies,  

structures,  symbols,  myths,  cultural aspect and characters which help in 

fulf i l ling the mot ive of the ana lys is.  The f ive codes can be applied on th e 

text a t  many p laces and would be appropriate if dea lt  separately.   
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Probiot ic code:  

In the f irst  sect ion,  'Fir e, '  Dhai Ma,  the nurse of Panchaali,  narrates 

the story of her  brother 's  and her  own bir th to Panchaali : here is the son you 

asked for.   

 “He’ll  bring the vengeance you desire,  but it’l l  break l ife into two ." 

This develops an inter est  in the mind of the reader  to know about the 

reason for  the b ir th of the child and the des ir e he has to fu lf i l l,  which is  

revea led in the third sect ion,  'Milk, '  when Panchaali narrates the story of 

how Drona and their  father  became enemies and r evea ls the r ea lity that  the 

vengeance is kil l ing Drona.  Panchaali says that  

“And then you were called into the world,  Dhri.  So that what started 

with milk could end one day in blood”.   

In the s ixth section,  ' incarnation, '  when Panchaali’s elder  s ister  Sikhandi 

suddenly appears.  She meets Panchaali and says  

“lit t le sister,  I  thank you from the depth of my soul for what you'll  

do for me . "  

This raises the cur ios ity of the r eader  to know the r eason behind the 

thanks Panchaali r eceives from her  sister .  The truth is revea led at  the end 

of the same section when S ikhandi is leaving the pa lace,  and Panchaali asks  

her  about it .  Sikhandi says  

"I thanked you because you'll  help me ful fi l l  my destiny.  You'll  

bring about the Great War,  where I' l l  meet Bheeshma and kil l  him”.     

To fu lf i l l their  desir es,  Panchaali’s father  arranges a  swayamvar  for  her .  In 

sect ion seventh,  'Fish, '  when Panchaali is  infor med about the swayamvar ,  

she gets excited about it ,  unaware of the mot ives behind it .  Dhri,  aware of  

the future happenings,  tel ls her  

 “don’t  get  excited.  Something always goes wrong in a swayamvar,  

either while i t 's  happening or later".  

And the happening is  exposed in the twelfth sect ion ‘song’ when the 

swayamvar  takes p lace and Karan who is cons idered as the enemy of  

Pandava comes forward for  the compet it ion.  To save the l ife of Dhr i 

Panchaali insults Karan and from this day the distance between both 

incr eases.   

In the seventeenth sect ion,  'grandfather '  Dhr i sends an urgent  

message to Panchaali and Yudhisthir ,  seeing a  huge army approaching 

Kampilya.  This makes the r eader  inter ested in knowing the for thcoming 

incident.  This cur iosity of the r eader  soon com es to an end when Yudhisthir  
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asser ts that  it 's  the army of Hastinapur .  To profess the r eason for  their  

arr iva l he says  

“Look,  Panchaali ! Grandfather himsel f has come to fetch us!”   

Moving towards the end of the text,  in the twenty -f ifth section,  'sar i'  

when all the Pandava with Panchaali and Kunt i.  Dhai ma comes hurting in,  

grasping for  breath.  She cr ies ,   

 “girl ,  girl.  Terrible things have happened,  things you won’t  

believe”.   

This br ings terror  in the r eaders mind for  a  short  per iod of t ime.  But  

the terr or  increases when the truth is brought to light.  Yudhisthir  lost  

Panchaali in gambling with Duryodhan.    

Hermeneutics code:  

In the third section,  'milk, '  while narrating the story of the r ivalry 

between her  father  and Drona to her  brother ,  Panchaali f inish  off by thinking 

that   

“there was more to the story.  Whose blood,  and when,  how many 

t imes.  All  that,  however,  I would learn much later”.   

The incidents are revea led in fragments while  moving forward to the 

end of the text.  The truth is that  in the Great W ar blood of everyone is shed  

may be dir ect ly or  indir ect ly,  some are the loved ones others are the 

enemies.    

