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This special double issue of STQ, focusing on contemporary Bangla Group 
Theatre, has been 3 years in the making. Between the original conception and 
planning, and its final actualization, we have benefited from the contribution 
of innumerable persons, some of whom have even left and moved on in the 
interim. All persons who have worked for STQ on the matter in this issue 
have been acknowledged as ‘assistants’ on the contents page.

Samik Bandyopadhyay has been closely involved with this issue, and with 
the larger Seagull project of documenting and disseminating theatre in 
Bengal, from the very beginning. His considerable knowledge, his insights 
and his close experience of the theatre scene have helped make this issue 
possible, and we thank him for his valuable inputs.

At the final stage, Sudeshna Banerjee was entrusted with the responsibility 
of undertaking all the verification, annotation, and research necessary before 
the vast amount of material could appear in coherent published form. She 
adds a personal note of thanks here: 

I would like to acknowledge the help and support of all those 
wonderful people whom I have approached with requests for 
loaning a photograph or a rare periodical, identifying the actors/
actresses in a still, even checking the date of a production, all of 
whom have been ever so patient and obliging in helping me 
compile all those minute details. I had even taken the liberty of 
ringing some of them up at home at unearthly hours, trying to clear 
a doubt, or even cross-checking a reference. My thanks are due to 
all their family members, who have been kind enough to take a 
message from me, passed it on to them, and even taken the trouble 
of calling me up again and answering my queries. 

I have had the privilege of working with Sri Samik 
Bandyopadhyay on this issue, and learning so much about theatre—
the things unsaid, the anecdotes that enliven and illuminate a point 
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about a production, the theoretical debates that often do not 
surface. 

We are grateful to Sri Nripendra Saha, a former editor of the 
periodical Gandharva, and now of Paschimbanga Bangla Akademi, 
for providing stills from Bijan Bhattacharya’s production of 
Debigarjan, letting us reproduce material from a rare issue of 
Padapradeep (1956), the Tagore centenary issue of Gandharva (1961), 
and from the bilingual monograph-album, Actor, Playwright, 
Director: Bijan Bhattacharya [Calcutta: Paschimbanga Natya 
Akademi, 1993]. We are grateful to Smt Bhadra Bose, who has 
allowed us to use some rare stills of the Anushilan Sampraday 
production of Ispat (including the one used on the cover) and to Sri 
Asit Bose, who has helped us identify the actors/actresses from the 
Shambhu Banerjee photographs.  Smt Sova Sen allowed me to look 
through the contact positives of photographs taken by the Late Sri 
Shambhu Banerjee, now in the archives of the Utpal Dutt 
Foundation for International Theatre Studies, and choose some stills 
for this volume of STQ. We also take this opportunity to thank the 
family members of the Late Sri Banerjee. We acknowledge with 
gratitude all the help we have received from Sri Jiten Bose, one of 
the earliest members of Anushilan Sampraday and a charming 
raconteur who would quote from memory specific dialogues from 
the play as he identified all the actors/actresses in the stills from 
Ispat, and gave us permission to reproduce stills from the 1960 
Anushilan Sampraday production of Bisarjan in his personal 
collection. 

We thank Sri Meghnad Bhattacharya and all the members of 
Sayak, who have been extremely prompt in providing us with 
photographs and in answering all our queries. 

Sri Kumar Roy and the members of Bohurupee, Sri Bibhash 
Chakraborty, Sri Arun Mukherjee, Sri Ashok Mukherjee, Sri Jnanesh 
Mukherjee, Sri Rudraprasad Sengupta, Sri Nilkantha Sengupta, Sri 
Ram Mukherjee, Sri Manoj Mitra, Sri Koushik Sen, Sri Suman 
Mukherjee, Smt Ketaki Dutta, Smt Chitra Sen, have patiently 
answered my queries either in person or over the phone. We thank 
all of them. 

Sri Prakash Bhattacharya has been extremely cooperative and 
we thank him for providing the productional details of the play 
Shwet Santras. We thank Smt Chaitali Chakrabarty for providing us 
the year of birth and death of her mother, the Late Smt Shelly Pal. 

We thank Sri Rudraprasad Sengupta for permission to reproduce 
stills from the 17th Nandikar Theatre Festival Brochure. 

We thank Smt Pratibha Agrawal, Sri Debashis Roy Chowdhury, 
Smt Gitasree Dey and all the staff and research assistants at Natya 
Shodh Sansthan for patiently looking through the material in their 
archives and answering our queries. 

This is the first of several STQ issues dealing with theatre in Bengal, and 
there is still matter, gathered and commissioned over these years, that is 
pending publication in subsequent issues. We thank all contributors and 
interviewees for their patience and help in providing us with photographs 
and other related materials.



The annotated transcripts of the two colloquiums, held in 1998, that constitute 
the present issue of STQ are part of a larger STQ project to profile the 
contemporary Bengali theatre experience in the state of West Bengal. The first 
phase of the project has a limited scope—to (i) offer an intimate view of theatre 
in West Bengal in the fifty-odd post-Independence years, through the 
reminiscences and personal testimonies of some of the most significant directors, 
who have also been the leading actors; (ii) record a free and frank exchange of 
critical views and evaluations among directors, actors and actresses of the 
problems that they have had to confront, and the different individual positions 
they have assumed; (iii) invite the women directors and actresses, who have 
consistently grown in stature and importance from the 80s, to have a colloquium 
to themselves; and (iv) open out a more theoretical discourse on the dramatic 
text in the given setting and circumstances and historical exigencies of theatre in 
Bengali (or Bangla, as the language is now being more and more frequently 
described). The present issue, the first in a series, covers only the second and the 
third items of the agenda. In a sense, the two round tables, faithfully recorded 
and transcribed (with the bare minimum of editorial intervention or excision), 
will draw the reader into the hub of things—and debates and controversies—
while the rest of the material, forthcoming in a later issue, will hopefully give 
them a more objective distance, a perspective and a history.

The reader may find it useful to have a ground sense of the theatre scene as a 
whole, before plunging into the strikingly unselfconscious and revealing 
conversations among theatre workers (the Bengali theatre community takes 
pride in the term ‘workers’, preferring it to artists/artistes, and describes all its 
theatre activities and companies alike as part of Group Theatre, with a conscious 
predilection for a non-commercial, voluntary, democratic, self-motivated, freely 
creative and collaborative project), often breaking into acrimonious clashes, but 
never hiding their genuine confusions, uncertainties and indecisions.

Though the Group Theatre in West Bengal has never been conceptually 
defined as such, the theatre groups who identify themselves with this 
denomination have generally operated on the model set by the group Bohurupee 
in 1948. A Group Theatre group would normally grow around an actor-director 
commanding the allegiance of a band of theatre ‘workers’, initially at least 
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committed to serving theatre as a cause or a mission in whatever capacity or 
function the director assigned him/her. As Bibhash Chakraborty acknowledges 
in the course of the recorded colloquium, ‘This entire identification of a group 
with the director has been a kind of a tradition here.’ Initially at least, in the early 
days of Bohurupee, which has survived for over 50 years now at a stretch and 
still retains most of its original ‘rules’ and practices, it was part of the 
orientation/training of a fresh recruit to be trained to surrender one’s ego and be 
prepared to carry out any obligation for the theatre, however demeaning it may 
be. Trained to be theatre ‘workers’ rather than actors or technicians, individuals 
would be engaged for years in the daily chores of organization, production and 
performance before making a stage appearance. The obligatory invisible life 
behind the scenes was both training and trial for a dedicated worker in the group 
theatre.

While the deliberate control of the actorial ego, built into the training and 
practice of the group, might have been a precautionary reaction to the 
conventions and attitudes of the Victorian actor-managerial tradition, a colonial 
hangover in India in the professional repertory companies that dominated the 
general theatre scene in the 50s, there was little ideological transparency 
underlying the direction.

The lack of ideological transparency was evident in the contradictions that 
soon surfaced in the early groups, leading to splits and formation of new groups, 
a tendency that continues till today, with all the major groups who have been 
around for more than twenty years or even less, having spawned breakaway 
groups that have in their turn spawned more groups. When one compares the 
productions of the original group and the breakaway group, one rarely finds a 
noticeable artistic or ideological departure, for the issues leading to the split have 
in most cases been more organizational and egocentric than artistic or 
philosophical, rising from personality clashes, with a second director coming 
into his own to question and challenge the authority of the original/initial 
director.

Till the 70s at least, the groups invariably started in a democratic spirit—even 
a democratic ‘constitution’, as emerges from the ensuing colloquium—with the 
group taking collective decisions, and every member doing his/her turns in the 
daily grind of fundraising (before the group comes to be self-sufficient); liasing 
personally and physically with theatres and potential sponsors for bookings 
(particularly clubs or institutions who invite a group to perform for their 
members or clients or patrons on payment of a fee and travel costs), and the 
Press for insertions, publicity and review; coordinating, managing and 
supervising the timely transportation of sets, props and costumes between the 
group’s storehouse and the theatre (an arduous and complicated operation that 
precedes and follows every  single performance by any of these groups, who do 
not have a theatre of their own and would be usually performing only ‘one-
nighters’ at any of the 10-odd theatres available on hire in the city of Calcutta, or 
the few in any of the district towns), setting them up for the show and 
dismantling them at the end of it; locating, gathering, acquiring, fabricating, 
putting together, in some cases even designing the sets, props, costumes, sound 
and lights for a new production, and handling them during a performance. In 
the second colloquium in this issue, the actresses often describe chores that they 
had to attend to, besides acting. It is the actresses, again, who are more outspoken 
in their exposure of the inevitable, fast disintegration of the democratic and 
collaborative practice and the emergence of a hierarchy dominated by the 
director and his coterie. In a group where the actors and actresses are not 
professionally paid (except for those, mainly the actresses, who are not members, 
and have to be employed, only because the group does not have members 
capable of playing certain roles in a particular production) and sustain and 
support the group by labour, subscriptions and often emergency finances alike, 
the dominance of the actor-director (and in several cases, the special privileges 
he soon starts claiming, as demonstrated by the larger type size a lead actor 
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claims over his director, unused as he has been to being directed, and enamoured 
of his star billing!) rankles and strains the group as a whole. Directors in their 
turn resent the artistic compromises they are driven to, to accommodate and to 
confine their choices to less than competent actors who have been useful and 
effective in the organizational routine.

Very few groups have been able to keep their rolls intact over a long stretch. 
There has been a lot of coming and going of actors and actresses, a large 
proportion of whom have treated the group as a free training school for 
graduation to a professional career, generally in TV serials, and in fewer cases in 
the regular cinema. Most of the groups have thus come to be associated with the 
directors. With most of the members of the groups compelled to make a living 
outside the theatre and thus having little time to spare for the group, they have 
not always had the time (and the energy) to go through a rigorous training 
exercise. Not all the actor-directors, some of whom may be excellent actors 
themselves but not necessarily competent teachers, have been able to put 
together a method that could train performers in the time available.  The groups 
have thus fallen back on a demanding discipline, to make the best use of the time 
and the human resources on hand.

The discipline in its turn has only too often ruffled the actor who feels 
tempted to turn round and say: What more can you expect for free? The limited 
time that a member actor spares for the group and theatre from his duties at his 
workplace and his family obligations is too inadequate for a more emotional-
ideological orientation to theatre as a collective artistic act. Several directors, in 
the colloquium that follows, express their sense of loneliness within the group. 
There are too few people in the group equipped or ready to enter into a 
meaningful or enriching dialogue with the director, who in his turn, with the 
distance growing between himself and his group, at one point finds it risky to 
come out with his own doubts and misgivings, and is thus driven to construct 
his authority into an unquestionable, singular power structure. The slow decoy 
of democracy within the voluntary group is often not noticeable. Interestingly, it 
is the women who have felt it immediately and most strongly, and more 
particularly when they have been given an official position in the group that they 
have only too soon found to be utterly ineffective.

