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Introduction:

To be a painter one must know sculpture
To be an architect one must know dance
Dance is possible only through music
And poetry therefore is essential
(Part 2 of Vishnu Dharmottara Purana, an exchange between the sage Markandya and King
Vajra) 1
Quite appropriately Theatre encompasses all the above mentions arts, which is vital for an
individual and community’s overall development. India is known for its rich cultural heritage has
harnessed the energy of theatrical forms since the inception of its civilization. A rich cultural
heritage of almost 3000 years has been the nurturing ground for Theatre and its Folk forms.
Emerging after Greek and Roman theatre, Sanskrit theatre closely associated with primordial
rituals, is the earliest form of Indian Theatre. Ascribed to Bharat Muni, ‘Natya Sastra or
Natyashastra’ 2 is considered to be the initial and most elaborate treatise on dramaturgy and art of
theatre in the world. It gives the detailed account of Indian theatre’s divine origin and expounds
Rasa. This text becomes the basis of the classical Sanskrit theatre in India. Sanskrit Theatre was
nourished by pre-eminent play-wrights like Bhasa, Kalidasa, Shudraka, Vishakadatta,
Bhavabhuti and Harsha. 3 This body of works which were sophisticated in its form and thematic
content can be equaled in its range and influence with the dramatic yield of other prosperous
theatre traditions of the world like ancient Greek theatre and Elizabethan theatre. Even the
Sanskrit Theatre must have begun as a narrative form, with recitation, singing and dancing
becoming its integral elements. This emphasis on narrative elements made our theatre essentially
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theatrical right from the beginning. That is why the theatre in India has encompassed all the other
forms of literature and fine arts into its physical presentation: literature, mime, music, dance,
movement, painting, sculpture and architecture – all amalgamated into one.

Not just the description of how various kind of plays to be written, in fact the Natyasastra,
mentions elaborate every dimension of stagecraft from acting, stage design, to theatre
architecture. It is from Natysastra that we get to know that the Sanskrit plays commenced with an
elaborate ritual called Purva-Ranga. The Sutradhara (the narrator, stage manager and chief actor)
enters the performance space and worship the presiding deity of theatre, in most cases, Nataraja,
Shiva for the success of the performance and well-being of the actors and the audience. Then the
Sutradhara summons the leading actress and start the play with a prologue or incantation. One
might cogitate that the venues where plays were staged, were considered sacred and came to be
known as 'Rangmancha', 'Rangbhoomi' 4. However, distinct absence of irrefutable living
evidence of the performances of classical Sanskrit plays, based on the guidelines of the
Natyashastra is a major impediment to consider that classical Sanskrit plays considered the
Natyashastra as an instruction manual. To substantiate, Sanskrit dramas indicate towards things
that appear to concur with portions of the Natyashastra, but numerous Sanskrit dramas also
contain elements that the Natyashastra forbids. For example, perhaps Abhijnanashakuntalam, by
Kalidasa is among the few plays that satisfy the definition of being a nataka, with the purvaranga
and sutradhar mode of beginning of the play available in the text.

Moreover, no living traditions of performance continued since either the era of Sanskrit drama or
the Natyashastra. Kutiyattam or Koodiyattam theatre may have originated in the eleventh
century, and it probably has the strongest claim to continuing the tradition of Sanskrit dramas,
but, ultimately, the existing performance repertoire represents a synthesis of Sanskrit classicism
and reflects the local traditions of Kerala 5. Thus, we have only the text of the Natyashastra and
the ephemeral implications of Sanskrit dramas in the local folk Bhasha traditions of performance.
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Alternatively, the Natyashastra does provide us a significant and fascinating theory about
theatrical performance that permeates South Asian aesthetics. Bharata’s understanding of how
natya affects audiences, rooted in bhava and rasa, still irradiate and beacons us to think of what
theatrical presentations can do and how it can be achieved. Nevertheless, as the book is written in
Sanskrit, a basic knowledge of Indian historiography will lead one to interrogate the positionality
of the book vis a vis ritual and social hierarchy. It will further lead a conscious scholar to ponder
on the readership of such a text with inherent class structure and casteism. This reading will be
further accentuated by figuring out that interest in the discourse is a recent one, namely 16th
century onwards under the able guidance of mostly German Indologists.
By 11th century, with the initiation of the Mughal era the Sanskrit drama encountered a steady
deterioration and it discontinued to be performed and was read only as literature. The theatrical
requirements of the populaces were fulfilled by the traditional forms of theatre like folk theatre,
and devotional performances etc., which varied from one Bhasha region to another and was the
part and parcel of the masses. The Ramlila and Nautanki of North India, the Kirtaniya of Mithila,
Jatra of Bengal, the Chhau of Odisha and Jharkhand, the folk plays of Tamilnadu like Satharam
and Nallathangal, the Yakshagana of Karnataka, the Kathakali of Kerala, the Bhavai of Gujarat,
all were the folk performance practices that developed a foundation for the portrayal of Indian
theatre and a encouraging soul for the western theatrical tradition as well. It is these folk Bhasha
sensibilities and performances which have to be taken into considerations while pondering in the
evolution of theatre towards contemporary Indian Theatre scenario in terms of Architecture,
Apparatus and Acting.

Theatre Architecture, Apparatus and Acting

Natyasastra bestows a detailed attention to the three ‘A’s of theatre - Architecture, Apparatus,
and Acting. A comprehensive description of various types of theatre houses (Natyamandapa) is
available in the second chapter of the Natyasastra. It provides detailed measurements and designs
of types of theatres as well as information about the building of walls, columns, roof etc. The
description of theatres is so minute, it could be difficult not to believe that such theatres used to

be constructed at and before the time of Bharata, and that he must have been well-versed in the
various facets of the science related to the construction of the theatre house. For example, it
mentioned in Natyasastra that - Theatres are of three types depending on their shape. They are
Oblong, Square and Triangular. Each type is subdivided into three according to their dimensions,
as large, medium and small. The large theatre is 108 Hastas long, middle is 64 Hastas and the
small theatre is 32 Hastas long. (1 hasta = equal to 1.5 foot) 6. However, during the medieval
period, theatre moved out of the natyamandapa and initiated new habitat in the streets, bringing
about the notion of open performance spaces. The three-side open stages for Jatra of Bengal,
Tamasha of Maharshatra and many other forms is reminiscence of that curious give and take
between the Sanskrit theatre of theatre houses and folk theatrical space of mela/fair ground.
Ramlila of Ramnagar, near Varanasi in Uttar Pradesh, is yet another example such interesting
transformation of performance spaces 7.
Of course, the impact of natysastra can been seen in Hindu temples designed after 10th century to
include spaces for performing arts (for example, kuttampalams in all most all the large temples in
Kerala), Natmandir (in temples at Kajuraho, Madhya pradesh) 8 or prayer halls (for example,
Namghar initiated by Shankardeva in Assam) that supported as dramatic arts stage, based on the
square principle described in the Natyasastra, such as those in the peninsular and eastern states of
India. 9 Proscenium theatre made its entry into Indian bhasha imagination through the colonial
encounters. In late 19th Century the English theatre houses in Calcutta and Bombay inspired the
Marathi and Bengali Theatre Company to come with similar models. Parsi Theatre began using
huge painted background drawing inspirations from Marathi Sangeet Natak stages and European
proscenium. 10 Gradually, these senses of elaborate stage design influenced the Bhasha theatres.
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Quite a path breaking production in terms of acting, apparatus and stage setting was Nabanna by
Indian People’s Theatre Association (IPTA). Bijon Bhattacharya’s Nabanna (The New Harvest,
Bengali, 1944), was a naturalistic play with an anti-imperialist message that was first produced
by Sombhu Mitra on a revolving stage in Calcutta but then went on an extensive tour of both
rural and urban areas in North India. 11 It went on the tour, but not before much debate. Sombhu
Mitra, refused to allow the play to be taken to the countryside on the ground that the high quality
of the performance could not be maintained except on a revolving stage. Therefore, while IPTA
wanted to go among the people in open spaces, but the colonial proscenium dependent sense of
performance inhibited the process for quite some time. In fact, this also set the tone of entire
Bengali theatre, which could not move out of the proscenium like many other Bhasha traditions
of India. In post-colonial India, the colonial design sense is supplanted with sense of return to the
roots i.e. Sanskrit theatre, in search for an ‘authentic’ Indian form and content.