In the f ifth sect ion,  'Smoke, '  Panchaali goes  to see a  sage with Dha i Ma, 

where she goes through the r ea lity that  she will be marrying f ive men an d 

will become the r eason for  the Great War.  To this,  Panchaali says that  to 

avoid this she will,  she will enter  a  hermitage and will never  marry.  But in 

response to this,  the sage comes back with,   

“Destiny is strong and swift .  You can't  trick i t  so easily .  Even if  

you hadn't  come seeking i t  today,  i t would have found you in t ime.  

But in your case,  your own nature is going to speed up the process.  

They are your pride,  your temper.  Your vengefulness".  

  The truth comes in front in var ious stages at  dif fer ent  t ime.  While coming 

to the end every aspect of the statement fu lf i l ls itself and proves the saying 

true.  

In the eighth sect ion,  'sorceress, '  Panchaali is  tutor ed by a  sorceress.  

She informs Panchaali that ,  

"I've been sent to fi l l  some of the biggest  gaps i n your largely  

useless education".  
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This incident carr ies the happening of future when Panchaali will be 

marr ied and will have to l ive in huts,  for ests ,  eat  fruits,  somet imes would 

have to l ive without food.  Pr imarily she was intentiona lly sent to make 

Panchaali strong enough to endure the huddles she has to face in future.  

These s ituations can be seen throughout the text.   

In the ninth sect ion,  the 'por trait , '  the pa inter  shows paint ings of the 

kings who ar e coming to the swayamvar  to Pancha li,  and Krishna asks the 

painter  to show other  paint ings a lso.  To this,  the pa inter  responds and asks  

whether  he should br ing the paint ing of Balaram and Krishna.  This provokes  

Panchaali to think.  Seeing Panchaali lost  in thoughts,  Krishna smiled and 

said,  

 "Don't  worry,  Krishna,  I’m not going to compete against  my friend 

Arjun.  Nor will  Balaram. We know your destiny leads you  

elsewhere.”  

This makes the r eader  think about the destiny that  wa its for  

Panchaali.  All  this  comes  in the knowledge of the r eader  but in ep isodic 

form. This is done intent ionally to keep the reader  engaged in the story.    

In the twelfth sect ion,  'song' dur ing swayamvar , when Ar jun comes forward 

to par tic ipate in the task,  Panchaali insults him intent iona lly by asking him 

the name of his father  to save the l ife of her  brother .   

“In the face of that question,  Karna was si lenced.  Defeated,  head 

bowed in shame,  he left  the marriage hall .  But he never forgot the 

humiliation of that moment in full  sight of all  the kings of Bharat.  

And when the t ime came for him to repay the haughty princess of  

Panchaal,  he did so hundredfold”.   

This will be seen in sect ion twenty-f ifth,  'Sar i' ,  when Duryodhan wins  

Panchaali in gambling and insults her  and her  husband in front of everyone.  

Duryodhan asks Dussasan to r emove Pandava’s clothes and jewelry.  At that  

t ime,  Karna will take the r evenge.  He said to Dussasan ,  

 “Why should Draupadi be treated any differently? Take her  

clothes,  too".   

Semic code:  

In the eleventh section,  'Scorpion' when Dhri t el ls Panchaali the story 

of Karna against  the wish of Kr ishna.  He tells  her  that  there are two r easons  

for  let t ing her  know about Karna because ,                                      

“one is that the unknown is always more fascinating than the 

known. But also,  I want you to realize that Karna is cursed.  Anyone 

joined to him will  become cursed,  too.  I don't  want that to happen 
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to you- because you're my sister,  but also because you're born to  

change history.  You don't  have the luxury of behaving l ike an 

ordinary starstruck girl .  The cons equences of your action may 

destroy us all".    

Through this,  the character  of Dhoni is developed.  He is not only a  

respons ib le brother  but a  true believer  in prophesy.  He doesn't  want  

Panchaali to think about Karan because he believes that  this will get  

diver ted from her  role in this life.  This not only just  draws the character  of  

Dhr i but also generates the theme of the text by focus ing on the r eason for  

Panchaali’s b ir th.  This r epresents that  she is not born ordinary and not for  

some ordinary task.     