The men in the Group Theatre, at least till the close of the 70s, had been 
motivated solely by a passion for theatre (with of course the more egotistic 
aspirations that are almost endemic to theatre); but for the women, with their 
love of theatre and the desire for self-expression, there was in most cases the 
need to earn from theatre. Several groups initially (and several even now) would 
not be paying anything at all to the male actors, but all the actresses would be 
paid. The actresses in the colloquium often raise the question of a discrimination 
consequent on this, with the unpaid actor claiming the distinction of idealistic 
self-sacrifice and the actress being treated as a hired hand. Some of the actresses 
have chosen to earn from assignments in office club’ theatre (another peculiar 
Calcutta phenomenon of recreation clubs of commercial-industrial organizations 
putting up an annual dramatic performance, in which the male employees alone 
would perform, and actresses would be hired from the professional circuit to fill 
in for the female roles), the radio and the TV, and serve the group free, to retain 
their position in the group as full fledged members with all their rights. Some of 
them, from a sense of having been exploited and mistreated and even humiliated 
by a group which they had served with total commitment, have chosen to serve 
another group entirely on commercial terms, not as members, but as 
professionals! The men obviously have had more options and opportunities in 
the job market, enabling them to make a living outside theatre, and serve theatre 
for free. For the actresses, several of them single mothers or with dependants, the 
options were more constricted, and acting remained the only means of living.

Not all the directors have consciously taken on the mantle of the omniscient, 
all-powerful guru. In most cases they would voice their doubts frankly and 
honestly among their peers outside the group, as some of the younger directors 
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acknowledge in the colloquium. Most of them are quite aware that it is only a 
democratic ambience that can hold such a group—a strange cross between 
amateur and professional, between experimental and popular—together. They 
would be the first to acknowledge that the contradictions inherent in the 
so-called Bengali ‘Group Theatre’ are too critical and problematic to give it the 
culture they are still committed to—the visionary theatre of free individuals held 
in a collective seeking to interact creatively and experimentally with a 
community that it hopes to conscientize to change and progress.

The stronger and sharper leftist direction of the Indian People’s Theatre 
Association (IPTA) in the 40s has weakened and slackened over the years, 
beginning with Bohurupee’s apolitical ideal of just ‘doing good plays well’; but 
there are few directors on the scene prepared to take a stand for pure theatre, or 
theatre for the sake of theatre, or theatre for the fun of it! The post-Independence 
urge towards a critical-discursive theatre, seeking to react to social and political 
issues at the societal and individual level, from an essentially enlightened, 
politically informed, middle class situation, endures; its endurance crippling on 
the one hand the possibilities of an urban comedy, and on the other the 
professional repertory theatre of popular entertainment. Till the 70s Calcutta had 
its share of professional companies housed in regular theatres, performing the 
same play 4 times a week, often up to 500 shows at a stretch, with a melange of 
entertainment values, some really good acting, and little theatric worth. There 
had been a revival in the 60s, surviving till the 80s, of interest in the jatra, a 
travelling theatre-in-the round tradition, with its companies settled in and 
operating out of Calcutta, but performing most of the time to 10,000-plus 
audiences in the villages and district towns. But both these theatric lines have 
dried up in the 90s.

The Group Theatre groups continue their somewhat unreal existence, with a 
few of the groups at least enjoying a relative economic stability at last, something 
unthought of even a decade ago. One of the directors, who took part in the first 
colloquium, was telling me this morning—more than 2 years after it was 
recorded—that a production by his group, Teesta paarer Brittanta, a hit running to 
full houses, fails to recover the bare expenses (that include minimal allowances 
for the performers), from a performance—the theatre rentals, the press 
advertisements, the transportation, eating away the takings. It is the invitation 
shows (‘call shows’ in Group Theatre parlance), fees from a TV version, etc. that 
make up for the loss. And of course there are the less expensive productions in 
the repertoire that allow for some savings. 

There have been several attempts to find a way to make Group Theatre 
economically viable. One of the first experiments was to take a theatre on lease 
for a period and perform there on fixed days in a week, saving on theatre rentals, 
newspaper advertisements and transportation; with the larger number of shows 
and the economies generating a fund which could give the actors, actresses and 
backstage crew modest pay packets. The two significant attempts made by the 
Little Theatre Group at the Minerva Theatre (1959-71) and Nandikar at Rangana 
(1970-75) were short-lived and left the groups eventually burdened with losses 
and debts, in spite of the initial success of Angaar and Kallol for the former and 
Teen Paisar Pala for the latter. No thorough study of the failures has been 
attempted, but there is a sort of consensus among those who lived through the 
experiences that a project like this calls for too many compromises with the 
ideals of the Group Theatre, and that there is still not a large enough audience 
for any of the Group Theatre kind of plays to ensure a run long enough to 
recover the costs and make reasonable profits.

A second project, The Calcutta Repertory Theatre, had an even shorter life, 
folding up after 20-odd performances of its first production, The Life of Galileo, 
the Brecht play in a Bengali translation by Mohit Chattopadhyay, directed by the 
erstwhile GDR director Fritz Bennewitz, with the redoubtable Sombhu Mitra in 
the lead, and some of the best known actor-directors of the Group Theatre acting 
most of the other roles. The actor-directors were on the CRT company in their 
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individual capacities, not as representatives of their particular groups. But they 
were hoping that the greatly hyped, full house performances would give them a 
professional status, and maybe even bring prestige to the Group Theatre. The 
idea was to make a living from a seriously committed professional theatre doing 
the kind of plays that the Group Theatre would have anyway done, and have 
time on their hands to work for their groups rather than running about to scrape 
together the bare living expenses. This is yet another failure that needs to be 
probed. But in the colloquium there are hints of awkward ego drives.

The third attempt was made by Bibhash Chakraborty after he had worked 
two long spells with Nandikar and Theatre Workshop, and came to start Anya 
Theatre. He sought to tear down the Group Theatre model and ‘professionalize’. 
In the colloquium he acknowledges his failure and provides some explanation.

With maybe a little over 100 such groups in the state of West Bengal 
performing at least twice a month, and maintaining a respectable standard (there 
could be about 1000 not so regularly performing and maybe not reaching the 
required artistic level), for most of them the struggle for survival continues. It is 
an idealism, continually threatened, that somehow sustains it. The two 
colloquiums that constitute the present issue of STQ provide glimpses of this 
idealism, and the passion that goes with it. The participants do not have glib 
answers to the doubts and problems their peers raise. They are too sceptical to 
offer rosy prospects, and yet not prepared to give up. At the end of it all, I must 
appreciate the trust and the honesty with which they have addressed the 
questions and issues I posed. The dialogues should give viewers of contemporary 
Bangla theatre a closer feel of the experience which is so different from theatre 
activity in any other city in the world today. For the theatre workers as a 
community, and particularly those who were not with us for the sessions, there 
would be enough issues to ponder over—for the cause of what they call Group 
Theatre.

Samik Bandyopadhyay
26 March 2001
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Preparatory to the two-day directors’ colloquium on Bangla Group Theatre 
today, participants were invited to consider the following questions and issues, 
drafted by Samik Bandyopadhyay, to be explored during the discussion.

1. Was there a shift of perspective in Bengali Theatre between 1965-
1971 in terms of dramatic structure, politics, theatrical form, acting, etc.? 
If you do notice a shift away from the earlier IPTA or Bohurupee or 
LTG–Minerva Theatre Models in this phase, could you identify it 
categorically, and suggest a rationale?

2. Did the coming to power of the Left Front in West Bengal affect the 
course or direction of Bengali theatre in any way?

3. How has the role of the director within the organization and in 
determining the directions of theatre evolved over the period?

4. Would you agree that production design in terms of scenic design, 
illumination, and sound/music has not kept pace with the range and 
scope of experimentation in terms of theme and dramatic structure?

5. Has the absence (or inadequacy) of actors’ training affected or 
inhibited creativity and experimentation in Bengali theatre?

6. How far has the Bengali theatre succeeded in accommodating,  
nurturing and drawing on its own playwrights?

7. What have been the economic and infrastructural constraints on 
Bengali  theatre in the given period? Would you consider 
professionalization a solution to the problems? If you do so consider, 
what are the factors that hinder and obstruct professionalization?

8. What use has Bengali theatre made of its traditions, and what 
scope is there for further use?

9. How have the cinema, the TV, and the jatra affected the Bengali 
theatre in the given period?

10. How has the Bengali theatre addressed the issues of gender, social 
justice, communalism, obscurantism, the urban-rural-tribal/marginal 
divide?

11. Has Bengali theatre been able to go beyond the urban sensibility 
and the urban audience? If you think it has not, would you plead for the 
desirability of such an extension, or accept its limitation as ‘realistic’ and 
sensible?

12. How far has Bengali theatre drawn sustenance from inter-group 
interaction/collaboration/sharing, and interaction with theatre in the 
rest of India? How do you perceive the distinction of Bengali theatre in 
terms of other Indian theatres?

9
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Day One: 9 July 1998

Samik BanDyOpaDhyay: We have been preparing for today’s discussion over some 
time and been trying to get in touch with you. In some cases we have not been able to get 
in touch with you in time, but we are very grateful to you for coming. Of all those 
invited, only two have written to say that they will not be able to participate—Saoli 
[Mitra] has said that she has a lot of work pressure at this point, otherwise she would 
have been here, and Salil Bandyopadhyay has said that he is not very enthusiastic about 
such discussions. Kumar-babu [Kumar Roy] has had an eye operation. Asit-babu [Asit 
Mukherjee] is slightly unwell and cannot leave the house. And this morning Anasuya 
[Mazumdar] contacted us saying that she could not get leave from office. Everybody else 
confirmed their participation either verbally or in writing. We hope that the 
people who have not yet arrived will 

come in later. 
At the very outset, I would like to reiterate one point—our idea was that 

directors should address some of the questions that often come up in the minds of 
directors and the audience alike. My role here is not at 

all that of a critic. I will not express any  opinions. My job here is to 
facilitate the discussion. Other than this, I have no other role to play. We are recording the 
entire proceedings, and as far as possible, will reproduce it in its entirety. Except for the 
minimum editing, there will be no changing or censorship done. So I hope that all of you 
will express your opinions freely here. Manioj-babu?

manOJ mitra: In that case we’ll have to exercise some restraint!
Samik B: No, no. I’m the one who has to control myself. If all of you start being 

restrained, it won’t be very interesting. We are actually trying to carry the ideas you as 
insiders have about Bengali theatre, to people both in India and abroad. This is 

the main objective of this discussion. We will start 
now, without wasting 

any more time. I had 
sent you a list of questions. We will be proceeding 
more or less along those lines, though perhaps not always keeping to the 
questions. We had thought—we had also discussed this point with some of those present 
here today—that the earlier work of Bohurupee or Little Theatre Group reached some 
sort of a level in about 1965. And they more or less maintained that level. For example, 
Bohurupee produced both Oidipous and Raja in 1964. And LTG’s Kallol was produced in 
’65. So an era was sort of coming to an end, and the later groups had begun to find their 
own places. Important plays, I think, kept coming up between ’65 and ’71, and in the 70s, 
Bengali theatre acquired a lively and vibrant character. So in the discussion, our time 
span would be roughly from ’65 to ’95. 

There have been detailed discussions on the early group theatre plays of Bohurupee 
or LTG, and a lot has been written on them. So we would rather not keep going back to 
them. Therefore we have kept ’65 as a sort of cut-off point, the time when quite a few 
noticeable changes took place. There were many new groups doing new kinds of work, 
with many new directors making their appearance on the scene. They came into the 
picture between ’65 and ’71. The change started taking place in the period between ’65 
and ’71. So we would like to start our discussion from there. 

Some of you may feel that no such change ever took place. But we will take that 
period as a starting point for the discussion. Were there actually any changes, did the old 
order still dominate, or did it break down completely—we’ll take this as the starting 

CoLLoQUiUm onE: ThE dirECTorS  CoLLoQUiUm onE: ThE dirECTorS  CoLLoQUiUm onE: ThE dirECTorS  CoLLoQUiUm onE: ThE dirECTorS  CoLLoQUiUm onE: ThE dirECTorS  CoLLoQUiUm onE: ThE dirECTorS  

pArTiCipAnTS: BrATYABrATA BoSE, jAYoTi BoSE, BiBhASh ChAkrABorTY, BipLABkETAn ChAkrABorTY, indrASiS LAhiri, dEBAShiS mAjUmdAr, mAnoj miTrA, ArUn mUkhErjEE, 
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point. But we will continue our discussion till ’95. We would like Jnanesh-babu to speak 
first, because he has worked through the entire period.

JnaneSh mukherJee: I would like to speak later, if you please. Let someone else start. 
I would like to hear what they have to say and respond accordingly.

Samik B: All right. Bibhash, why don’t you begin?