In contemporary India, theatre artist like KN Panicker at Sopanam, Trivandrum, Veenapani
Chawla at Adishakti, Pondicherry and Ratan Thiyam at Chorus repertory, Imphal have tried to
recreate the spaces mentioned in Natyasastra. The architectural design of performance space at
Sangeet Natak Akademi and the three auditoriums – namely Sammukh, Bahumkh and
Abhimanch at National School of Drama, New Delhi are reminiscent of similar architectural
spaces. Interestingly, Klara Gönc Moacanin in an elaborate essay on Natyamandapa ponders,

“[It] is a sacred space defined by sacred ritual; it represents a temple (lat. templum from
Greek temenos) which means a cut off space, reffering to an enclosed area for a particular
purpose such as the service of a god. The sacred space, marked by a religious building,
ensures the isolation and thus the preservation both of the sacred inside and the profane
outside it. I think that the wall that can be seen as the demarcation line between the sacred
and the profane inside the hypothetic theatre … I see a sort of fence in the meaning of
temenos - the sacred space of ranga is warded off from the profane public. Does it mean
that ranga or a stage is sacred and auditorium profane? And why should ranga needed for
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profane art be a sacred space? Does it all have a deeper symbolical meaning and has
nothing to do with reality of performing space?” 12

In fact, she brings in a debate central to the idea of theatre, i.e. the notion of sacred and profane.
The Bhasha folk theatre which flourished during the medieval period definitely traversed
between these two polarities. On these lines, Indian Bhasha folk performances can be broadly
divided into two categories – sacred (religious) and profane (secular). This is the beginning of
The Theatre of Religion and The theatre of Entertainment. The religious mythology oriented
forms emerge as a result of the Bhakti movement in Medieval India. The profane or secular folk
theatre form, which belonged to the Bhand Pather from Kashmir or Swang tradition from
Haryana, becomes an epitome of folk entertainment with profane element. The two forms
religious and secular, sacred and profane operated in tandem influencing each other. 13

Apparatus to Acting

While most of these theatrical forms have their own distinctive styles based on their local
customs, differing from one another in terms of execution, stagecraft, costume, make-up and
acting, even though there are certain basic parallels. The south Indian performances emphasize
on dance forms like Kathakali and Krishnattam of Kerala, in fact can be suitable to be termed as
dance dramas, while the north Indian forms like the Maach of Madhya Pradesh, the Nautanki of
Uttar Pradesh, the Khyal of Rajasthan and the Swang of Punjab emphasize more on songs. The
Tamasha of Maharashtra, the Jatra of Bengal, the Bhavai of Gujarat and the Bhand Pather of
Kashmir stress on dialogues in their performance, the latter two focuses on comedy and satire.
Puppet theatre also flourished at many places in India for example - Shadow puppets
(Gombeyatta of Karnataka, Ravana Chhaya of Orissa), Glove puppets (Gopalila of Odisha, Pavai
Koothu of Tamil Nadu), Doll puppets (Putul Naach of Bengal and Bommalattum of Tamil Nadu
and the Mysore State, Karnataka) and String puppets (Sakhi Kundhei of Orissa and Kathputli of
Rajasthan) are some of the popular forms.
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Histrionics can also be found in certain solo forms of Indian classical dance traditions, like
Bharat Natyam, Kathak, Odissi and Mohiniattam. Folk dances like the Gambhira and Purulia
Chhau of Bengal, Seraikella Chhau of Jharkhand and Mayurbhanj Chhau of Orissa also have a
theatrical narrative element in them. Dramatic content is even intertwined into the ritual
ceremonies in some regions, particularly those of Kerala, with its Mudiyettu and Teyyam. Pabijika-Phar of Rajasthan, Nupipala of Manipur and Padabali Kirtan of Bengal are ballad singing
traditions. A similar apparatus of singing and narration is popular in Maharshtra known as
Powada, which also has resemblances with Kirtan. These forms and apparatuses, coupled with
western influences, reinvigorated the Bhasha theatre’s imagination, where actor, playwright like
Utpal Dutt turned towards the traditional Jatra. In Maharashtra, Vijay Tendulkar’s Ghasiram
Kotwal 14 was a path-breaking specimen that exemplifies the give and take between tradition and
modernity.

Acting - Abhinaya

If one has to map the presentation and acting styles, one would find an elaborate account of
Rasa, Bhaba, Anubhaba and acting styles mentioned in Natyasastra. Bharata classifies the Rasa
under eight categories (ashtarasa) and gives the corresponding Bhava which gives rise to the
rasa. These are known as Sthayi Bhava or pervading stable emotion. They are rati(love),
hasa(mirth), shoka(grief), krodha(anger), utsaha(heroism), bhaya(fear), jugupsa(disgust), and
vismaya(wonder).4 The corresponding eight Rasa are sringara(amorous), hasya(humorous),
karuna(pathetic), raudra(furious), vira(valorous), bhayanaka(horrific), bibhatsa(repugnant), and
adbhuta(wondrous).5 There are three types of Bhava, namely, Sthayi (eight types), Vyabhichari
(thirty three), and Satvika (eight), totaling to forty-nine. The Satvika bhava are the physical
manifestation of intense emotion. They are sthamba (petrification), sveda (perspiration),
romancha (horripilation), svarabheda (voice change), vepathu (trembling), vaivarnya (facial
colour change), asru(weeping), and pralaya(fainting). 15 The text explains the relationship
between rasa and determinants, consequents, dominant states, transitory states and the
14
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temperamental states through an analogy: just as various ingredients such as vegetables and
spices, when mixed, produce a flavour, so the combination of the 'Dominant States
(sthayibhava), when they come together with various other States (bhava) attain the quality of
the Sentiment'. 16 All the eight sentiments, the eight dominant states, the approaches to Acting,
transitory states and the temperamental states are described in the Natyashastra in detail with
reference to the determinants, the consequents and their relation to the sentiments.

The Natyashastra places much emphasis on the means of histrionic representation (abhinaya).
They are the techniques used by the actor to portray the consequents: 'From the point of view of
the playwright or the character it is anubhava, and from that of the actor it is abhinaya.' Four
kinds of abhinaya are differentiated: gestures (angika), words (vacika), costume and make-up
(aharya} and the representation of the temperament (sattvika). 17 Thus, it was the period of total
theatre, i.e. total acting, which incorporated, singing, dancing, mime, dialogues etc. As the plots
of Sanskrit plays were generally based sources like the myth, epics and folk tales; thus, the
audience was already aware of the story. Hence, the theatre required a visual presentation style
through gestures, intonations and stylized movements. In contemporary times, one could
experience that acting styles in the works of directors like KN Panicker, Veenapani Chawla 18
who explored the styles in Natyasastra based local traditions like Kalaripayattu and Kutiyattam.
On the other hand, stalwarts like Ratan Thiyam and Kanhailal in Manipur started to search for
actor’s body within their local specific culture. It has to be noted that the renowned German
playwright and director, Brecht, evolved his theory of ‘Epic Theatre’ and concept of ‘Alienation’
precisely from these sources, for example Sutradhar (narrator), who most of the time also played
the Vidushak (Joker), could anytime come out of the enactment and engage in a conversation and
address the audience directly.
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It was only with the western influence, under the British rule, for the time in Indian theatre, the
writing and practice of plays veered towards realistic or naturalistic presentation. Contemplative
about the presentation styles, noted director Prof. Devendra Raj Ankur sum it up elegiacally,

“It is not as if realism or naturalism was totally absent in our tradition. It was always
present as also envisaged in Natya Shastra through concepts of Lokdharmi, i.e., a style of
presentation connected with day-to-day gestures and behaviour and Natyadharami, - i.e.,
a style more and more presentational and theatrical in nature. But the stories used were
invariably from the same sources. In the modern theatre the story also changed its nature.
Now it is no more woven around big heroes and gods, but has become a picture of
common man.” 19
That common man was portrayed live on stage by legendary actors like Sishir Kumar Bhaduri 20,
Sombhu Mitra from Bengal, Shree Ram Lagoo & Mohan Aghashe from Maharashtra, who paved
the way for the era of naturalistic acting. One should also keep in mind though women regularly
performed in Classical dance, but it was only in late 19th century, when women started to
perform in theatre, but it was a difficult path as there was also a lot of stigma attached to women
going to theatre as performer and audience. 21Actors like Binodini Dashi (Bengali) 22, and Jyotsna
Bhole (Marathi) 23 defined the paths or others.