The fourteenth section,  'Br injal, '  pr esents Panchaali’s marr ied l if e 

and her  encounter  with Kunt i.  The r eason that  makes Panchaali marry a ll  

five Pandavas is Kunti’s rear ing.  Panchaali comes to know about her  when 

Kunt i declares to her  sons that ,  

 “all  through my life - even in the hardest  of t imes - everything I  

said.  I made sure i t was done.  I told myself I'd bring you up as 

princes in the hall  of your forefathers,  and no matter how much 

harassment I faced,  I held on to my promise.  Sons,  if you value 

what I did for you,  you must now honor my word.  All  five of you  

have to marry this woman".  

This r epresents the character  of Kunt i.  The character  of Kunt i  

signif ies strength,  her  strong will to bestow her  sons the r eal honor  and 

place they belong to.  This even i l lustrates her  anticipations for  her  sons.      

In sect ion eighteen,  'R iver '  Panchaali l ives through many differ ent  

conditions.  She says ,  

 "Truly, i t was a transient world we l ive in.  Yesterday in a palace,  

today on the road,  tomorrow -who knew? Perhaps I would find the 

home that had eluded me all  my l ife.  But one thing was certain: the 

currents of history had finally caught me up and were dragging me 

headlong.  How much water would I have to swallow before I came 

to a resting place"?  

These l ines r epresents the l ife every mankind l ive which is fu ll of  

uncer tainty.  Panchaali her e indir ectly suggests the thought that  is not  

subject ive but exper ienced by everyone at  some point in t ime.  She builds  

up the idea that  everything done comes back to us.  
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In the twenty-ninth sect ion,  'vis ita t ions,  '  Panchaali asks Krishna why don't  

the god ever  appear  to her .  Is it  because she is a  woman? To this,  Krishna  

consoles her  by saying ,   

 “you have the drollest  notion.  Why do you think that should matter  

to the gods,  who are beyond gender”?  

 Panchaali has acknowledged that  Arjun r eceived astray from god and even 

got embraced by them. She says ,   

 “Having embraced God,  how could Arjun sti l l  care about gaining 

astras,  no matter how powerful they were? I f I'd been in his place,  

I wouldn't  have wanted anything else".  To this Krishna replies ,  

“Then you’re a lot  wiser than most of us”!  

This draws the character  of Panchali in comparison of Arjun who is  

cons idered as the wor ld’s gr eatest  warr ior .  It  pulls out the contrast  between 

both.  This also portrays the witt iness of Panchali.   

In sect ion thir ty two ‘f ield’ Panchaali f i l led with the feeling of  

vengeance is observing the preparation of war , when she not ices Dhr i and 

her  sons.  

“I ached to see them, to hold them if they’d let  me,  to find out more 

about the young men they’d become - what  interested them, what  

they did in their leisure t ime,  whether they were  contemplating  

marriage.  In the last  twelve years,  we’d spoken to each other only 

a few times,  and never at  length.  I wished they’d decided to spend 

this last  evening with me,  then pushed the thought away”.   

Panchaali her e is seen very differ ent and emotio nal.  The motherhood 

arouses in her  hear t ,  which was hidden under  the vengeance and anger  she 

had,  now she wants to show a ll her  affect ion to her  sons.  This is a  new 

growth in the character  of Panchaali.        

Symbolic code:  

In sect ion second ‘b lue’ Panchal i gather ing all her  courage asks  

Krishna about his opinion on her  complexion which can prohib it  her  from 

changing the history.  On this Krishna said  

“a problem becomes a problem only if you believe i t  to be so.  And 

often others see you as you see yoursel f”.   