CrOSSrOaDS: 1965–71

BiBhaSh ChakraBOrty: I think there is some justification for the cut-off dates that 
have been chosen. Though we don’t want to dwell on the period before ’65 in great 
detail, we will have to touch on it because we have to know about the trends from which 
the changes took place or seem to have taken place. There were a few definite trends one 
has to take into account—the Indian People’s Theatre Association [IPTA], the plays of 
Sombhu Mitra, the plays of Utpal Dutt, and Ajitesh [Bandyopadhyay]’s appearance on 
the scene in 1960. These were basically the four major players/events before ’65. We 
know about IPTA, how it was formed, what their ideas were, what the politics behind 
IPTA was, the political movement or party that formed the group, their ideals and 
objectives, their work.

When Sombhu Mitra formed Bohurupee in 1948, he was inspired by the theatre of the 
West, its style, ideas and approach. He also had the capacity to look at western theatre 

Above and first page: Tripti Mitra and Sombhu Mitra in Bohurupee’s Char Adhyay. Photograph  © Nemai Ghosh
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with a discerning eye. But for all that, he was 
aware of what the theatre of a new Third 
World country like India could be. He did 
not simply imitate their concepts, their style, 
their ideas. He took into account our 
economic situation, the status of our own 
arts and artistes, the general attitudes 
towards our arts and artistes, what people 
here were used to seeing as performance, 
and what similarities or differences there 
were with foreign ideas and concepts; how 
the attitudes of the earlier gurus of theatre 
had affected the local theatre of that time and 
where that theatre stood at that point; the 
influences of different forms of theatre; and 
especially Rabindranath Tagore’s views and 
ideas.  So Sombhu Mitra started an 
independent new theatre style, theatre 
concept, theatre thinking. Most of all, he 
tried to create a new theatre style, bring in 
something new. Not new to the theatre of 
the west, but new as far as the local theatre 
of that time was concerned. For example, the 
life of an individual in that time, mundane 
problems of daily existence, relationships 
with other people, mental and psychological 
states, internal battles with their conscience, 
different reactions to external events 
according to their individual character—he 
emphasized all these things. Because he 
would take up one person, his situation, his 
problems, his internal conflicts, his character, 
his economic status, his reactions and 
behaviour . . . he took the human being as a 
unit and presented the idea in his plays. He 
had the vision to achieve that and initiate a 
new theatre movement. 

He had also tried to create an entirely 
new language of theatre. We see it in his set 
design, his use of the stage, his light design, 
and a special emphasis on acting, especially 
the varied treatment of characters.

Utpal Dutt, on the other hand, did plays 
which professed a particular political 
ideology—he has said as much himself. More 
than the individual and his struggle, his 
plays tried to look at the history of the 
human race—its development, its struggle, 
its reaction towards exploitation, its fight 
against oppression—he would bring these 
movements that took place all over the world 
into his productions. So we see a different 
sort of theatre style here. Since history was 
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an important part of his plays, his sets, lights, 
music, acting style were all larger than life. 
Exploration of an individual’s psyche 
through an entire play was never his concern. 
Rather, one can see a connection between his 
life, political beliefs and the theatre he 
created. But here I must add that Utpal Dutt 
followed the western concept of theatre in 
his productions. I don’t think he drew much 
from—I’m talking of that time—local or folk 
performance  forms for  h is  theatre 
productions. 

So while in Sombhu Mitra’s theatre one 
could see a new style in terms of both world 
theatre and Indian theatre, Utpal Dutt’s 
theatre was an extension of western theatre. 
In the 200 years before that, the western 
theatre style had been used rather 
haphazardly in local productions, but Utpal 
Dutt made a distinctive use of their style and 
techniques. So we got an idea of what 
western theatre, proscenium theatre should 
be like and what it was like, in the countries 
of its origin. And that’s why when he took 
Lower Depths to Soviet Russia, it didn’t work 
. . . because it was like taking coal to 
Newcastle. 

As far as Sombhu Mitra is concerned, he 
kept  doing  p lays  f rom Ibsen  and 
Rabindranath, culminating in 1964 with 
Oidipous and Raja. Although he did try to 

Utpal Dutt’s Angaar (1959)—one of the landmark LTG productions.
Photograph by Sambhu Banerjee. Courtesy Sova Sen, Utpal Dutt Foundation for International Theatre Studies.
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take up very topical issues in his plays, I don’t think those ventures were very successful. 
For example, there was Barbar Banshi where his entire treatment was contemporary. He 
had tried to deal with the characters, the situation and the dialogue in a contemporary 
fashion, attempting to reflect that age. Even the language underwent a change. He began 
to use the kind of language that one would never expect in his plays—slang, vulgarism. 
But Sombhu Mitra did not succeed in this attempt at capturing the times—he seemed to 
have reached the end of a chapter. In fact even in Pagla Ghora, he was not able to come up 
to the mark. And he was also trying out various things in plays by Badal Sircar, Vijay 
Tendulkar. Perhaps, trying to keep pace with the times.

In this scenario, Ajitesh [Bandyopadhyay] brought in a whiff of fresh air. He was a 
towering actor in his own right. He didn’t try to put forward any judgements or take 
sides in his plays. But in my opinion, there seemed to be a lack of vision or focus in his 
plays. He did Pirandello, he also did Brecht, then attempted Rabindranath, even Tolstoy, 
Chekov, Pinter. So there was no particular focus in the plays he chose to do. Of course, 
his aim was to give people a good time, present good theatre. He did great plays by great 
playwrights, there’s no doubt about that. But he just did whatever he felt like doing. So 
we did not get to see a particular line of thought, a particular belief that he followed in 
his work. Because when you look at the plays of Utpal Dutt or of Sombhu Mitra, they 
had a particular approach to theatre. So when they went to do call shows they had a 
whole list of specifications—this should be the height of the stage, this should be the 
area. All this and more—which sometimes created a lot of problems. And they had 
specifications about the payment as well. But Ajitesh brought in a new way of thinking. 
Keeping in mind the conditions in the various parts of the country, he realized that all 
those specifications about the stage and payment could not always be met. Therefore it 
was pointless to be so rigid about them. If I want my theatre to reach the people, I have 
to adjust to the situations in various places. So his theatre brought in this concept of 
adjustment. By that I mean, for example, there is a painting in this room that has been 
specially created for this space. If I take that same painting and try and hang it in the 
same way in a room half this size, it will look out of place. I may have to cut it. How 
much is it permissible to cut—that is the question. Ajitesh’s theatre allowed for such 
adjustments, and it has left its impact on us, who came into theatre later. But though 

Left to right: Sova Sen, a child artiste, Nilima Das and Satya Bandyopadhyay in a scene from the LTG 
production of Titas Ekti Nadir Nam (1963). 
Photograph by Sambhu Banerjee. Courtesy Sova Sen, Utpal Dutt Foundation for International Theatre 
Studies.
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there was an absence of a political ideology in Ajitesh’s plays, this was not the case with 
many who came into theatre later. Though they were ‘lesser beings’ so to speak—in fact, 

I choose to name the theatre of this entire period ‘Theatre of the Lesser 
Beings’—in all respects, the actor, his stature, his 

voice, everything. They were 
most probably the last 
of the traditional theatre persons. They kept a 
distance between their personal and professional lives, in terms of how 
they spoke, how they dressed, how they behaved—unlike us, who speak and dress and 
behave on stage as we behave off it. They kept a distance between the two. Their theatre 
grew from the experiences and interactions of their daily mundane lives, from their 
political beliefs and ideals. Quite a few groups produced plays in this manner. They 
never swayed from their beliefs—they wouldn’t take up something today and reject it 
the very next instant. I’m not saying they left no impact at all. They did, definitely. But 
perhaps not so much in those who started to work in the late 60s as on those who began 
work after that. 

Perhaps we can examine that if we look at which groups came into the field in about 
’65—what were the plays that they did? But I won’t go into that here. Because the time 
that has been demarcated here, 1965, is the time when we arrived on the scene. In the 
sense that we joined Nandikar in 1963 and formed Theatre Workshop in 1966. Since then 
we have been part of this stream. But there was a marked difference as to how we would 
present political ideology. Utpal Dutt had his style of presenting political beliefs, Sombhu 
Mitra had his own style of doing classical plays. If we were to do a classical play at that 
time, how would we handle it? How would we present political plays? Not in the style 
of Utpal Dutt, but in a style developed from our own thoughts and experiences? It would 
have to be easily accessible to the common man and yet have a different look to it. All 
this came into the picture. The concepts of design changed. Here one can mention 
Shyamal Ghosh [b. 1933; actor and director in both the proscenium stage and jatra; wrote 
several jatra palas]. His work left a deep impact on us. And I think a very important 
thing was the completely new kind of theatre that Badal Sircar developed around that 
time—am I right? He shifted completely from the proscenium plays that he used to do 
initially—his light comedies and then the more serious theatre. Whether or not his new 
theatre was influenced by any western styles is another matter, we won’t go into that. 
But he had thought of creating a whole new theatre style.

BiJan BhattaCharya

harimaDhaB mukherJee: I would like to say something in response to what Bibhash 
has said. He has discussed a few personalities, but I wonder why a certain name has not 
been mentioned even once—Bijan Bhattacharya [(1915-1978) playwright, actor, director]. 
I am quite surprised at his being left out. Sombhu Mitra is a legend in his style of theatre, 
Utpal Dutt in his. But if we really want to think seriously about Bangla theatre and its 
tradition, he is the only person who has not been influenced at all by western theatre 
styles (except the use of the proscenium space). He has always drawn from our own 
cultural roots, our society, conventions, everyday life and events and written plays on 
these topics. No theatre could have matched Bijan-da’s productions at that time—
Debigarjan, Mara Chand. 

I’ll never forget my first experience of seeing Bijan-da’s Debigarjan. I had never seen 
this kind of theatre before, not by anyone! It was a completely independent kind of 
theatre which, I thought, could be a guiding light for Bangla theatre. And till the end of 
his life, Bijan-da did not shift from his vision of theatre at all. I think that tradition was 
created by Bijan-da for us. The names Bibhash has brought up—like Sombhu Mitra, for 
example, who did Ulukhagra, Pathik alongside Ibsen or Oedipous. The point about 

do ThE GrEAT dirECTorS noT wAnT To ACknowLEdGE ThESE LivES ThAT wE LivE, ThAT ThEY LivEd?
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Ajitesh’s political ideology not being clear 
applies to Sombhu Mitra too. If we analyse 
Sombhu Mitra’s work, the kind of plays he 
started out with, what he shifted to, what he did 
later—it doesn’t follow a clear direction. It 
confused us as well. And Ajitesh has confused 
us even more. But the one person in whose case 
I have no confusion whatsoever, and who stuck 
to a consistent theatre style throughout, till the 
last day of his life—you all know that he had 
performed even on the evening before his 
death—[is Bijan-da].

I absolutely agree with Bibhash about Utpal 
Dutt. Yes, in Titas [Ekti Nadir Nam] he did try 
and use some of our performative traditions, 

but those of you who have read the 
novel will agree that the 

staged Titas  was 
U t p a l D u t t ’ s 
version; it was not 
the Titas that the author had 
written. We realized this even at that 
time. I think Ritwik [Ghatak] had a comment to 
make about it, which was not very flattering. 
But the theatre he did was completely 
influenced by the West. He played up the 
element of spectacle in all aspects of the 
production and this was totally copied from the 
West. The Indian theatre tradition, or for that 
matter the tradition of Bangla theatre, is not 
discernible in his plays, with the lone exceptions 
of Buro Shaliker Gharey Ron and Ekei Ki Baley 
Sabhyata. 