Censorship and Spectatorship

Drama about life and plight of the common man, the masses now began to flourish as a prised
literary genre alongside the modern genre of fiction, also as a response to Western influence. The
city based Parsi and Bengali (Bangla) Theatre were perhaps the precursor to the Bhasha
movement into drama and theatre, followed by Marathi, Hindi, Kannada, Malayalam, Telugu,
Bhojpuri traditions. The revolt of 1857 happened and slowly Bhasha theatre began portray and
19
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sway public opinion regarding the oppression rendered the dictatorial British Government. It is
late 19th century, slowly theatre became an apparatus of social change, “when dedicated patriots
were committed to exposing social evils, some of which had resulted from British rule and some
of which had plagued Hindu society for centuries. This period, marked by an unrestrained desire
among Indian writers and producers to propagate independence, is also characterized by
suppressive restrictions imposed by the colonial government on the publication and performance
of plays.” 24

The first significant drama of social protest in India was Nildarpana (The Mirror of Indigo
Planters) by Dinabandhu Mitra, published in 1860. The play dramatizes incidents drawn from the
revolution of 1858 in which Bengali indigo cultivators were mercilessly persecuted by the
British planters for refusing to sow their crops. The incident is usually cited as the first attempt of
the Bengalis to harass the colonial rules. 25
Farley Richmond, vividly describes the entire episode in his significant essay- The Political Role
of Theatre in India. He further goes on to theatrically pose a question to describe the
government’s attitude,
“The popularity of Nildarpana and subsequent works of its kind raised serious questions
for the colonial government. Should all plays, regardless of their content, be permitted
public performance? And should the press be allowed to publish a play whatever
sentiments it espoused?” 26

In 1876 Lord Northbrooke, then the viceroy of India, issued an ordinance as an emergency
measure under the Government of India Act, giving the Government of Bengal full power to
control dramatic performances until a new law could be enacted. On March 14, 1876, the
Dramatic Performances Act No. XIX was submitted to the Supreme Legislative Council and

24

Richmond, Farley. The Political Role of Theatre in India. Educational Theatre Journal, Vol. 25, No. 3 (Oct., 1973),
pp. 318-334
25
For more details on Nil Darpan, one could consult, Das Gupta's The Indian Stage (Calcutta, 1938), II, 91-111, 172178, and 243-245.
26
Richmond, Farley. The Political Role of Theatre in India. Educational Theatre Journal, Vol. 25, No. 3 (Oct., 1973),
p. 320

soon it became a law. The Dramatic Performances Act, 1876 27 along with the Vernacular Press
Act, 1878 were frequently used by the Government throughout the following decades to suppress
dramatic performances and plays considered seditious. However, the urge for Indian
independence had been unleashed and the government could only hope to slow down the
process.

Exasperated by censorship, many theatre groups turned their efforts to exposing blatant social
evils in Indian society in the late 19th Century, such as alcoholism, child marriage, enforced
conversion by Christian missionaries, the need for women's education, the purdah system and the
right of widows to remarry 28. However, the force of freedom struggle, couldn’t keep the theatre
wallah (a colloquial way to address the theatre people) away from the movement. In fact
obliquely, the censorship act contributed to and raised the standards of spectatorship, as many
playwrights started using ‘veiled allegories propagating nationalism and spreading disaffection
among sympathetic spectators’. They often did so with great imagination by imbuing Hindu
mythologies with allegorical significance were imbued into the plays with great precision. One
of the best-known examples is Probhakar Khadilkar's 1906 Marathi play “Kichakavadba” (The
Killing of Keechaka), based on incidents from the Mahabharata. Villain Kichaka obviously
represented the oppressive British ruler. After the partition of Bengal in 1905, Girish Chandra
Ghosh wrote and performed three powerful allegories about historical luminaries, who fought
against political oppression- “Sirajuddaulla”, “Mir Kasim”, and “Chatrapati Shivaji” (The
Exploits of Shivaji)- all of which were banned by the British Government under the Dramatic
Performances Act. 29 Similar genres of plays and incidents of ban were reported from various
parts of India, from Assam in the North east to Mysore in the South 30.

In post-Independence India, the Dramatic Performances Act, 1876 still continues to be part of the
Indian Penal Code and several plays are censored every year on the basis on that law. Couple
27
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plays by Indian People’s Theatre Association were banned under this act. In recent times, Vijay
Tendular’s 31Sakharam Binder 32 was banned under same act.

Translation and Adaptations

During British colonial interregnum in 18th and 19th centuries, Indian theatre was reborn in form
of dramatic literature. The stimulus ushered in from two sources: the rich legacy of classical
Indian drama and the exposure to classics of Western dramatic tradition through English colonial
theatres in cities like Calcutta, Bombay and Madras. Translations started to appear
simultaneously of Sanskrit masterpieces and classics of Western canon, particularly Shakespeare
and other English language playwrights. Till now dramatic literature had not developed as a
major literary genre in Indian languages or Bhashas. Describing the situation Rakesh H Solomon
writes,
“During this period, while the Europeans were discovering ancient Indian culture, Indian
elites were discovering modern European culture. Out of this encounter arose the new
theatrical genre called the modern Indian theatre. Shaped by the imperatives of empire,
nationalism, and nativism, this was a metropolitan genre, created by a bilingual highcaste bourgeoisie, who strategically adapted elements from a gallery of models that
included the Sanskrit theatre, traditional theatre, and European theatre.” 33

For instance, the first Bengali play staged in Calcutta on 28 November, 1795, by a Russian
Gerasim Stephanovich Lebedeff was “kalponik song badal”, a translation of the play, “the
disguise.” 34 If one tends to keep aside Bangla, Kannada and Marathi, even minor traditions like
Gujarati, Malayalam and Telugu too has elaborate western and Sanskrit classic translation and
adaptation. 35Hence, translation or adaptation is inseparable from the development of Bengali and
other bhasha theatre. Nevertheless, there are contradictions and conflicts regarding the
31
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acceptance of plays, translated or adapted. Utpal Dutt, who himself has translated Shakespearean
plays as well as modern European plays, critiques the very idea of mindless borrowing. In a
lecture titled "Innovation and Experimentation in Theatre" Dutt says,

Experiment cannot mean a cavalier rejection of tradition— a new theatre cannot be born
out of thin air. I have noticed this trend in parts of the Calcutta theatre world… To the
cynical producers of this market, nothing is sacred in the culture of this country or of any
other, for that matter… They find Shakespeare unintelligible and dull, and therefore adapt
every modern European crime- thriller or rotten farce into an Indian language and
perform it in the confidence that it will be the foundation of the hitherto non-existent
Indian theatre. 36

Apart from western classics, translation of new dramatic texts only happened especially in
Bengal and other parts of India with the emergence of group theatre. Sumanta Gangopadhyay
and Somjit Halder in an interesting analysis inform us, “It is not before the 1960s, when group
theatre had introduced on Kolkata stage plays by American dramatists. Many of the productions
did not even acknowledge the original plays perhaps from the fear/anxiety that it could question
the efficacy of the director or translator concerned.” 37 Similar trajectories could be charted out in
other bhasha traditions too. Institution of national importance like National School of Drama,
Sahitya Akademi and Sangeet Akademi commissioned and facilitated translations and
adaptations. Aparna Dharwadkar corroborates,