This scene symbolizes the r eality of the life and the exist ing 

humankind convict ions.  It  a lso r enders the knowledge of Krishna which he 

would be showcasing throughout the text.  Specia lly to make Pancha li aware 

of the l ife she is living and would live in future.  This a lso symbolizes the 

upcoming l ife of Panchaali.   
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In sect ion nineteen ‘pa lace’ Panchaali with her  f ive husbands put up a 

palace which she will f inally call her  palace.  When the t ime comes to name 

the palace they all have a  long discuss ion.  When  it  comes to Panchali she 

has her  own views for  it .  She looks at  Maya the draftsman and says ,  

 “This creation of yours that’s going to be the envy of every king in 

Bharat -we’ll  call  i t  the Palace of Il lusions” .   

It  demonstrates the whole symbol of the tex t .  It  represents the t it l e 

of the text,  the symbol of the ma in r eason which will be r espons ib le for  the 

gr eat  happening in the history.  It  a lso symbolizes the quality of the palace 

which is fu ll of chimera,  tr ickery magic,  and sensational to the vis itor .   

In the sect ion twenty seventh ‘tales ’ l iving in exile Panchaali  

develops more anger  towards her  husband’s for  their  muddle.  She 

suppresses her  feelings deep down in her  hear t  and shows her  annoyance 

towards them so that  they will be f i led up with the sent i ments of taking 

revenge from the Kaurava.  When Dhr i tr ies to make her  feel  better  by 

reminding her  about her  childhood and the person she was before marr iage,  

her  emot ions roll up but she tr ies to hide her  tears.  She doesn’t  want to hur t  

her  brother  and keeps her  thoughts to herself thinks ,   

 “She’s dead.  Half of her died the day when everyone she had loved  

and counted on to save her sat  without protest  and watched her  

being shamed.  The other half perished with her beloved home.  But 

never fear.  The woman who has taken her place will  gouge a deeper  

mark into history than that naïve girl  ever imagined”.  

  This symbolizes the character  Panchaali  has dwelled into and the 

abhorrence f il led in her  for  the loved ones she once had.  It  a lso focuses on 

the theme of the text that  is the intense rationale of the Great War.  

The symbols become more strong and appea ling while moving towards the 

end of the text as all the fr ee knots are t ied to each other .  In sect ion thir ty 

six ‘wheel’ por trays the exper ience of Panchaali en counter ing the war  

specially the death of Karan.  The descr ipt ion of Vyasa in Mahabharata is 

dif fer ent as Panchaali revea ls.  She expresses her  exper ience ,  

 “but here’s something Vyasa didn’t  put down in his Mahabharata;  

leaving the field,  the glow traveled to a nearby hil l ,  where i t  paused 

for a moment over a weeping woman. Before i t  soared into the sky 

and disappeared,  i t  grew into a great radiance around me.  A feeling  

emanated from it  that I have no words for.  It wasn’t  sorrow or rage. 

Perhaps,  freed of i ts mortal  bondage,  Karna’s spiri t  knew what I  

hadn’t  ever been able to tel l  him”.   
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It  is  a  symbol of eternal love which dwells in the hear t  of Panchaali  

and through this incident it  a lso express  that  Karan also carves for  

Panchaali’s love.  This is a  big symbol of the text and human existence.  Love 

is  the most fascinat ing and eminent par t  of mankind.   

In sect ion thir ty eight ‘pyre’ Gandhari and Dhritarashtra  felt  

repentant for  the curse they gave.  Krishna consoles them and asks them to 

be fair  and honor  the law of nature.  When Dhritarashtra  ins ists on cr emating 

his dead by himself Krishna says ,  

 “You call  them mine,  and you call  the others theirs.  For shame! 

Hasn’t  this been the cause of  your troubles ever since the fatherless  

sons of Pandu arrived at  Hastinapur? If you’d seen them all  as 

yours to love,  this war would never have occurred”.   

This incident showcases the r ea lity behind the Great War.  It  is  the 

symbol of the l ife of every being.  Everything which happens in l ife has 

some or  other  connect ion with the past .  It  is  the Karma which leads one’s 

l ife.  T he act ions r epay in the same life.  T his  incident indir ect ly utters the 

reason of the death of the sons of the b lind king and the suffer ings of the 

survivors.   