BiBhaSh C: I would like to respond to 
Harimadhab. I didn’t leave Bijan-babu out 
deliberately; it just happened. I think there is a 
reason for that as well. Because I haven’t felt 
any influence of Bijan-da’s style in my theatre. 
Bijan-da’s plays have attracted or influenced 
me, but his theatre style does not seem to have 
affected my productions very much. In fact I 
have seen only one of his plays. The people I 
have mentioned created different trends; they 
were trendsetters. Bijan-da had set a trend in his 
style of writing plays, and we can see its impact 
in Manoj Mitra’s plays—he has taken this trend 
forward and made it more modern, more 
contemporary. But I didn’t see a particular trend 
in terms of theatre style in Bijan-da’s plays. 
Perhaps that’s why I didn’t mention him. And 
keeping in mind the year 1971—the year Utpal 
Dutt, after the LTG phase, produced Tiner 
Talwar—this is where I concluded what I had to 

ThE ordinArY AUdiEnCE And ThEATrE pEopLE BEGAn To wondEr, whAT             ABoUT ThE LivES And SiTUATionS AroUnd US? CAn wE nEvEr BUiLd A STronG 

Title page of first edition of Buro Shaliker 
Gharey Ron (1859), a farce by Michael 
Madhusudhan Dutt. Courtesy Natya 
Shodh Sansthan.
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say.
Samik B: I’d like to ask [Hari] Madhab a question which often bothers me. And it 

seems to have come up again in a different way in what Bibhash has said. Why is it that 
Bijan-da’s plays did not create the impact they should have? Bijan-da evolved a 
completely different sort of theatre, which was independent of all other styles. But why 
did Bangla theatre not accept or respond very positively? Or is it (as Bibhash feels) that 
Bijan-da’s work has remained marginal? Very interesting, very important, but marginal, 
not setting a trend. Do you have an explanation?

harimaDhaB m: Bijan-da drew from the indigenous traditions 
of theatre, unlike the stalwarts Ajitesh, Sombhu Mitra, Utpal Dutt. In my opinion, the 
biggest shortcoming of Bijan-da’s theatre, and I’m sure all of you who knew Bijan-da 
well will agree with me (I’m pleased to be one of those close to him) was the lackadaisical 
manner in which he handled this whole concept of a group. Working with a particular 
group of people, starting from the economics of that and its administration—this was 
handled very carelessly. Bijan-da would often say, ‘Do away with the old, start afresh!’ It 
was always like this. So he never managed to create a stable group. Even when I saw 
Debigarjan at its peak, it had such a tremendous impact on me. I’ll never be able to forget 
it. But then, they had just about 3 or 4 shows, and the group broke up. This would keep 
happening. He was never able to keep a group together. And that’s why he wasn’t able 
to do theatre regularly. Definitely not as constantly and regularly as Utpal Dutt, Ajitesh 
and Sombhu Mitra, each of whom regularly did theatre with a particular group. That’s 
why the plays that Ajitesh and Sombhu-babu were doing—which had a great deal of 
western influence and were either adaptations of western classics or translations—had a 
far greater impact on the audience of that time. The people came to recognize and accept 
that as ‘our’ theatre rather than Bijan-da’s style, which was rooted in Bangla. Why has 
nobody else attempted this style of theatre since Bijan-da? He has written so many plays. 
How many of them have been attempted by theatre groups like us? By the people who 
are doing theatre now? I have done quite a few shows of Debigarjan. I have done one 
more of his plays. But his plays haven’t attracted us to that extent. One reason for this 
may be that his style of theatre, which was particularly Indian, did not attract us the way 
theatre with a western influence did. You’ll still see many productions of Mohit 
[Chattopadhyay]’s  plays like Mrityusangbad, Rajrakta, Guinea Pig, Captain Hurrah, but no 
plays by Bijan-da. Even the Ibsen plays that Sombhu Mitra did or the well-known plays 
of Ajitesh—they’ve been done elsewhere, but not Bijan-da’s plays. 

I think there are two reasons for this. Firstly, because Bijan-da was unable to work 
with one group for very long and couldn’t do theatre consistently. So the number of 
shows of any of his plays was very few. You had to be very lucky to see them. The plays 
were there, undoubtedly, but other groups or producers did not always do justice to 
them. He wasn’t able to produce all his plays himself. Secondly, the format of his plays 
was completely different, independent of any influence of western theatre, closely linked 
to the native style of performance. And this possibly did not attract the people who were 
involved in theatre at that time, or even those who are doing theatre today. And of 
course, the events around which his plays were written are of the past now; they’re not 
contemporary issues. These are  possible reasons.

JayOti BOSe: I have a question for Harimadhab-da or even generally. You were talking 
about how Bijan Bhattacharya was never able to form a group. On the one hand, we see 
Utpal Dutt, Sombhu Mitra, with their groups, doing plays with a certain concept, 

ThE viETnAm wAr hAd A noTiCEABLE And LASTinG impACT on oUr ThEATrE, oUr ArTS And 
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influenced by western styles. And on the other hand, we 
see Bijan Bhattacharya, with a completely different style 
and concept that he was trying to present. Did this style 
and concept have anything to do with his not being able 
to form a group? Like today, we are very aware that 
over and above making a successful production, one 
must know how to form a group and run it and the 
logistics of the organization involved. All that is very 
important. This awareness had started at that time. 

harimaDhaB m: Those who didn’t know him very 
well found him . . . lackadaisical and indisciplined in the 
matter of running a group. He would never have a 
constant group. All of us who are here today from 
various groups, whether we are directors or otherwise 
involved, we all understand that the business of running 
a group  requires a fair amount of manipulation and 
cunning, and proper strategic moves. We have to apply 
this; otherwise the groups will not last. We all know 
what happens. Let these internal matters be discussed, 
let us wash the dirty linen. 

SOhag Sen: You see, you have to be a good 
administrator. He was an extremely passionate and 
creative person. Perhaps he was not a very good 
administrator.

nilkantha Sengupta: Yes. I think that this theatre 
style, imagery and content of Bijan-da’s, with its leaning 
towards indigenous forms of performance, folk forms, 
was distinctive. The urban theatre of that time wasn’t 
ready to accept this style of indigenous performance. 
The kind of appreciation it received was from an 
intellectual audience who wanted to experience this 
kind of theatre and was able to understand the ideas it 
conveyed—this appreciation and understanding did not 
extend to the common audience. Particularly in 
Debigarjan, Garbhabati Janani, Chalo Sagare and another 
play in which Mohit Chattopadhyay, Subroto Nandy, 
Mamata Chattopadhyay and her husband Arun Kar and 
I had taken part. It was called Aaj Basanta, and we had 
rehearsed it in Samik-da’s house at Hindustan Park. We 
were all very young at that time. That was a very 
straightforward play, but there was a 17 minute 
soliloquy from Shakespeare’s Hamlet. Unedited. Now in 
that play, with a completely Bengali outlook and the 
Bangla language, amid the problems of urban life in this 
country, there was that 17 minute excerpt. How would 
this work as theatre? Didn’t Bijan-da think about this? 
He must have, surely, thought that it was necessary to 
retain it as it was. But the relevance did not reach the 
audience. This is a small example.

Even in Garbhabati Janani—the images, the physical 
images which were used, were difficult to relate to. The 
urban audience was not, at that time, able to connect 
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these images and make sense of them easily. Today they are able to do so, to some extent, 
when they see Mohit’s plays (the old name for this was ‘kimitibadi [lit. ‘What is this?–
ist’] theatre’)—the adaptations he made of J. M. Synge’s Playboy of the Western World into 
Mrityusangbad, Jean Giraudoux’s Tiger at the Gates into Chandralokey Agnikanda and other 
such plays. But like in Shyamal-babu’s case, who also didn’t have a great following for 
other reasons, in Bijan-da’s theatre there remained a large gap between the rural, folk 
theatre and ideas of the urban theatre and situation.

pOlitiCS fOr the peOple

Samik b: Here, I would like to ask Jnanesh-babu something. At one stage in the 50s 
and even the very early 60s, the Gananatya Sangha [IPTA] somehow managed to bridge 
these two. This was the time when you were working with them. When you did 
Nildarpan, and later in Bishe June which you did about the Rosenbergs, especially the role 
you played in Bishe June, a very urban play dealing with politics at a very high level. The 
whole business about the intervention of the State Department of the United States, the 
strategies of international relations, the complexities of all that, they all came into it. With 
these, you had acted in Nildarpan and Rahumukta. So at one point of time, at least one 
group or one organization did manage to bring these two facets close together. And more 
or less the same audience saw and appreciated both. So what would you say about this 
idea that seems to be coming up again and again? The idea that there is a clear 
demarcation between the rural, indigenous theatre that Bijan-da represented and the 
urban plays of people like Mohit and Shyamal? That this demarcation was made clear in 
the 60s?

JnaneSh m: At that time this really wasn’t an issue. What we thought about was the 
theme of the play. Depending on that, we would decide how the play was to be 
presented. Of course, our theatre is western; it has come from the West, the predominant 
influence being British theatre. So we maintained that form. But what we would really 
examine would be the content of the play. Take Bishe June for example, a play translated 
from the original Hungarian play called Loyalty. Biru Mukherjee had translated it into 
Bengali and all of us liked it very much. The reason for doing that play was to show what 
a terrible thing American imperialism actually was. And the play had such a great 
impact—when you saw it, at times you felt as if you were watching a kabyanatak [lit. 
poetic drama]. It was so beautifully done. And then, when we realized that the jatra was 
more popular than the kind of theatre we did, we decided to take that up so as to 
increase our reach among the common people. Not many of us had any experience with 
jatra. One or two of us had some idea of how to go about it. What we actually had was a 
conviction, that we must do something. And that led to the jatra Rahumukta. It was 
tremendously successful. The theme was anti-war—war is harmful to people and 
something to be totally avoided was what this play talked about. When we did Nildarpan 
we based it on the revolt of the indigo plantation workers, perhaps the only successful 
revolt in colonial India. The play had been revived by some group around this time.

Samik b: Why the change came about in ’65 to ’71—Bibhash has spoken at length 
about that, but perhaps there is scope for adding a few more points. Would you like to 
say something, Ashok?

aShOk mukherJee: Maybe Manoj or Arun-babu should speak first . . .
Samik b: Yes, Manoj. Even you started your own independent work around that time.
manOJ m: Bibhash has cleared up quite a few points. When I received the letter from 

STQ, this point about ’65–’71 weighed on my mind. I wondered whether it was a little 
arbitrary. Just 6 years. In 6 years no change can come about. No change can even begin or 
have any effect on people in such a short time. So I was trying to justify this period. And 
then I found that I could justify it. If we think a little about what we want to do, our 
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ideas, our methods of working, what we want to achieve, what we don’t want to do—if 
we examine all these facets closely—then we will realize that the period between ‘65 and 
‘71 was a turning point for theatre; a crossroads. And the change of direction that took 
place continued till ‘95 or ‘98. 

During this period some seeds were sown, and the results have become tangible over 
these 25-30 years since 1965. So the period from about 1970 has been a sort of extension 
that has assumed a great significance. And while I was mulling over all this, Bijan-da’s 
name came up. And that made things even clearer.

About Bijan-da I would like to raise some questions. The answers to these questions 
may sometimes lie in the question itself. One question about Bijan-da: I agree that 
perhaps he was not a director of the calibre of his contemporaries, Sombhu Mitra, Ajitesh 
. . . and definitely not as good an organizer as them; not even as good as some of the 
younger directors of that time who went about their work in a much more organized 
fashion. I was never very intimate with him, but I’ve heard this and seen his work. There 
was always a sense of disarray and incompleteness in his productions, in all its aspects. I 
had gone to see the play Mara Chand, towards the end of its run, a few days before Bijan-
da’s death. It was really very shoddily done. The production did not convey a clear, 
consistent impression. I had seen Mara Chand before, at a time when the production was 
at its peak in the late 50s. There was another play, Krishnapaksha. Both were remarkable 
productions. Bijan-da’s individual performance was brilliant. But the others were not 
always able to match up. 

My question is this: I agree that in Debigarjan and Garbhabati Janani (the two plays he 
wrote during the ‘60s) he has used certain elements that are very complex, that were 
inherent in the lives of the people in the play. Unless you knew in minute detail the kind 
of lives those people led, their society, its history, their relations with one another, it was 
almost impossible to make any sense of the images. I mean, no other director could have 
even created those images. There are many such instances in Debigarjan which prove that 
Bijan-da had a deep understanding, a knowledge of this life so that he knew what their 
words actually meant. They show how he knew the meaning behind the words, knew 
the character within the character and was, therefore, able to bring out those associations. 
The elements were very strong. The images and references that he drew from the 
Ramayana, the Mahabharata, some referred to and some left unspoken, some clearly 
defined and some left vague. These were brilliant elements. But has it ever struck anyone 
that compared to the quality of these elements, the rest of the play seemed a little shoddy 
and untidy? I, at least, have heard a few major directors of the time expressing this 
opinion. They would say, ‘I respect everything that Bijan-da has done, but I will never do 
his plays.’ Many of my friends, many people who are much older, have said that they 
have a great deal of respect for him. There are many elements in his plays which we have 
never heard of, never used, never learnt about, which are very strong, which have the 
ability to arouse primeval intuition. All this is true. But in other ways the plays are so 
untidy/confused and so rooted in tradition, that it becomes very risky to perform them 
as they are. This is what they said. 