In their formal recommendations to the Sangeet Natak Akademi, the participants at the
1956 Drama Seminar had suggested that “there should be a special programme of
translations of well-known and stageable plays of the different languages of India into the
regional languages enumerated in the Constitution,” and that "these plays should be made
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available at moderate prices.” This program of translations did not materialize, perhaps
because it involved sixteen or more languages. 38

With time the continuous efforts by performing groups and playwrights themselves engaging in
the act potent translations and adaptations expedited the exchange of ideas locked away in the
treasure trove of the individual bhashas. For illustration, “Kanyasulkam” (1892) by Gurazada
Venkata Apparao in Telugu, has been translated into other Indian languages and also into
English. It is a powerful social drama couched in regional dialect, mercilessly attacking
imposture of any type. Similarly, Vijay Tendulkar is also considered an important translator in
Marathi, having rendered nine novels and two biographies into the language, as well as five
plays, among which are Mohan Rakesh’s Adhe adhure (Hindi) 39, Girish Karnad’s Tughlaq
(Kannada) 40, and Tennessee William’s A Streetcar Named Desire (English). Likewise, Habib
Tanvir’s Mitti ki Gadi, based on Sanskrit play “Mrichhkatikam” and “Kam Dev ka Apna, Basant
Ritu ka Sapna”, adaptation of Shakespeare’s “Midsummer Night’s Dream” are classic instances
of a creative impetus between translation, adaptation and indigenization. Two significant
experimental adaptations of “Macbeth” which are product of such fruitful cross fertilizations are
“Barnam Van”, directed by BV Karanth 41 and “Stage of Blood”, directed by Lokendra
Arambam.

However, if one considers the technicalities of translation and adaptions, it will lead one to
recognize that there is no standardized estimation concerning the approval and acceptance of any
translation or adaptation. 42 There has always been a dialectic amongst the translators, directors or
theatre personalities as which to favour in the context of transplacing a play— translation,
adaptation and indigenization. Still, it's very difficult to unanimously uphold any of them as
38
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reception has always been diverse and dependent on several socio-politico-economic factors. 43
Nonetheless, long before translation and translation studies became fashionable discourse in the
western academia; Indian theatre had a thriving legacy of translation. Sudhanva Deshpande
provides us with an appropriate illustration;
“Playwrights like Mohan Rakesh, Tendulkar, Badal Sircar, Girish Karnad were translated
into several Indian languages almost simultaneously. To take one spectacular example:
Girish Karnad's Hayavadana was directed by Satyadev Dubey in Hindi in Bombay, by
BV Karanth in Hindi in Delhi and Kannada in Bangalore, by Rajinder Nath in Hindi in
Delhi, all in 1972, and by Vijaya Mehta in Marathi in Bombay the following year. In fact,
some important plays have been performed in translation before they appeared in the
original language of composition - both Girish Karnad's Agni Mattu Male and Govind
Deshpande's Chanakya Vishnugupta were first done in Hindi, rather than Kannada or
Marathi.” 44

Furthermore, the Bhasha theatre wanted to reconcile the gap between the text based theatrical
tradition and the improvisational folk performative practices. Therefore, during the 1970’s there
were attempts to look beyond mere translation and adaptation. There were attempt to improvise a
performance first and then create the text out of it, which too would have the immediacy of the
performance and would be available to be read as dramatic literature. Rustom Bharucha in his
incisive work –‘Theatre of Kanhailal’, for the first time glosses over this genre and calls it
‘Performance text.’ 45 Pebet, based on local folktale is a classic example for such a performance
text, created and performed by Kalakshetra Manipur, under the guidance of Kanhailal 46.
Likewise, Bansi Kaul’s group Rang Vidushak at Bhopal and Veenapani Chawla’s group
Adishakti, to name a few, improvise and develop their own scripts, rather than depending on a
playwright. Recently, ‘Not the Drama Seminar’ 47 organised by India Theatre Forum at Ninasam,
Heggodu brought together practitioners from all across the country, to meditate on the nature of
43
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theatre in India today, on how we got to where we are. “The attempt was to understand 'Indian
Theatre' in all its multiplicity and diversity, bringing these several faces of Indian theatre face to
face, and problematize the issues that arise therein.” 48 It was organised almost 50 years after the
original Drama Seminar in 1956. As mentioned earlier, it is this seminar, organised by Sangeet
Natak Akademi which set the tone and vision of Indian Theatre “basically advocated
decolonizing Indian theatre and promoting indigenous forms in a newly independent country.” 49
Recognising the historical significance of the seminar, Ashis Sengupta emphasizes that though
the government took “into cognizance the reality of a multilingual/regional Indian theatre, it
eventually sought to showcase and institutionalize ‘national’ culture in tune with the hegemonic
state narrative of nationhood.” Ever since then Bhasha theatre have been trying to create their
own narrative and expressions, enriching theatre as a whole in the process. The ITF’s ‘Not the
Drama Seminar’ of 2008 underscored the need to ‘de-construct (sic) the whole ’56 discourse and
[ . . . ] build our own completely from our own experiences.’ 50As a continuation, the ITF seminar
of 2012 insisted on creating a performance aesthetic by pluralizing the very concept of theatre
space. 51

Conclusion
The active exchange between classical and the folk at one level, tradition and modernity on
another level, Native and West on yet another level, interaction between varied cultures specific
to diverse bhashas and finally the inherent multilingualism, have not just enriched the corpus of
Theatre, but of Life itself. Aparna Dharwadkar sums it up quite poetically, “For both authors and
audiences, the total effect of active multilingualism and circulation has thus been to create at
least four distinct levels for the dissemination and reception of contemporary Indian plays--the
local, the regional, the national, and the international. But multilingualism is a collective activity,
another possible casualty of the strategies of insularity and in communication.” Therefore, to
48
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save us from insularity and in-communication, and to celebrate the jubilation of dialogue, one
should assemble regularly at last possible venue of human congregation – Theatre.
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Introduction
India is known for its living folk tradition. There can be no qualm about the fact that any art
form always reflects the essences of the society, its fortitude to endure, its spirit, emotions,
fellow-feelings, and so on. In India, religion, myth and philosophy can never be separated
from their art forms. Dance and music are tied inseparably to ritual, ceremony of any kind.
Marriages, births, entering a new house or town, religious processions, harvest time, welcome
guests (Atithi Devobhaba) any or all of these are events for melody, music and dance, which
extemporaneously conveying the entire vestment of human emotions and experiences.
Throughout India, there are tribal areas, where each tribe has its own unique music and
dances, nevertheless, there are similar patterns that they all share - for instance men and
women creating distinct rows with linked arms and performing intricate leg movements in a
progressively increasing rhythm that builds up to a crescendo of dynamism, vigour and
heartiness.
In community living, the art of singing, music and dance has its own importance. In all the
Bhasha performance-practices, songs and the art of singing have a substantial role to play. As
mentioned earlier, the folk traditions of India has a rich oeuvre of songs, dances and other
forms of performances. Each of these genres would need a module dedicated to them. In this
module our focus will be on the Indian Bhasa or Vernacular drama/theatre Rang traditions in
its rural and urban manifestations. In most of Indian Bhasha, theatre is called ‘Rang’/ Natya.
Drama is Rang-Sahitya and Theatre is Rang-karma.
Bhasha or the Vernacular Theatre tradition of India
Theatre or Rang-karma as an old form of Communication is a deep-rooted tradition in India’s
vibrant culture. As mentioned earlier the folk Bhasha rang is a amalgamated art in India with
a synthesis of components from music, epic and ballad recital, versification, dance,
pantomime, graphic and plastic arts, faith and festival of the common people. Bhasha theatre
has been used extensively in India to propagate critical social, political and cultural issues in
the form of theatrical messages to create awareness among the people. As an indigenous form
it breaks all kinds of formal barriers of human communication and appeals directly to the
2