Cultural code:  

In the fourth sect ion ‘cosmology’ the tutor  of Dhri asks him to tel l  

about the form of the wor ld to this he r eplies ,   

 “Above are the heave,  abode of Indra and the gods who sit  around 

his throne.  There,  in the center of the seven worlds peopled by 

celestial  being,  l ies the milky ocean on which Vishnu sleeps,  waking 

only when the earth grows overburdened with unrighteous ness.  

Below it  stretches our earth,  which would tumble into the great void  

if i t  were not supported upon the hoods of  Sesha,  the thousand -

headed serpents.  Further below is the underworld,  where the 

demons,  who hate the l ight of the sun,  have their kingdom” .  

This is a  cultural belief shown in the text.  It  is  believed from the 

ancient t ime that  there are f ive divis ions from heaven to the underworld.   

In twelfth sect ion ‘song’ when Panchaali walk across the ha ll where the 

swayamvar  will take p lace.  She narrates the sett lement of vis itors as ,   

 “Across the hall ,  spectators were grouped according to the caste.  

The vaishya sector was marked by blue l ine banner painted with a 

merchant ship.  The Sudra banner depicted farmers harvesting  

wheat.  The Brahmins had the best  seats,  up front,  with fat ,  tassled 
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bolsters to lean on.  Their banner,  a priest  making a fire offering,  

was made of white si lk”.  

This demonstrates the caste system present  in the society and the 

divis ion made through differ ent factor .  Brahmins hold the u pper  class while 

the lowest c lass is of the va ishya.  The banners r epresent  the act ivit ies in 

which respect ive caste is involved.   

In sect ion fourteen ‘br inja l’ when Kunti a sks her  sons to marry 

Panchaali Arjun seems unsat isf ied with the decis ion.  He b lur t  out ,  

 “Mother,  how can you ask us to do this? It’s contrary to dharma”.   

Dharma is cons idered the central par t of l ife and society.  It  is  becaus e 

of the dharma cer tain facets are arranged and ma intained for  the vir tuous  

progress of mankind.  Dharma is a  cul tural belief which controls the l ife of  

every being.    

In sect ion twenty one ‘after l ife’ the boundaries of after l ife ar e showcased .  

 “Depending  on their deeds,  the dead can be dispatched to many 

different  abodes.  Fortunate Brahmins  are sent to Brahmaloka.  The 

best  among Kshatriya go to Indraloka.  For evildoers,  there are one 

hundred and thirty six levels of hell ,  each corresponding to a 

particular sin,  all  of which our scriptures describe with great relish.  

Virtuous women were sent directly to their next bi rth,  where if they 

are lucky,  they reincarnated as men”.   

This por trays the p icture of dif fer ent Lokas  present after l ife.  It  is  

believed and even writ t en in the Holy Scr iptures that  this is decided by 

one’s act ions that  after l ife the sole will go to heaven  or  hell.   

In section thir ty nine ‘ash’ Bheeshma lying on the death bed teaches  

Yudhisthir  the ar t  of kingship keep aside his all pains.  He says ,   

 “A ruler should know how to conceal his own weakness.  He should 

choose his servants        carefully.  He mus t cause dissensions among 

the noblemen in his enemy’s kingdom. He should be forgiving,  but 

not excessively so,  for the men of evil  heart  would take advantage 

of him. His innermost thought must be concealed even from his  

nearest  ones”.  

It  represents the ar t  which a  king should know to be a  successfu l.  The 

king should have all the qualit ies to be fa ir  in court  or  polit ica l matters and 

even for  the cit izens.  This descr ibes the cultural pictur e of a  flour ishing 

king who is keen and kind.  Bheeshma deliver s the knowledge to Yudhisthir  

as he feels it  to be his r espons ib il ity to make him a victor ious king.   
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Through the analys is it  can be concluded that  novel ‘The Palace of I l lus ions’  

have every su itable aspect to make the application of the code s judicious.  

The concept of Roland Barthes is carr ied out adequately in the paper .   
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