But I think that time is largely responsible for this—whether Bijan-da was accepted or 
not, whether he had a lasting effect on theatre or not. If Nabanna could be accepted as a 
good play, then Debigarjan and Garbhabati Janani should have been something to be 
excited about. So if the times had been conducive—just think about it. If these plays had 
been produced in ’44, ’45, ’46 or by the early 50s, it would have been a different scenario 
altogether! Debigarjan or Garbhabati Janani had no less potential as plays. 

harimaDhaB m: Manoj has mentioned that the time for Bijan-da’s theatre had passed. 
After Nabanna, so many other plays of Utpal-babu and Ajitesh came in between. When 
was Chak Bhanga Madhu produced? In ’72. After all these plays had already been done. 
And in Chak Bhanga Madhu too—I’m mentioning this play because it was written by 
Manoj—the images used are so rural, so indigenous, but that was accepted. So what I 
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want to know is, is Manoj implying that Bijan-da’s plays did not fare well because of the 
disorganized nature of his productions?

manOJ m: I never said that. What I said was that many producers who were his 
contemporaries said this about his plays.

harimaDhaB m: No, no. You also said something else. That the time had passed on. 
So many other experimental plays had come in between that Bijan-da’s plays somehow 
got lost and were not performed after that. And that’s true, they were not performed.

inDraSiS lahiri: I think perhaps what was not there in Bijan-da is the urban wit that 
is so much part of Manoj-da’s plays, and that makes them more easily acceptable to the 
audience.

harimaDhaB m: Perhaps that’s the reason. 

lOOking fOr a new theatre

manOJ m: I said that I’m putting some questions before you, not my opinions. The 
change began to set in between ’65 and ’71, when we had just started working in this 
field. And everybody was not ready to accept the same kind of/only one kind of 
performance, as theatre. Take Utpal Dutt’s plays, for example. If you went to see them 
you would see a certain type of play, of production. The characters, the details would 
differ, but the basic essence remained the same. It was like what Utpal Dutt said of his 
film roles. He would say ‘Whichever film I agree to do, my character is always that of a 
Ghoshal.’ So if theatre starts to assume a particular kind of look in one play after another, 
you will think that the same kind of style is being repeated. I had asked Utpal-da once, 
‘Why don’t you write a play revolving around a family?’ He just laughed it off. But I 
pestered him, ‘No, why don’t you?’ Thousands of stories, novels have been written 
centred on families, yet dealing with any number of themes all over the world. And the 
family is one of the oldest social institutions, one of the very first . . . 

BiBhaSh C: But Shakespeare and Brecht didn’t write such plays either.
manOJ m: Well, they weren’t available. I could only ask the person who was there. So 

that’s what I asked him. You see, people wanted to see a family in Utpal Dutt’s plays, or 
at least some recognizable people, some human beings. He would present characters 
who had nothing whatsoever to do with this country. So this desire had perhaps arisen in 
the minds of the new theatre people, to see and show some real people. The plays that 
were done in collaboration by Mohit-da and Shyamal, what connection did they have 
with our everyday lives? Our lives did not feature in them. Even for the sake of argument 
if I accept that in the larger sense, in the deeper sense, they did feature, it was not 
obvious to the ordinary audience who went to the theatre to get something from it. That 
give-and-take ended after one or two plays and maybe that’s why Sombhu-da had to 
find a new style of theatre, new kinds of plays. And then he began to present western 
theatre to such an extent that the ordinary audience and theatre people began to wonder, 
what about the lives and situations around us? Can we never build a strong and 
powerful theatre drawing from these sources? Do the great directors not want to 
acknowledge these lives that we live, that they lived? This was the kind of feeling that 
began to make its presence felt between ’65 and ’71. And so we have plays by Arun-babu, 
by Bibhash, one after another, other plays which focus on this simple, at times mundane, 
life. Theatre cannot mean only political plays. 

nilkantha S g: No, no, there are no plays by Arun-babu between ’65 and ’71.
manOJ m: All right, it was ’72, around that time. As I was saying, I don’t know what 

it will be like if all theatre starts to look and feel the same. But at that point of time, there 
was a general inclination to see and show aspects of our lives, the lives that we led. If a 
production superficially takes up some political issues and presents them, does it count 
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as political theatre? So are we as individuals not ‘political’ in what we feel and what we 
do? We do have political as well as familial, moral, and societal sensibilities. Theatre too 
should have that  kind of an all-inclusive character. If we have the ability to portray real 
characters truthfully, then politics will never be ignored. The people who came into 
theatre after that period, between ’65 and ’71, had this desire, this enthusiasm, this 
eagerness to portray everyday lives, to create them on the stage. And that’s why theatre 
began to undergo a radical change in the 70s and 80s and moved towards where it is 
today.

nilkantha S g: I think there are one or two more reasons. The Vietnam War had a 
noticeable and lasting impact on our theatre, our arts and literature, our lives, the student 
movement, the families, the downfall of two coalition governments , the ensuing political 
turmoil that seemed to hang over West Bengal like an ominous cloud; the leaders who 
were ready for retirement suddenly seemed to be infused with fresh youth. At that time, 
the theatre people, the ordinary people, students from schools and colleges, clerical 
workers, teachers, everyone decried the whole concept and philosophy of doing 
apolitical theatre. 

People also wanted to get away from this idea of the inaccessibility of the theatre and 
theatre people, this way of looking at it from a distance, being awestruck by it. I can still 
remember that when Nabhendu Sen’s Nayan Kabirer Pala appeared in Natyapakshik 
Patrika, LTG’s Leniner Dak was on. When Hiren Bhattacharya did a comparative review 
of both these plays in Bangladesh Patrika, many of us could not understand how he could 
connect Leniner Dak with Nabhendu Sen’s Nayan Kabirer Pala. I remember Shyamal-babu 
saying that the two plays were completely different. But that’s not the case. Today I can 
appreciate that the manner in which people wanted to see their feelings, desires and lives 
reflected on the stage was not accepted through the great tradition of apolitical theatre. 
And the same thing happened with Bohurupee. During that period Utpal Dutt began to 
produce political plays at Minerva alongside his commercial theatre. Then it was the 
Nandikar phase at Rangana. The commercial theatre had not yet begun to undergo a 
revolution under the positive influence of this kind of theatre. I’m not even taking into 
account other political or non-political influences. When the stage version of Narayan 
Bandyopadhyay’s novel Ghar was being performed, there was an attempt among those 
with a taste for theatre to find political expression. And of course the Naxalite Movement. 
And this feeling grew right upto Utpal Dutt’s Teer. The theatre people and theatre 
enthusiasts were divided into two camps. At around that time the Peoples’ Artists 
Federation (PAF) was formed. We have to keep these things in mind as well.

DeBaShiS maJumDar: I have a question. A difference was pointed out between Bijan 
Bhattacharya’s plays and Manoj Mitra’s play in terms of urban wit. Where would you 
place Tulsi Lahiri? Because I think to move away from Bijan Bhattacharya’s plays on that 
excuse, or to change the way we look at his plays may be difficult for us. 

inDraSiS l: Actually there is another reason why I mentioned urban wit. We have 
taken ’65 as a starting point, a very significant year. If I’m not mistaken that was the year 
Badal Sircar’s Ebong Indrajit was published in Bohurupee. And with the kind of shift 
towards an urban sensibility that Ebong Indrajit, Tringsha Shatabdi, and Baki Itihash 
heralded, absurdist influences also came to stay. And after that came plays by Mohit-da. 
So urbanization definitely came in, and with it came a different philosophy, questions of 
existence, guilt, existential problems.

DeBaShiS m: If we look at ’64, ’65, ’66, around this time as far as I remember, though 
Bohurupee was doing many plays, they were going through some organizational 
problems. There were some questions raised as to the way in which Bohurupee was run. 
That’s very important for us to remember. At the same time, in literature, Samaresh Basu 
completely diverged from the path he had followed before that. Whether it was good or 
bad, that change—at that time, of course, we were very young—for those who were 
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involved in the field of literature was very exciting and alluring. Something new, 
something that turned the earlier ideas on their head. Some said it was foreign: the same 
thing was happening in the field of poetry. Now I think that Mohit-da emerged from this 
scenario, from this stream. And if we try and understand it from this angle we may see 
his language, his style in a different sense. And I think in ’71, in Manoj-da’s plays in 
particular, against the backdrop of the Naxalite Movement, good, bad or indifferent, this 
question of village versus city had come up. And we could feel that even while sitting 
here in the city, through Chak Bhanga Madhu. This is one side of it. . .

What I want to examine is, what were the reasons or excuses for us to move away 
from the style of theatre initiated by Bijan Bhattacharya? Why did the contemporary 
theatre directors or those that came in later, not want to accept or try out this style? 

In Bijan Bhattacharya’s plays, the indigenous sense, the feeling of our own land, 
whatever you want to call it, what all of us are trying to find out now, all that was there. 
But for some reason at that moment, the theatre directors and producers chose to neglect 
it. Which is why there was a considerable gap after Bijan Bhattacharya, even though Tulsi 
Lahiri came into the picture. It was only after some time that Mohit Chattopadhyay and 
Badal Sircar arrived on the scene. 

BiBhaSh C: I think another distinct trend can be noticed here. And this is not 
concerned only with which plays are being written and by whom, which ones are 
available, which can be produced, which cannot. Besides all this, what we have often 
done is the trend of ‘writing and producing our own plays’. This is something which is 
very common in our theatre. As a result, many playwrights have been neglected, or not 
been noticed. If producers and directors of the calibre of Utpal Dutt, Manoj Mitra, Arun 
Mukherjee, Nilkantha Sengupta, Ajitesh Bandyopadhyay, Rudraprasad Sengupta,  create 
their own plays, what will those who are going to produce plays, do? Several important 
playwrights will be left out in the cold. Their plays will not be known.

manOJ m: No, no that’s not the reason, because there are no playwrights who have 
written plays and not found producers for them.

BiBhaSh C: If so, why are Badal-babu’s plays, of which there are so many productions 
all over the country, not performed here? Why not Badal-babu, why not Bijan 
Bhattacharya?

nilkantha S g: The reason why Badal-da’s plays are produced so frequently all over 
India is that they possess a certain pseudo-political approach. The plays produced in the 
rest of India are absolutely apolitical. You cannot compare them with the plays produced 
here. The kind of plays that the rest of India produces are very different. To them Badal 
Sircar’s plays, with their pseudo-political approach, seem inspiring. 

BiBhaSh C: No, Nilkantha, besides these playwrights and their plays, what is so great 
about the plays that we are producing? What new ideas are they professing? How are 
they political plays? What fantastic advancement are they leading up to? That’s what I’m 
saying. Let’s just talk about our generation. Why haven’t any of us taken up plays by 
Tulsi Lahiri? 

nilkantha S g: You have to remember one thing. I am saying all this because I have 
done Sadhabar Ekadashi myself. I have done the classics, and I have tried to do 
contemporary plays. Whether they’ve turned out to be good or bad is a different 
question. I’m talking about the trend. And this other gap that you’ve referred to. What is 
so great about wanting to do a Badal-da play? You have done Chhayay Aaloey, you’ve 
done Lolita. This is a fact. In this day and age, none of us recognize geographical 
distances and differences in theatre. Theatre knows no countries. Even a layman knows 
this. But that’s not the point. Even Mohit-da’s plays—after the wonderful production of 
Rajrakta by Theatre Workshop, after the debates initiated by Shyamal Ghosh, after the 
period during which Shyamal-babu was with Gandharba, have Mohit-da’s plays been 
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performed as exhaustively and extensively as Manoj-da’s? Besides Manoj-da’s own 
productions, even the plays written in rural dialects have been performed by many city-
based groups, starting with Chak Bhanga Madhu and Shabnam. Badal-babu does not quite 
fit into that mould.

JnaneSh m: We had started talking about Tulsi Lahiri. The plays he wrote—most of 
them were produced by Bohurupee. And the main reason for their not being too popular 
was because plays like Chhenra Tar, Dukkhir Iman were all written in the Bahe dialect, and 
very difficult to understand. 