people. 1 One could further acknowledge that Folk theatre having roots embedded in local
Bhasha, identity and social values besides providing mass entertainment helped Indian
society as indigenous tools of interpersonal, inter-group and inter-village communication for
ages. However, there is an impression that many of these performance genres are dying out
because of the popularity of Bollywood movies, but on the contrary, famous cinema from
Bollywood has successfully portrayed and has drawn inspiration from the folk traditions of
India. In fact, every movie would have either one or two songs or dances specific to folk
tradition of that specific region to provide you with a flavour of the local Bhasha.
Emergence of great Bhasha traditions
A rich cultural heritage of almost 3000 years has been the nurturing ground for Theatre and
its Folk forms. Emerging after Greek and Roman theatre, Sanskrit theatre closely associated
with primordial rituals, is the earliest form of Indian Theatre. Ascribed to Bharat Muni,
‘Natya Shastra’ is considered to be the initial and most elaborate treatise on dramaturgy and
art of theatre in the world. It gives the detailed account of Indian theatre’s divine origin and
expounds Rasa. This text becomes the basis of the classical Sanskrit theatre in India. Even
the Sanskrit Theatre must have begun as a narrative form, with recitation, singing and
dancing becoming its integral elements. This emphasis on narrative elements made our
theatre essentially theatrical right from the beginning. That is why the theatre in India has
encompassed all the other forms of literature and fine arts into its physical presentation:
literature, mime, music, dance, movement, painting, sculpture and architecture – all
amalgamated into one.
Bhasha Roots in Classical/Sanskrit Drama
When we delve into the finding process of India’s Bhasha theatre’s origin it shows that this
theatrical tradition is inextricable part of our human civilization. It encompasses the practise
of music, dance, drama and religious rituals to express human feelings and emotional state.
Based on oral tradition in Vedic and Buddhist cultures, Natya/Rang was used to disseminate
the tales of human lives in real context. Appearance of Folk Theatre is linked with the
alteration of political system, transfer of power and different kind of patronage in India as
well as the coming into existence of different regional (bhashas) languages in all parts of the
1
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country. Sanskrit Theatre was nourished by pre-eminent play-wrights like Bhasa, Kalidasa,
Shudraka, Vishakadatta, Bhavabhuti and Harsha. 2 This body of works which were
sophisticated in its form and thematic content can be equalled in its range and influence with
the dramatic yield of other prosperous theatre traditions of the world like ancient Greek
theatre and Elizabethan theatre. However, it was also largely urban-oriented, limited only to
specific elite Class and Caste. On the contrary, the vernacular/Bhasha folk theatre evolved
out of rural roots and was more simple, immediate and closer to the rural milieu, with a
greater reach and acceptability.
Decline of Sanskrit Drama
The decadence of Sanskrit drama was due by the 10th century A.D. Sanskrit language had
ceased to be the language of the people. Over different regions it had developed into
different well-established dialects known as apabhramsas. Each apabhramsa dialect was
soon to assume a form – to be known by the 15th century in its trial form – as one of the
modern Indo-Aryan languages, slowly evolving into the Bhashas 3. These bhashas or
languages of the people were still far from creating their own literature though, in some first
literature made its appearance by the 12th century A.D. In contrast, the South Indian
languages, not derived from but only influenced by Sanskrit, had a literature of their own by
9th century A.D. 4
The medieval period experienced the appearance of regional language literatures, which did
not produce dramatic works comparable to ancient classics. Nevertheless, folk and ritualistic
theatres flourished throughout this period.The performance traditions blossomed and thrived
through the folk dancers, musicians, singers and storytellers, just as the basic aesthetics of
Natyashastra subsisted, transmuted into innumerable variants, through the traditional folk and
classical forms. Some innovations happened in religious drama, thanks to socio-religious
reform Bhakti Movements, which engulfed the entire subcontinent during the medieval era. 5
Various Forms as precursor to the modern Indian Bhasha Drama
2

Vatsyayan, Kapila. Traditional Indian Theatre: Multiple Streams. New Delhi: National Book Trust, 1980. Print
Apabhraṃśa Wikipedia entry https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apabhra%E1%B9%83%C5%9Ba (Accessed on
20.10.2016)
4
This Module Written by Prof. T.K. Venkatasubramanian, Dept. of History, Delhi University is a vital resource in
reimagining the history of Bhasha theatre in India.
http://sol.du.ac.in/mod/book/view.php?id=1616&chapterid=1657
5
Shiva Prakash, H.S. ‘Impact of Bhakti Movement on Theatre’, Theatre India 2. New Delhi: National School of
Drama, 2005. Print.
3

4

While most of these theatrical forms have their own distinctive styles based on their local
customs, differing from one another in terms of execution, stagecraft, costume, make-up and
acting, even though there are certain basic parallels. The south Indian performances
emphasize on dance forms like Kathakali and Krishnattam of Kerala, in fact can be suitable
to be termed as dance dramas, while the north Indian forms like the Maach of Madhya
Pradesh, the Nautanki of Uttar Pradesh, 6 the Khyal of Rajasthan and the Swang of Punjab
emphasize more on songs. The Tamasha of Maharashtra, the Jatra of Bengal, and the Bhavai
of Gujarat stress on dialogues in their performance, the latter two focus on comedy and satire.
Puppet theatre also flourished at many places in India for example - Shadow puppets
(Gombeyatta of Karnataka, Ravana Chhaya of Orissa), Glove puppets (Gopalila of Odisha,
Pavai Koothu of Tamil Nadu), Doll puppets (Putul Naach of Bengal and Bommalattum of
Tamil Nadu and the Mysore State, Karnataka) and String puppets (Sakhi Kundhei of
Orissaand Kathputli of Rajasthan) are some of the popular forms. Histrionics can also be
found in certain solo forms of Indian classical dance traditions, like Bharat Natyam, Katthak,
Odissi and Mohiniattam. Folk dances like the Gambhira and Purulia Chhau of Bengal,
Seraikella Chhau of Jharkhand and Mayurbhanj Chhau of Orissa also have a theatrical
narrative element in them. Dramatic content is even intertwined into the ritual ceremonies in
some regions, particularly those of Kerala, with its Mudiyettu and Teyyam. 7

Characteristics of the Bhasha Theatrical Performances
Bhasha theatre or Natya Rang incorporated not only the common masses’ interests but there
is also a classical component in them. This classical aspect, nevertheless, takes on regional,
local and folk linguistic flavour. It is a probability that those associated with the classical
Sanskrit drama/theatre, went to the neighbouring provinces after its deterioration and
intermingled with the indigenous performance forms. This kind of synthesis, give-and-take
must have taken place at numerous planes such as written, verbal, classical, contemporary,
national and local. Historically speaking, it was during the 15th -16th century, under the
tutelage of Bhakti and Sufi traditions that the folk theatre emerged forcefully in different
regions. It used diverse dialects, languages and idioms of the regions where it emerged. In the
6
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beginning these dealt purely in devotional theme and characteristically located around the
corpus of religion, local legends and mythology. Later, with changing times, gradually it
became secular in content and began to focus on folk stories of desire, romance and chivalry
and also biographical accounts of local heroes.
Towards a Naya (New) Theatre:
During British colonial interregnum in 18th and 19th centuries, Indian theatre was reborn in
form of dramatic literature. The stimulus ushered in from two sources: the rich legacy of
classical Indian drama and the exposure to classics of Western dramatic tradition through
English colonial theatres in cities like Calcutta, Bombay and Madras. Translations started to
appear simultaneously of Sanskrit masterpieces and classics of Western canon, particularly
Shakespeare and other English language playwrights. Till now dramatic literature had not
developed as a major literary genre in Indian languages or Bhashas. Describing the situation
Rakesh H Solomon writes, “During this period, while the Europeans were discovering
ancient Indian culture, Indian elites were discovering modern European culture. Out of this
encounter arose the new theatrical genre called the modern Indian theatre. Shaped by the
imperatives of empire, nationalism, and nativism, this was a metropolitan genre, created by a
bilingual high-caste bourgeoisie, who strategically adapted elements from a gallery of models
that included the Sanskrit theatre, traditional theatre, and European theatre.” 8 Consequently,
Drama now began to flourish as a prised literary genre alongside the modern genre of fiction,
also as a response to Western influence. The city based Parsi and Bengali (Bangla) Theatre
were perhaps the precursor to the Bhasha movement into drama and theatre, followed by
Marathi, Hindi, Kannada, Malayalam, Telugu, Bhojpuri traditions.