DeBaShiS m: I think Bijan Bhattacharya was thought of more as an actor than as a 
playwright. We have noted that though there has been a lack of appreciation for his 
plays, Bijan-da had been asked to act in many productions later. So the idea of looking at 
him as a playwright did not occur. The way we are thinking things out today, that did 
not happen at that time.  

manOJ m: Around the time that Bijan Bhattacharya was writing Debigarjan or 
Garbhabati Janani, he was also acting with Utpal Dutt at Minerva Theatre. So at a certain 
point in time, the two of them were working quite closely. He used to act regularly with 
Utpal Dutt. My question is, when they could do a play like VIP, why couldn’t they 
present Bijan-da’s plays? In spite of them being so close?

harimaDhaB m: What Jnanesh-da said about Tulsi Lahiri was perfectly right. But 
Tulsi Lahiri’s Dukkhir Iman and Chhenra Tar, have been performed extensively in the 
villages of West Bengal. They are much discussed and very popular. Perhaps they were 
not so popular in the city.

BiBhaSh C: ‘Groupless’ playwrights are a sorry lot!
manOJ m: No, I don’t think so. Bijan-da had his own group. If you think about it 

carefully, you’ll realize that it’s the playwrights with groups of their own who are in a 
sorrier state!

utpal Dutt, SOmBhu mitra, aJiteSh BanDyOpaDhyay

aShOk m: As far as the cut-off dates that we have been given, ‘65 to ’71, I don’t know 
if this discussion has been very successful. Frankly, before I came here, I could never 
imagine that ’65 would assume a new importance and in ’71 that importance would 
vanish. But after hearing stalwarts like Manoj and Bibhash speak in defence of this, I was 
a little shaken. Because I don’t think that anything new or of significance either began in 
’65 or ended in ’71. If something is to begin in ’65, then we can see it coming by at least 
’57. And I don’t think anything came to an end in ’71 either. 

I agree with Bibhash on a number of points. The ones on which I disagree. Speaking 
of Utpal Dutt: it wasn’t as if he was the sole torchbearer of political theatre in India. He 
supported Naxalbari and did Teer, but he also came back with Barricade when he 
understood the true import of Naxalbari. And that’s not all. He has also done works by 
Rabindranath. He has done Tapati and among Bengali theatre workers, he is the one who 
did Achalayatan. And he is the only one of us who has presented any Bengali production 
of Shakespeare worth discussing. And later he reached the pinnacle of his work, as far as 
I’m concerned, in ’71 with Tiner Talwar. I have never seen a play like that. 

He had once written, reviewing Manoj [Mitra]’s Chak Bhanga Madhu ‘a pleasing 
chiaroscuro of complexities’. So he was perfectly aware of how the use of complexities 
engaged the mind [and intellect]. But at the very outset he had issued a sort of manifesto 
that he would not go into all this. Like his friend, Ritwik Ghatak, he said ‘I don’t give a 
damn about the arts. Let agitation take over first.’ 

But we don’t need to take Utpal Dutt at his word. I have to now examine his work . . . 
so in this person who was so conscious of the way the plays of Shakespeare or Girish 
Ghosh reflected society, who was a devoted follower of Brecht, those complexities came 
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through, in his work as a producer. When I saw Ajker Shahjahan and its protagonist, the 
lonely Kunjabihari, they had no connection with plays like Ajeya Vietnam or Kallol. So the 
tradition that he built up, drawing on his own feelings of revolution, whether it was in 
’65, ’66, ’67,  has left a deep impact which continues till today. 

The problem which came to the fore later in Utpal Dutt’s theatre is when the Left 
Front government came to power in ’78. The very nature of political theatre was bound 
to change. The belief that many social problems would be solved once the Left came to 
power now began to be proved wrong. The focus of theatre also began to change. For 
example, Mrinal Sen had made a famous statement about how he would now turn the 
camera towards himself. So people like Mrinal Sen and Utpal Dutt, the two icons of the 
cinema and theatre, who had always given precedence to social revolution, they too 
began to think anew. I don’t know how Utpal-da’s thinking changed, but there are many 
indications in Mrinal Sen’s films of the changes in his ideas and outlook. And in the case 
of Sombhu Mitra, I don’t think he ever had any motive other than that of doing good 
theatre and doing it well. So when he was dabbling in so many kinds of plays, there was 
no chronology in that either. He did Ibsen, Rabindranath, Sophocles, Nitish Sen. But 
what Sombhu-da was able to do as an individual actually held many advantages for a 
pioneer. For example, the incompleteness of the theatre before Sombhu Mitra, like 
Jnanesh-da said, we were used to theatre being only about issues. Sombhu-da said, ‘Not 
just issues. The way you do theatre is also an issue. Your form is your content, and your 
content, your form. You can’t leave out one or the other.’ This is a very important aspect 
of his legacy. Unless you give equal importance to both content and form, you will never 
be able to do total theatre. But Sombhu Mitra wasn’t a classicist either. He touched upon 
so many aspects of western theatre. 

Even after working with so many traditions of the western theatre, and also doing 
plays by Rabindranath, this question of Indianness in theatre that Bibhash brought up, 
began to bother him. Which is why, even after writing Chand Baniker Pala, and conducting 
so many readings of the play, he never produced it. When I asked him about it once, he 

Left to right: Samir Banerjee, Moloy Mukherjee, Santanu Ghosh, Jiten Bhattacharya and 
Utpal Dutt in the LTG production of Ajeya Vietnam(1966).
Photograph by Sambhu Banerjee. Courtesy Sova Sen, Utpal Dutt Foundation for 
International Theatre Studies.



30

said, ‘I’m unable to visualize exactly the kind of stage and setting that would be suitable 
for the play.’ But he was sure that it would not work on our proscenium stages. And 
neither on the kind of stages Rabindranath put up in Santiniketan, with no backstage or 
wings, just a sort of platform out in the open. And it is this spirit of enquiry that has kept 
him alive and contemporary even today. Nilkantha can say what he likes, but behind all 
the hype and glamour, there is an individual. A lone individual who had a genuine 
feeling of enquiry—you can look at it from that point of view as well. 

And as for Ajitesh Bandyopadhyay, Bibhash is quite right. Besides bringing in an 
open and flexible atmosphere into the way we did theatre, he also realized that our 
theatre would not progress unless there were several interactions with all the great 
western theatre traditions. I take a different view about Ajitesh. I think that when he did 
foreign plays here, they managed to take on an Indian look and feel. I have read both 
Beggar’s Opera and Threepenny Opera. If one can ignore Beggar’s Opera and call Threepenny 
Opera an original play, then Teen Paisar Pala is no less an original play as opposed to 
Threepenny Opera. But that was not the question that bothered us when we produced it. 
The point was bringing the rural tradition of pala to the city stage through a very 
enjoyable play and revitalizing the pala tradition. And later when I saw other musical 
plays such as Mareech Sambad, I always felt that at some point there was an echo of Teen 
Paisar Pala in the style or presentation. It worked as a source of inspiration.  

So what Ajitesh did . . . because of his untimely death one can’t really say what 
direction his work would have taken later, but towards the end when he did Paap Punya, 
it never remained a Tolstoy play in my eyes. It was so much of a daily experience. I have 
seen very few productions like that. Later, after the second interval, the audience never 
left the hall. The kind of impact he created through the combination of his direction and 
acting—there was a raw vigour in it. His style had suddenly arrived on the scene and 
captured our imaginations far more successfully than Utpal-da’s highly intellectual 
modern style, and Sombhu-da’s complex and minutely detailed productions. Almost like 
a folk performer, he just dived into the scene. When we try to fit Bijan Bhattacharya into 

The last scene in the 1966 Calcutta Theatre production of Debigarjan: the village youth 
attack Prabhanjan played by Bijan Bhattacharya, with the predatory landlord’s victim lying 
in the foreground. Photograph courtesy Nripendra Saha
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that period, I find that—to borrow Bankimchandra {Chatterjee]’s description of 
Sanjibchandra [Chatterjee]—‘he had the inspiration but not the means’. I mean, not only 
in terms of organization, but also the manipulation and hard work that goes into writing 
a play . . . The way that Tarashankar Bandyopadhyay slogged, the same way that Manoj 
Mitra works. To be able to write a play six times over, to write out a new version every 
morning only to throw it away. 

If Bijan-da had put in the same kind of determination and diligence, not only as an 
organizer but also as an artist, it would have automatically made his the fourth name in 
Bengali theatre. That was lacking. Bijan-da is a very fascinating subject to all of us, but 
his life’s work is not all that satisfying. It doesn’t sound nice to put it like this. Especially 
when one tries to talk about the period and background that one has grown up in, in 
terms of history, it’s difficult. One can’t really make speeches about the people one has 
been close to, worked with in theatre, seen theatre with. So I think we should perhaps 
now come to the theatre of our times. 

And also this debate about playwrights, there’s no debate at all if one looks at it like 
this. In this period there have been a number of very well known directors, many of 
whom are here today. By comparison, the number of playwrights has been very small. If 
I mention Bijan Bhattacharya, Utpal Dutt, Badal Sircar, Manoj Mitra and Mohit 
Chattopadhyay, then that more or less covers the five important playwrights of the 
generation before Debashis, Indrasis and Chandan [Sen]. This shows that among a large 
number of technicians, artistes, etc. there are only five great playwrights—each of them 
famous for a different reason, but famous nevertheless. For instance, when I read any of 
Utpal Dutt’s plays today, say Sannyasir Tarabari or Suryashikar, besides the parts that 
Utpal-da had chosen to emphasize in his productions, every play has other portions that 
could very well be stressed upon. We didn’t produce any of Manoj Mitra’s plays then. 
Because in the 60s and 70s we were so committed to our political ideology that . . .  I was 
filled with regret [recently] because such good plays had failed to impress us in those 
days. We had failed to identify any kind of social commitment in the theme of the play 
and had probably kept it aside. We overlooked a brilliant play like Parabas. Take the 
example of another Manoj Mitra play—Kinu Kaharer Thetar. The Bohurupee production 
couldn’t do justice to it. The same applies to Soumitra Chattopadhyay’s production of 
Darpaney Sharatsashi. All these brilliant plays had been written, and the tradition can be 
traced to the earlier generation of playwrights. 

I think, it would be better if we don’t adhere strictly to the period between ‘65 and 
‘71, and go a little backward and forward in time: certain events can’t really be missed. 
Nilkantha has referred to the split in the Communist Party, which had actually started in 
1964. It was first made out to be a conflict between the CPI-CPI(M), later taking another 
turn with the CPI(ML) coming into the picture. We have lived through those times and 
seen it all. I feel such a watershed mark is not that significant. It must have been 
happening before and after that period as well. 

Ajitesh carried on working for a long time after that. He 
d i d 

Paap Punya in ’78 or ’79. Utpal-da also continued 
working long after that. Even when he stopped working as a director, he was still 
working as a writer, in films as an actor. There’s one thing I can’t understand about Utpal 
Dutt—how was he so successful in jatra? He was such an urban personality! How is it 
that when people saw his plays in villages, they just lapped it up?

That’s why I don’t understand the term ‘urban wit’. If urban wit is Manoj’s strength, 
then what is Mohit’s? Wit by itself is a separate thing. There is an urban side to it as well 
as a rural sense of humour, a sort of village wisdom that works. Or else how could the 
plays of a highly politicized urban person like Utpal Dutt be accepted into the jatra 
circuit in villages and create super hit productions year after year? I don’t know, because 

 wiT BY iTSELf iS A SEpArATE ThinG. ThErE iS An UrBAn SidE To iT AS wELL AS A rUrAL SEnSE of 
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I haven’t actually watched Utpal Dutt’s jatra in a village. But I think that unless we 
understand more about the layers of complexities in these great people, we will not be 
able to fully appreciate the extent of their influence on us. When Bibhash did Schweik 
Gelo Juddhey, the manner in which he used space in that production must have in some 
way been influenced by Utpal Dutt. Similarly when Manoj wrote Chak Bhanga Madhu—
it’s not possible that there wasn’t any inspiration from Bijan-da. We feel our predecessors 
in our blood. We sometimes do not know it. It is difficult to analyse the influence, 
particularly when playwright-directors like Manoj, Bibhash, Arun are still alive and 
kicking.

In fact, perhaps the boys who have come after us will be able to talk about it. 
BiBhaSh C: There is no disputing what Ashok has said. Time present is contained in 

time past and time future—this is true. Somebody must have also influenced Utpal-da, 
Sombhu-da . . . the next generation will also say the same. This is true of any creative 
field, especially in a living art form like theatre. But, if we accept this as a given, then we 
must examine where the differences lie. There is no similarity between the political 
theatre concept of Utpal Dutt and Mareech Sambad or Rajrakta, or Schweik Gelo Juddhey or 
Ajeya Vietnam. The Vietnam of Utpal Dutt and the Vietnam of Theatre Workshop are set 
in completely different genres, completely different in approach and treatment. So it is 
obvious that something new is emerging. Ajitesh may have begun his work before that, 
before 1965, but he was a product of that generation. He belongs to this period, ’65 to ’71. 
He had only done Natyakarer Sandhaney Chhati Charitra before that. Which is why, more 
than Utpal Dutt, Sombhu Mitra and Bijan Bhattacharya, his work is the most different. 
That’s why I say he is the most influential. Ajitesh created a new genre of adaptation, 
moving away from Dashachakra, Putulkhela and other such plays. Ajitesh is the pioneer of 
the kind of theatre that keeps in mind the varied mix of audience of our times.  Several 
others after him have experimented along the same lines. So there is a marked difference.

aShOk m: If that is the case, then how do you justify what you said about Ajitesh not 
having a particular vision or focus? How can someone who has no fixed principles about 
theatre guide others?

BiBhaSh C: Ajitesh was a theatre director par excellence, in the context of our country. 
But in terms of issues, the kind of focus that the people who had taken to political 
theatre had—Ajitesh did not have that. By that 
t i m e  h e  h a d 

e x h a u s t e d  t h e 
influence of political theatre from his IPTA days.

aShOk m: There is no need for that commitment to show through in Ajitesh as it did 
in Utpal Dutt. But I do feel that his commitment showed through in other ways. I think 
that in all his productions, in terms of the thought behind them, approach and treatment, 
there was some sort of unity/coherence. For example, if I shift to cinema, the films of 
Ritwik Ghatak and Mrinal Sen, are very clear in their propagation of ideas. And though 
they say the same things over and over, there is a lot of variety. But in the case of Satyajit 
Ray, it was never the same kind of film twice. 

In that way, there is nobody more contradictory than 
Rabindranath Tagore. He seemed to know that he would have to do all the work as far as 
Bengali literature was concerned. The same goes for Satyajit Ray. So it is not always 
necessary for an artist to keep a manifesto in mind. Ajitesh died when he was only 50. 
Many of us today have gone well past that age and realized that 50 years is only just the 
beginning. But within that time he was able to ferret out an amazing number of great 
plays from all over the world and produce them. So there must have been some idea/

i don’T UndErSTAnd ThE TErm ‘UrBAn wiT’. if UrBAn wiT iS mAnoj’S STrEnGTh, ThEn whAT iS mohiT’S?

 or ELSE how CoULd ThE pLAYS of A hiGhLY poLiTiCizEd UrBAn pErSon LikE UTpAL dUTT BE ACCEpTEd inTo ThE jATrA CirCUiT in viLLAGES And CrEATE SUpEr hiT                        prodUCTionS YEAr AfTEr YEAr?
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perception or even a questioning that must have driven 
him.

BiBhaSh C: Of course. He produced the plays of some 
of the best playwrights of the world. He internalized 
their thoughts, their ideas. Perhaps we were not able to 
gauge his ideas and opinions. Manoj Mitra was different 
from Bijan Bhattacharya, and that is why he became 
Manoj Mitra. And with him started a different trend. 

Samik b: The earlier generation was also changing in 
the period between ‘65 and ‘71. For instance, Utpal Dutt 
did Kallol in ’65, but in ’71, as we mentioned a little 
earlier, he did Tiner Talwar. And those two plays are 
poles apart. So he had changed completely. Bijan-da 
wrote Debigarjan in ’66, and in ’67 or ’68 he wrote 
Garbhabati Janani. But this was not at all the Bijan-da of 
Nabanna or Gotrantar. And neither the Bijan-da of Mara 
Chand.

BiBhaSh C: And even Sombhu-da was changing. He 
was trying out Badal Sircar. 

Samik B: Yes. Perhaps he was not successful and 
Barbar Banshi may have flopped. But he was breaking 
out of his earlier mould during ’65 to ’71; even the earlier 
generation was going through upheavals.

intO the SeventieS

BiBhaSh C: And the point that Nilkantha brought up 
about the political situation of the time is very important. 
The Gandhian or Marxist kind of theoretical world that 
many of us used to live in, where ideals were everything, 
was at a very exalted intellectual level. And from there, it 
came down to the ground reality of using politics in 
everyday life. I’m not speaking for or against any 
political party when I say this. The main reason why the 
Naxalite movement and CPI(M) had so much mass 
support was that they worked with people at the 
grassroots level, with the common masses, sorting out 
their local problems, rather than harping on 
‘internationalism’. Of course, they did talk about the 
conflict between China and Russia. But the reason they 
managed to gain a foothold in West Bengal was that they 
dealt with the problems of the local people extensively, 
with the problems of the time, worked side by side with 
the people to try and solve them . . . this is why CPI(M) 
was able to establish itself as a political party. And in the 
same way, theatre people had come down to this level to 
do theatre. Not doing theatre at a very highbrow level. 
That’s why I call it ‘theatre of the lesser beings’. Not in a 
derogatory sense. 

manOJ m: I don’t know about lesser beings, but at 
this time there were many new entrants in the field of 
drama. New actors and actresses. New directors. Bibhash 

Book covers of Bijan Bhattacharya’s 
plays: Debigarjan ( above) and 
Nabanna (below)

i don’T UndErSTAnd ThE TErm ‘UrBAn wiT’. if UrBAn wiT iS mAnoj’S STrEnGTh, ThEn whAT iS mohiT’S?
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came in as a director in ’66. In that period itself he did 2 or 3 of his major productions. 
Actresses came in. Maya [Ghosh] and Mamata [Chattopadhyay] both started earlier, but 
they reached their peaks at about this time. Later many more actors came in; many new 
theatre groups were formed. Many more people came forward to do theatre. Many 
artistes were created. 

aShOk m: Yes, if you don’t take it to mean 31 December 1971, then it’s okay. Because 
in ’72 Arun and Nilkantha arrived on the scene; Asit Bose did Kolkatar Hamlet. 

Samik b: Perhaps Arun would like to comment here. 
arun mukherJee: The period we’re talking about is ’65 to ’71. At that time I was 

directly connected with IPTA. And I knew about the actual situation in IPTA. What I 
want to examine is why Bijan-da, being such a good playwright—all of us agree on that 
point—was unable . . . Manoj has said that he had the material but not the craft, the skill . 
. . Ashok has also said the same thing in another way. I have thought about doing Bijan-
da’s plays a few times, even tried to do them, especially Mara Chand. Although I 
advanced with the plans, I had to withdraw. I’m trying to answer this from my own 
experience. Initially Bijan-da’s son, Nabarun [Bhattacharya], did not want to give 

Sova Sen and Satya Bandyopadhyay in a scene from LTG’s production of Neecher Mahal 
(1957). Photograph by Shambhu Banerjee. Courtesy Sova Sen, Utpal Dutt Foundation for 
International Theatre Studies.
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permission. He said, ‘You do that play later.’ When he did give permission at last, I 
wasn’t able to do the play, though I was very keen to do it.

Now to take Bijan-da to the audience . . . a play like Mara Chand, for example, initially 
my fear was, how do I present the play? When we do Shakespeare’s plays today, we 
don’t fiddle about with the script, do we? We try and give the play a new dimension in 
the present context. Now the main theme of Mara Chand was the question of the artiste’s 
existence. If we presented the problem as it had been dealt with in the play, a lot of the 
finer complexities which assail an artiste today would be lost. This was the problem I 
faced. So this is the question: why did we not use the plays of such a brilliant playwright? 
[Hari]Madhab has used the words indigenous [deshaja] and rural [gramin]. But the 
theatre that we have done, the manner in which we have done it (however successful 
Utpal Dutt may have been in jatra), we have all done theatre in the city. We can’t deny 
this. And in our psyche, consciously and unconsciously, we think about the city’s 
audience. And what is the city’s audience? Muktangan and Academy [of Fine Arts, 
leading Group Theatre venue]. This audience. Not even the audience of Rangana. This 
attitude is inherent in our psyche; there is no way we can get away from this. This, I feel, 
is where Bijan-da faced the problem. He was unable to make the issues and material he 
was working with acceptable to the city audience, both artistically and theatrically. Now 
whether there were flaws in the way the group worked together, or whether he was not 
capable a producer, is besides the point. I am not prepared to believe that there were 
flaws in the organization. Ritwik Ghatak was far more temperamental, and even more 
disorganized; but he managed to work with a very complex artistic medium. Perhaps he 
wasn’t able to live up to his potential, but in most of his films, that lack of organization is 
not noticeable. He was able to convey what he wanted through his films.

One point has come up today—that if his plays had been done by others, perhaps 
those productions would have created more of an impact at that time. I’ve seen 
practically all of Bijan-da’s productions. To be very truthful, the inspiration from 
watching plays by Sombhu Mitra, Utpal Dutt, Ajitesh, even Bibhash (I’m coming right 
up to Bibhash) was lacking in Bijan-da’s productions. There were brilliant moments in 
his plays, and truly virtuoso performances by Bijan-da; but the productions somehow 
lacked a completeness and a certain excellence. 

This is my personal experience. Now what is the reason for my not feeling inspired? 
Is it my own shortcoming? Am I so far removed from anything indigenous? And this 
business about the urban wit . . . Chak Bhanga Madhu has a lot of elements 
similar to those in Bijan-da’s plays. And when we did Mareech 
Sambad in the city, many people came to the counter 
and asked for tickets for ‘Moreech’ [pepper]  Sambad . 
Most people in the city are completely unaware that 

Mareech is a character from the Puranas. So how 
could those pure, indigenous elements in Bijan-da’s plays hope 

to make any impression with the city audience? They don’t know anything 
about it. Perhaps even the producer isn’t familiar with it. The people who are producing 
the plays are so far removed from it. 

BiBhaSh C: So would you say the converse is true, that Bijan-da’s plays are very 
popular and acceptable in villages?

arun m: No, that’s where the difficulty lies. I don’t agree with Bijan-da being called 
indigenous. I don’t agree with this notion that the structure of Bijan-da’s plays is 
indigenous. They will get stuck in villages as well. If you read Bijan-da’s Mara Chand, it 
will not strike you as totally different from the kind of theatre we are doing today. The 
form had evolved from jatra.

aShOk m: When we were doing Chak Bhanga Madhu, he had come to see it once at 
Rangana. And he asked, ‘Where is this more popular? In Calcutta or in the villages?’ I 

ThE mAin rEASon whY ThE nAxALiTE movEmEnT And Cpi(m) hAd So mUCh mASS SUpporT wAS ThAT ThEY workEd wiTh pEopLE AT ThE GrASSrooTS LEvEL, wiTh ThE              
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said, ‘We get a much larger audience in Calcutta.’ And it was the 
same case with Debigarjan. Debigarjan had more of an audience 
in the city than in the villages. Because in the city, one has to 
finish the play in two hours and so one has to have a certain 
finesse. In the villages one has to repeat everything to make it 
understandable, so a play becomes 3 hours 20 minutes long. 

harimaDhaB m: I would like to say something here. I have 
some firsthand experience of doing his plays. First of all Bijan-
da’s play’s have never been produced in the city except by Bijan-
da himself. Even if they have, those productions were quite 
forgettable. Even in the villages, there have been very few 
productions. But I produced Debigarjan in 1973. And you all 
know the difficulties of producing plays in a rural environment. 
It’s not possible to have as long a run as in the city. But I have 
done this play till 1995, more than 120 shows. I have done it in 
various places in rural Bengal and I have no hesitation in saying 
that the response everywhere was overwhelming. And recently 
there was a festival in Siliguri, and they requested us to do 
Debigarjan. But because the play is not in our repertoire at the 
moment, we were not able to do it. We just presented some 
selected sequences from Debigarjan and members of the audience 
come up to us and asked why we were not reviving this play. So 
it is not true that villagers have not accepted Bijan-da’s plays or 
not seen them. When they have been presented, they have been 
accepted very warmly.