Western Impact and Indian Response: Cultural Politics and hybridity

The rise of urban entertainment theatre was parallel development in theatre, which arose to
offer entertainment to the growing population of big cities. For instance, it was early 19th
century, in industrialized Mumbai, a new urban theatre emerged, popularly known as Parsi
theatre. The Parsi Zoroastrian: a commercial community developed the theatre as a
commercial venture. The creation of production houses like Sangli facilitated the repeat of
shows, regular maintenance of a group of actors like a repertory and to travel across the
8
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region to stage plays- particularly to cities like Poona (Pune) and Bombay (Mumbai).
Vishnudas Bhave leased a play-house (auditorium) in Bombay. His first Hindi play, Raja
Gopichand recorded revenue of Rs. 1800 in one night. The potential of decent revenues
exhilarated the commercial endeavour and soon inspired many other such ventures.

These modem Indian dramatic formations and ventures in Calcutta, Bombay and Madras had their genesis in developments dating back to the earliest phase of the Indian-British
encounter during the second half of the eighteenth century. Rakesh H. Solomon concurs,
“Because of this birth and nurture at the colonial intersections of British and Indian cultures,
the modern Indian theatre embodied collisions as well as strategic collusions between
different cultural traditions. Given the realities of the colonial project and of the patriotic
resistance to it, the modern Indian theatre also became a potent site of contestation between
imperialist and nationalist ideas, ideologies, and agendas. Parallel features survive in a
postcolonial Indian theatre whose defining characteristics include a widespread interest in
intercultural experimentation and political engagement.” 9

Parsi Theatre

This genre was an interesting mixture of Western Naturalistic drama, opera and several local
elements. Spectacle based on huge settings and colourful backdrops was an essential part of
it. The stage was normally divided into front and back for the staging of main and subsidiary
action. Music was its life-breath. The actors of this theatre were also great singers. The acting
became naturalistic and melodramatic in contrast to the stylized techniques of traditional
Indian theatre. Parsi theatre productions chose their story-lines from diverse sources: popular
mythological, folklore and contemporary life. Within ten years there were almost a dozen
groups in Maharashtra. They were yet to become theatrical companies. With the construction
of play-houses and with assured audiences in cities, the situation changed. The performances
came to be organised on a regular basis. Parsi companies came into existence by 1850s.
They visited South India also. Karnataka experienced the first professional group in 1877 at
a place called Gadag. HS Shiva Prakash mentions, “There were also adaptations of Western
classics like Shakespeare and Lessing. Unlike traditional folk and tribal theatre Parsi theatre
was acted out in interior spaces, now called proscenium theatre.” He further adds “Geared to
9
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amuse urban middle and working classes this theatre produces a pot pouri ofmelodrama,
humour, romance and social criticism.” 10

Expansion into Bhashas

Having established in newly emerging big cities like Kolkata, Delhi, Mumbai and Chennai
from late 19th century, this form of commercial theatre performed by professional groups,
sometimes travelling, was the only source of mass entertainment before the emergence of
cinema. With their emphasis on music, spectacle and melodrama, their productions became
the paradigms for Indian cinema. Except in some states like Maharashtra and Assam,
entertainment theatre was gradually supplanted by popular cinema by 1970's.
Though popular entertainment oriented theatre exhilarated masses, it stimulated criticism
from sensitive sections of modern Indian population, particularly from educated people. This
paved the way for literary drama and amateur theatre. Literary drama was the output of great
Indian language writers in different parts of India. The greatest poets in different languages
produced a rich harvest of drama: Samsa and Kuvempu in Kannada, Subrahmanya Bharathiar
in Tamil, Sreekanthan Nair in Malayalam, Bharatendu Harishchandra, Jaishankar Prasad in
Hindi and of course, Rabindranath Tagore in Bangla.

A parallel development was theatre of social criticism which coalesced into urban amateur
theatre. This was the drama of ideas influenced mainly by Ibsen and Bernard Shaw
addressing social evils.

HS Shiva Prakash distinguishes, “We can further discern two streams of this genre: critical
realism and socialist realism. An archetypal work of socialist realism is the Telugu classic
Kanyashulkam by Vireshalingam Pantulu. This play is an attack on dowry-system that part of
Indian marriage. It became immensely influential because of its reformatory appeal.”
Kannada playwright Adya Rangacharya (Sriranga) is another significant author, playwright
who wrote plays on social evils like caste system, exploitation of women, religious hypocrisy.
The elements of social criticism were also present in entertainment and literary theatre though
mixed with several other elements.

10
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While mapping the emergence of Bhasa drama and Theatre, two regions or traditions worth
mentioning are Bengal and Maharashtra. Shanta Gokhale recognizes that Bombay and
Calcutta are “the two leading cities in India with a professional theatre [and] the histories of
the two theatres are marked by as much concurrence as divergence.” 11 In both these regions,
the spirit of revolt against East India Company was more active and their theatres reflected
the popular sentiments. With Calcutta and Mumbai being industrialized cities and centres of
power, their access to British colonial theatre and professional Parsi Theatre led to the quick
emergence of Bhasha drama and theatre. Marathi and Bengali theatre scenario was most
active during the India’s Freedom struggle. During that period Bal Gangadhar Tilak endorsed
the theatre both in Maharashtra and Bengal as venue of human congregation and propagation
of nationalist ideas. A swift gloss over their evolution in context of western influence and
Indian response will be an interesting experience. In the process, these two traditions became
trailblazers for other traditions as a remarkable endeavour to blend tradition and modernity.
One should recognize that it was these cities that exchange of ideas happened which
facilitated the rise of bhasha dramatic and theatrical tradition. Historian and theatre scholar,
Aparna Dharwadkar subscribes to a similar reading, “during the colonial period the Bombaybased Parsi theatre companies created the first popular theatre that commanded a national
audience and involved three major languages (Hindi/Hindustani, Gujarati, and Urdu), and
since independence Bombay has sustained theatre not only in Marathi but in Hindi, Gujarati,
Konkani, and English. Similarly, theatre in Bengali continues to be dominant in Calcutta, but
the city is also an important venue now for practitioners in Hindi and English.” 12 Thus,
emergence of a specific Bhasha based drama was not always contingent to a specific
geographical region. These interesting exchanges should be always kept in mind while
exploring the “regional” bhasha ideas and literatures in a polyglot nation like India.

Evolution of Marathi Theatre

It is widely considered that the first Marathi stage performance was the play Sita Swayamvar,
based on Ramayana, done by Vishnudas Bhave in 1843. But it was more of an experimental
kind of theatre derived from the folk forms and the already existing Shakespearean and Parsi
11
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dramas. Therefore, Although Sita Swayamvar, is considered the oldest Marathi play,
Makarand Sathe mentions Truteeya Ratna by Jyotiba Phule as one of the first proper Marathi
bhasha play 13. Written in 1855, that play is considered the first consciously political play in
India, while noted Marathi playwright Datta Bhagat also calls it the first Dalit play. After that
it took almost three decades for Marathi theatre to create its foundations. But the tradition of
Marathi theatre in the true sense of the term which incorpates music in it, is said to have
started with the musical Shakuntal staged by Annasaheb Kirloskar in 1880. Playwrights and
directors used the old Sanskrit and English dramas as a reference and started writing and
designing their plays and performances. The play Thorle Madhavrao Peshwe written by
Vinayak Janardan Kirtane in 1961 can be said to be the first original historical play written in
Marathi that was not an adaptation or one based on myth. He also wrote many plays on 1857
themes. 14

Heavily influenced by Moliere, Shripad Krishna Kolhatkar initiated a new era in Marathi
drama and Sangeet Natak. The Marathi theatre suffered a decline after 1925 perhaps due to
the emergent impact of cinema and radio. Nevertheless, it was due to the cinema and radio
that Indian theatre developed awareness about the advancement on the western theatre scene.
Inspired by new sensibilities in world theatre, Anant Kanekar, G. Y. Chitnis, K. N. Kale and
S. V. Vartak started a theatre group called Natyamanvantar. In 1933, Vartak’s Andhalyaanchi
Shaalaa (Blind School) was performed for the first time with a female actor, Jyotsna Bhole15
on Marathi stage. It is considered remarkable for its innovation in terms of naturalistic sets,
acting, background music and lighting.

In post-Independence India, the 1950’s and 1960’s saw Marathi drama open new avenues for
itself with the likes of Vijay Tendulkar, Vasant Kanetkar, Jaywant Dalvi, S. N. Pendse,
Vidyadhar Gokhale, Ratnakar Matkari and P. L. Deshpande starting off as playwrights.
Revolutionary plays like Khanolkar’s Ek Shunya Bajirao (1966) and Tendulkar’s Shantata!
Court Chalu Aahe (1967) and Ghasiram Kotwal (1972) changed the course of the Marathi
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and Indian theatre tradition. The discourse on Dalit theatrical expression was brought onto
Maratha stage by playwrights like Datta Bhagat, Texas Gaekwad, and Premanand Gajvis.

Evolution of Bengali Theatre

Around the 1795, in Bengal, Lebedeff’s theatre had created a desire in the new audience for
suitable plays 16. Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar and Merchant of Venice were translated in
Bengali. English reproductions incited longings for the finest in our own ancient tradition. In
1854, Kulin-Kul-Sarbasva, written by Ram Narayan Tarkaratna, was perhaps the first play,
which expressed the ideas of social reform dealing with the problem of polygamy. The Sepoy
Mutiny of 1857 inspired the Indian Theatre. Responding to the growing unrest against the
oppressive colonial rule, Dinabandhu Mitra wrote Nil-Darpan, dealing with the crushing
oppression of the indigo plantation workers by the European masters. Som Benegal exclaims,
“It created a sensation for its dramatic style, its contemporary realism and its social protest.”
Another lofty figure who strode the stage literally and metaphorically was Girish Chandra
Ghosh, an actor and producer whose Great National Theatre staged a number of plays with
patriotic themes. 17 Binodini Dasi was the virtuosos actor trained under the tutelage of Ghosh.
Three other writers who contributed immensely to the popularity of theatre in Bengal were
Amritlal Basu, Dwijendralal Ray and Kshirodprasad Vidyavinod.

However, a different genre of drama was created by Rabindranath Tagore, who disillusioned
with contemporary popular drama. Tagore wrote drama and created theatre with no
precedents in East or West, nonetheless integrating essence from both. Some of his plays like
Chitrangada, a musical play and Post-office, became globally acclaimed and performed in
Europe and North America. While pondering on Tagore, HS Shiva Prakash mentions, “His
plays, which are the classics of world drama, were orchestrations of rich poetry, symbolism,
socio-political criticism and cosmic vision. They were also prophetic in his understanding of
experience as they critique excesses of technological development as in plays like
Muktadhara and Roktokorobi.” 18

16

Benegal, Som. A Panorama of Indian Performances. New Delhi: Popular Prakashan, ICCR, 1969. Print.
Dutt, Utpal. Girish Chandra Ghosh, New Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 1992. Print.
18
H S Shiva Prakash’s Blog http://www.news18.com/blogs/india/h-s-shivaprakash/the-evolution-of-modernindian-theatre-14277-746839.html (Accessed on 18.10 2016)
17

11

Perhaps the first tenets of realism on Bengali stage were introduced in the 1920’s by Sisir
Kumar Bhaduri, Naresh Mitra, Ahindra Chaudhri and Durga Das Banerjee. Probha Devi and
Kanakvati were two able actresses. Legendary actor, Sisir Kumar Bhaduri took the art of
acting to new heights. He has to be credited for ushering in the transition from formal
rhetorical acting of folk genres to modern realistic acting on the Indian stage, charting out the
gradual change colloquial usage of the Bangla Bhasha. Thus, new acting styles definitely
influenced the creation of type of Bhasha dramatic texts.

In post-independence era, Kolkata witnessed the emergence of three important theatre
stalwarts: Utpal Dutt, Sombhu Mitra and Ajitesh Bandopadhyay. Dutt made substantial
contributions to political theatre. A playwright, director, actor and producer, did several
unforgettable productions like Tiner Talwar (Tin Sword) and Surya Shikar (Hunting the
Sun). Another significant contribution was the modification of the popular folk theatre, Jatra
and making it a means to convey contemporary political messages. On the other hand,
Shambhu Mitra, concentrated on refinement the aesthetic form of Theatre. His production of
Tagore's Rakta Korobi was a widely acclaimed work. Further, Ajitesh Bandopadhyay brought
about a remarkable new idiom in Bengali Bhasha usage and acting. He went on to create the
widely acclaimed Nandikar theatre group. 19

In the 1960’s, the group theatre movement started in Kolkata, which contributed to provide
fresh strength into the Bhasha theatre and sustained a continuous audience base in Bengal
largely around city of Kolkata and its suburbs. However, it is the district centres like
Gobardanga, Purulia, Siliguri and Jalpaiguri among many others, where the innovation in
Bhasha theatre is taking shape in recent times.

IPTA

An important episode of Indian Bhasha Drama/Theatre will be missed if IPTA is not
mentioned. Socialist realism in Indian Bhasha drama was associated with IPTA (Indian
People’s Theatre Association) experiments. IPTA was a group of artists subscribing to
Progressive ideology. Though its expressions were varied from region to region they were all
committed to the vision of theatre as a means for social change. This movement was strongest
19
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in regions like Uttar Pradesh, Delhi, Maharashtra, Bengal, Punjab, Andhra Pradesh and
Kerala.

Nabanna is a Bengali drama written by Bijon Bhattacharya and staged by the IPTA in 1944
under the direction of Sombhu Mitra. The play is about the Bengal famine of 1943. The
Bengal IPTA took the play to many parts of India as a part of its festival, Voice of Bengal,
and it became a major success and collected lakhs of rupees for famine relief in rural Bengal.

The IPTA performances in the Hindi speaking belt of North Indian were mostly influenced
by socialist realist works of Howard Fast and Maxim Gorky. Bhisham Sahani and Habib
Tanvir were examples of such a tradition. In the South, attempts were made to integrate
social message with traditional forms. The most renowned of such plays is a Malayalam
work, Ningal Endai Communist Akki (You Made Me a Communist) by Toppil Bhasi. 20 The
legendary presentations of this play, performed by Kerala People's Arts Club (KPAC) is said
to have cemented the way for the first ever elected Communist government in Kerala.
Influenced by the movement, many amateur theatres came into being in various regions of
India, championing the cause for social change also came into being in different regions.
Though not popular like entertainment theatre, it kept alive the role of drama as a criticism of
life. One such theatre was Prithvi Theatre founded by the movie star Prithviraj Kapoor in
1944. On the similar lines, Habib Tanvir created Naya Theatre, Bhopal, Madhya Pradesh. He
wrote and produced and performed plays like Agra Bazar (1954) and Charandas Chor (1975)
among many others. 1970’s onwards, inspired by the ideology, arts and aesthetics of IPTA,
Jana Natya Manch, Delhi started by Safdar Hashmi, Third Theatre, Kolkata stated by Badal
Sircar and Samudaya Theatre movement in Karnataka.

Post-Independence scenario and creation of Akademi

The Bhasha theatre received a major boost in the post-independence era by the establishment
of several national academies under Ministry of Culture, Government of India, which led to
the preservation, promotion and nourishing growth of the arts. Sangeet Natak Akademi
(National Music and Performing Arts Akademi) was set up to promote performing arts
including theatre. This institution has been conferring awards annually on talented artists who
20
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have enriched different aspects of theatre from playwriting to direction, acting etc. It also
organizes from time to time seminars, workshops and festivals to encourage theatre. Many
leading directors, actors and playwrights have been the recipients of the prestigious Sangeet
Natak Akademi (SNA) award. During this phaseinternationally acclaimed play-wrights like
Vijay Tendulkar, Badal Sircar, Dharmaveer Bharati, Mohan Rakesh and Girish Karnad,
Chandrashekhar Kambar, P Lankesh and Indira Parthasarati, created their works, which have
been extensively performed and deliberated upon. These play-wrights brought a new zeal of
life to Bhasha theatre, with a thematic uneasiness of the modernist angst.

Particularly in 80's SNA played the key-role in shaping the Indian theatre through a popular
scheme of financial assistance to those theatre directors who revive traditional forms, both
folk and classical, on modern stage. Benefitted from these schemes, many directors created
and performed unique oeuvre of dramas for example at Trivandrum, Kerala, KN Panicker 21
established Sopanam group, creating and performing plays in Malayalam and Sanskrit;
Veenapani Chawla found Adishakti, at Pondicherry, created and performed plays in Tamil,
Sanskrit and English, Heisnam Kanhailal created Kalaskshetra and Ratan Thiyam created
Chorus Repertory at Imphal, Manipur, creating an fascinating niche for performance in
Manipuri language. Theatre of the Roots movement is also a result of such a scheme.

Another important development in post-Independence theatre was the emergence of drama
school theatre following the establishment of National School of Drama, an autonomous
institution funded by state, in Delhi. Under guidance of visionaries like Ibrahim Alkazi
trained at RADA, UK and BV Karanth, trained in Yakshagana traditions of Karnataka,
created an elaborate curricula ranging from the western theatrical traditions to Indianized
theatre practices. In effect, the dialectics between Western influence and Indian response has
characterized the work of several generations of theatre artists trained in NS, bringing about a
unique cultural hybridity that marks the contours of Indian Bhasha theatre. Regular
performances of plays mostly in Hindi in various parts of the country by NSD repertory
company has also contributed immensely in disseminating the emergent hybrid aesthetics.
Bharat Rang Mahotsav, the annual international theatre festival, organised by NSD
showcases a whole gamut of productions from all over India and the rest of the world,
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informing- educating the playwrights, actors, theatre workers alike about the developments
leading to newer experiments.

Alongside NSD, other drama schools and repertories have emerged from all over the country
namely- Ranga Mandal, Bhopal; Bharatendu Harischandra Drama School in Lucknow, Uttar
Pradesh; Rangayana, Mysore, Karnataka.

Ninasam, a Drama school and repertory,

established in Heggodu in Karnataka by KV Subbanna, has become the hub of theatre and
culture drawing theatre and culture workers from all over the state and elsewhere. However,
none of the institutions in India yet offers a playwriting program which might provide an
academic and historical orientation to new budding playwrights, who would want to explore
innovative avenues in Bhasha dramatic writing. Many other individual efforts also have
extended the cause. Organizations like theIndia Foundation for the Arts (IFA), Bengaluru,
Karnataka, founded in 1993, supports practice, research and education in the arts in India.
Bhasha Trust, Vadodara, Gujarat, founded in 1996 for study; documentation and conservation
of marginal languages and culture have sustained theatre like Budhan theatre. Recently, Pyara
Kerketta Foundation (PKF), Ranchi, Jharkhand held a conference titled Dalit Adivasi Theatre
Akhra to facilitate debates on Dalit Adivasi theatre in India and address the dilemmas,
frustrations, anxieties, and new directions of Dalit and Adivasi theatre in India 22 and India
Theatre Forum (ITF) was also created in 2008 to have similar dialogues about theatre 23.

Conclusion
Recently a seven dayRASHTRIYA SANSKRITI MAHOTSAV 24was organised with an objective
of connecting the younger generations with the sheer diversity of Indian culture and
presenting a unique opportunity to witness folk, traditional, tribal and classical art forms of
India at one destination. The festival also involved schools, colleges and the younger
generation from all walks of life thus creating a connection across audiences by entertaining
and educating them at the same time. We should recognize it is these folk Bhasha traditions
that bind us together as one people and hope in future, many more such attempts will lead us
to connect further with our rich diverse traditional bhasha cultures, in order to comprehend

22

http://www.indiaifa.org/pyara-kerketta-foundation.html (Accessed on 20.06.2016)
http://www.theatreforum.in/ (Accessed on 20.06.2016)
24
http://pib.nic.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=130052 (Accessed on 24.09.2016)
23

15

how our diversity is our strength. 25 New generation of playwrights in different provinces of
the country are now addressing problems like identity crisis, effects of globalization,
economic liberalizations. Contemporary directors, heirs of a magnificent Bhasha tradition,
are re-creating the idiom of theatre by drawing on resources of old tradition and folk
resources. Performed in 24 major languages and in many tribal languages and in English,
Indian drama and theatre today has been still contributing significantly in social integrity
promotion of cultural diversity and nation building.
Works Cited:

Benegal, Som. A Panorama of Indian Performances. New Delhi: Popular Prakashan, ICCR,
1969. Print.

Das, Sheelita. Folk Theatre-Its Relevance In Development Communication.
http://www.caluniv.ac.in/global-mdia-journal/COMMENTARYDEC%202013/Commentary_8_Sheelita_Das.pdf (Accessed on 24.09.2016)

Dharwadker, Aparna. Representing India’s Pasts Time, Culture, and the Problems of
Performance Historiography in Charlotte M. Canning, Thomas Postlewait (Eds.)
Representing the Past: Essays in Performance Historiography, Iowa: University Of Iowa
Press, 2010.

Dutt, Utpal. Girish Chandra Ghosh, New Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 1992. Print.

Gokhale, Shanta. Playwright at the Centre: Marathi Drama from 1843 to the Present.
Seagull Books: Kolkata, 2000.

H S Shiva Prakash’s Blog http://www.news18.com/blogs/india/h-s-shivaprakash/theevolution-of-modern-indian-theatre-14277-746839.html (Accessed on 18.10 2016)

25

http://www.voiceofresearch.org/doc/v1_i2/v1_i2_16.pdf (Accessed on 24.09.2016)

16

Hansen, Kathryn. Grounds for Play: The Nautanki Theatre of North India. Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1992. http://ark.cdlib.org/ark:/13030/ft9v19p2qq/ (Accessed
on 20.10.2016)

Sathe, Makarand. Thirty Nights of Marathi Theatre: A Socio-political History. New Delhi:
Oxford University Press, 2015. (In English)

Shiva Prakash, H.S. ‘Impact of Bhakti Movement on Theatre’, Theatre India 2. New Delhi:
National School of Drama, 2005. Print.

Solomon, R. H. Culture, Imperialism, and Nationalist Resistance: Performance in Colonial
India in Theatre Journal,Vol.46, No.3, Colonial/Postcolonial Theatre(Oct.,1994) The Johns
Hopkins University Press, pp. 323-347

Solomon, R. H., “ Towards a Genealogy of Indian Theatre Historiography”, in Modern
Indian Theatre : A Reader, ed., Nandi Bhatia, New Delhi : Oxford University Press, 2009,
p.16.

Vajpeyi Udayan.(ed)K.N. Panikkar :The theatre of rasa. Delhi: DK Publishers for Natarang
Pratishthan, 2012

Vatsyayan, Kapila. Traditional Indian Theatre: Multiple Streams. New Delhi: National Book
Trust, 1980. Print

Venkatasubramanian, T.K. Dept. of History, Delhi University. Coure, School of Open
Learning, DU. This Module is a vital resource in reimagining the history of Bhasha theatre in
India. http://sol.du.ac.in/mod/book/view.php?id=1616&chapterid=1657

17