arun m: This point has been discussed from various angles. 
[Hari]Madhab has spoken of Siliguri: the people of Siliguri are 
not from the villages, are they? Perhaps the play Debigarjan has 
that impact. I don’t know. I haven’t tried it out. So I accept what 
he is saying. Utpal Dutt wrote plays for the jatra and they were 
so successful and popular in the villages: there too this question 
automatically comes up, that if Utpal-da had written many plays 
for the city stage, those could very well have been popular in the 
villages. Perhaps Utpal-da wasn’t as intellectually sophisticated 
as we think him to be. This question is valid . . . One can’t write 
differently for the village. That’s impossible. It can’t be. 

neelkantha S g: At that time Utpal-babu and some others 
like Asit Bose used to say, ‘We’re going to learn the people’s 
language.’ 

arun m: That’s a different matter. We are invited to perform 
in the districts. Sometimes we’re unsure of what to expect. We 
want to know what town it is—whether it’s Siliguri, or Balurghat 
or Kaliaganj. Can this play be done in Kaliaganj? Or in Malda? 
This question always comes up. And it comes up for only one 
reason. The mindset that we have towards our theatre and the 
audience. No skilful director has presented Bijan-da’s plays 
before this audience regularly. If it had been done, we would 
have been able to understand why Bijan-da’s plays were not 
successful. [Hari]Madhab has attempted it himself, he’s giving 
us the positive side of his experience. But that experience has not 
been common. I, myself, have thought of doing his plays, 
especially Mara Chand, so many times. I’ve turned back every 
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time. That may be due to my own shortcomings, but ultimately I didn’t do it. 
aShOk m: I have a question here. This question includes two people—Bijan 

Bhattacharya and Badal Sircar. So at the end of the day, should we accept that the limits 
of our middle class theatre have acted on even artists of the stature of Badal Sircar and 
Bijan Bhattacharya? I saw Badal Sircar’s Third Theatre . . . the way people from Samik 
Bandyopadhyay to Debashis Majumdar were enthused, beyond the circle of people in 
Curzon Park who were watching the play, the badam or chanachur sellers just behind 
them don’t watch the play. They are busy selling their wares to the audience on the 
fringes. They are not attracted by the play. That is completely urban wit. It has a totally 
middle class mindset. The form may be different, but in essence there is not much 
difference between Utpal Dutt and Badal Sircar. In fact, if they sat together and had a 
discussion it would perhaps turn out that they shared several opinions on international 
theatre forms. In the same way, in Bijan Bhattacharya’s writing, even he never had a new 
form which he could use to take the rural issues to the people of the villages. The form he 
wrote in is Manoj’s form. Manoj has put in a lot of hard work and managed to give the 
form a new dimension. Bijan-da couldn’t or didn’t put in that much hard work. So his 
plays inspire us, but they are not very good models. Excepting a few which are very 
good. Because he was a genius. 

DeBaShiS m: Arun-da, I would like to add a question to this. Must a play that has 
rural issues as its focus, be performed successfully in the villages for us to be able to 
judge its overall success?

arun m: Not at all.
DeBaShiS m: Because this does not hold true for plays written with an urban 

backdrop. That they don’t run in the villages. So why should Bijan Bhattacharya’s plays 
be successful in the villages for him to be considered a good playwright?

BiBhaSh C: No, no. His plays are so steeped in rural imagery and dialect that the 
urban audience was not able to accept it. So the only way to judge his plays would be to 
take them to a rural audience. That’s how this point has come up.

DeBaShiS m: This leads us to another question, which you discussed with great 
clarity—the point about him not being a very good administrator. We had gone to see 
Chalo Sagare at Rangana because we hadn’t seen any of Bijan Bhattacharya’s plays earlier. 
And that, quite frankly, was a really pathetic experience. The point is, is it necessary for a 

From left to right: Ashok Mukherjee, Bibhash Chakraborty and Maya Ghosh in the Theatre Workshop 
production of Chak Bhanga Madhu (1972). Photograph © Nemai Ghosh
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dramatist to be a good administrator to be able to produce successful productions of his 
plays? Now this kind of idea is becoming increasingly common in Bangla theatre.

kOuShik Sen: I have another question about organizing. Organization is something 
very relative. Does the organizing capability of a filmmaker have to be the same as the 
organizing capability of a theatre director? How long does it take to make a film? A 
maximum of two months? After that the group or personal discipline doesn’t really have 
any bearing on whether the film is successful or not. But when one produces a play, then 
one requires the support of a group to make it successful.

BiBhaSh C: It starts right from the beginning, from the time that the play is being read 
and the group agrees to do it—who is going to be involved, how to finance it, all these 
things come in.

kOuShik S: Organization in theatre doesn’t end with the staging of a play. It is 
different in films. Once a film is completed, it is completed. Ritwik Ghatak was able to 
carve a niche for himself whereas Bijan Bhattacharya couldn’t. 

DeBaShiS m: We mustn’t forget that one of the major weaknesses of any group is the 
endless idle talk on the pretext of reasoning and argument . . .  

aShOk m: You see, Debashis, there are two aspects to discipline. One is your personal 
discipline as an artist. How you organize your work. Whether you’re writing poetry or 
doing theatre, you will need to address this question. And the other side is how to 
market it in today’s world. For that you need the support of a group. 

BiBhaSh C: Yes, but instead of going into that, we can say that when we’re dealing 
with creative organizations, the personal discipline you need to do any creative work—I 
won’t say that this didn’t affect Ritwik Ghatak’s work. It definitely left its mark, but 
Ritwik Ghatak did not achieve his full potential. If one sees Ritwik Ghatak’s Jukti Takko 
Gappo it’s very evident in its cinematography, the sound channeling, the dubbing, that 
it’s all extremely shabby and shoddy. 

arun m: I brought in these two examples just to illustrate what I had to say. A group 
working in film and a group working in theatre are completely separate. We are not 
going into that.

The production of Bijan-da’s that Debashis saw and that he was so deeply 
disappointed with, Chalo Sagare—he would most probably not have reacted the same 
way to some of Bijan-da’s early productions. By that time the situation had become much 

Jagannath (1977), an adaptation of Lu Xun’s The True Story of Ah Q, by Arun Mukherjee.
Photograph © Nemai Ghosh.
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worse. Just like Jukti Takko Gappo. The balance that one has to keep between the discipline 
of the outside world and the personal discipline of the group had been completely ruined 
by that time. And even in PLT, towards the end, one could see the effect of the non-
cohesiveness of the group in their productions. 

That’s what I mean by group administration—not keeping perfect accounts or 
controlling your group with an iron hand. It’s not that. Many groups have had such 
internal problems that have affected the performance. These are examples for the 
purpose of reference. 

aShOk m: Sombhu Mitra realized after Barbar Banshi that his days in theatre were 
over. So he decided to withdraw, he didn’t carry on.

arun m: I just wanted to respond to what [Hari]Madhab said about Bijan-da. I grew 
up in an environment where the local performance form of jatra played a very important 
role. I have even written two palas for the jatra. They have been very well received. But 
then I have consciously moved away from that, because I knew if I had to write plays 
and perform them in Calcutta, I’d have to consciously move away from that form. And if 
I chose not to do theatre in Calcutta and other urban areas, this includes Siliguri, 
Balurghat—and had to do another kind of theatre, then I would have to think about it in 
a different manner. This was a very conscious decision on my part.

Let’s take the case of Nabanna. It was very successful and well received by the 
audience both in Calcutta and elsewhere. But the Bijan-da of Nabanna isn’t the Bijan-da of 
Debigarjan. My question is: was the development of Bijan-da as a playwright independent 
of the influence of the structure of the European play? The way Bijan-da worked at his 
playwriting, the approach that he had . . . Ashok has said that he didn’t stress enough . . . 
he just wrote . . . he wasn’t very organized about it, perhaps. That’s again an aspect of 
organization. In his [Ashok’s] words, he didn’t work hard enough at it. What I’m saying 
is that this aspect has remained in Bijan-da’s plays. So by saying that they are indigenous 
and that they will be successful in villages . . . In Rangana, people come to see plays 
bringing little bundles of chire and muri; so more people used to come from the villages 
to see commercial theatre. What do they come to see? They come to see theatre. So the 
question of values comes in here. Bijan-da was a modern dramatist in that he never 
presented feudal values. He used indigenous imagery definitely, that is within us as well, 
but in the content of his plays, there is never any question of glorifying feudal values, the 
way our jatra ‘parties’ are carrying on to this day. 

Bijan-da was a modern dramatist. This is evident in the content of his plays. He has 
used indigenous elements. Indigenous material has been used in a different manner in 
Manoj’s plays. We said earlier that Mohit-babu wrote plays which were called kimitibadi 
by some.

aShOk m: In Bijan-da’s case . . . I don’t consider Nabanna to be such a great play, but 
in Debigarjan and Garbhabati Janani I think he achieved an artistic satisfaction that he 
could never repeat.  

arun m: But we say that Nabanna was a turning point in our theatre history, and 
Jnanesh has spoken about Nildarpan—we look at them today as historical landmarks. But 
at the same time, we can’t think of Nabanna or Nildarpan as feasible productions. Is this 
the reason why Bijan-da is rejected? This is my second question. Isn’t there any way in 
which Bijan-da’s plays can be interpreted in a contemporary scenario? If a play is 
structurally weak, weak at the very foundations, then it must pay the price for that. And 
if you try and excuse it with the words ‘indigenous’ and ‘rural’ . . . we have seen many 
indigenous and rural productions, particularly during the Nandikar Theatre Festival, 
and they have been memorable experiences. They are theatrically very valid. But when 
one sees them, one wonders how and from what they have evolved, what is the 
philosophy behind the forms. If we can discover the philosophy behind them . . . 

My opinion of Bijan-da is that his philosophy was that of a modern dramatist. His 
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plays, whether it’s Debigarjan or Garbhabati Janani, are proof of this. This is what we’re 
discussing, I just made the point a little clearer. 

Samik B: Arun, since we’re taking ’71 as a watershed period, and since you began 
your work around 1970/71 . . . if you would start off from there . . . 

arun m: Yes, of course. Many of you have said again and again, fine it’s all right to 
take ’65 to ’71 but there is a history that leads up to that as well. We can’t deny that. And 
the greatest proof of that is, in ’77 I produced Jagannath and it was influenced by the 
Naxalite movement. The Naxalite movement had in fact quite a great influence in West 
Bengal. Nobody has analysed Jagannath from that angle. Because it was done so much 
later. But I’m telling you, if you analyse it against the backdrop of the Naxal movement, 
you will find that a parallel has been drawn in keeping with that terrorist movement. 
And that was my inspiration.

Before that I was totally involved with the activities of the IPTA. I remember ’71-’72 
quite clearly—because at that time, in the Coordination Committee, it was impossible to 
do any work. That’s why Chetana was formed. When I found that it wasn’t possible to 
work in IPTA, I thought, why not form another group where we could do some work? 
Mareech Sambad was written before that. After this there was political polarization in 
terms of the kinds of plays . . . in that later phase, if Bijan-da’s plays had been taken up 
seriously. . .  many of us might have been influenced by him, but we have not  been able 
to give him his due.

My reaction to Bijan-da’s plays—I’m speaking as a playwright—I’ve read quite a few 
of his plays over and over again. And these things that have been said about the 
indigenous elements, the inherent . . . the local rituals . . . the rituals in his plays . . . this 
constant harping on the ‘western’ structure is something that irritates me. If Rabindranath 
wasn’t well versed in the so-called ‘western structure’ of play writing, would he have 
been able to write a play like Raktakarabi? There’s no reason for us to think that Bijan-da 
was not well versed in the techniques of this genre or that. We know that his 
contemporary Ritwik Ghatak, a filmmaker, was thinking about Brecht—how to translate 
and adapt his plays into cinema. So how can we say that Bijan-da didn’t know about all 
this? He must have been quite familiar with Brecht. Even so, he decided to write the kind 
of plays he did. And that style finally achieved a definite mould with Manoj’s Chak 
Bhanga Madhu. So the name may have changed, but I think Bijan-da’s legacy has 
continued. 

aShOk m: I’m not sure I agree. Manoj has written in his own style.
arun m: That’s true. The point is, if Bijan-da had not come before, would Manoj have 

written that play? If the events of ’65 were different, would ’72 have taken the direction it 
did? After all, one follows another. 

weStern/inDigenOuS/urBan/rural

Suman mukherJee: This period that we’re talking about—’65 to ‘71—I was a toddler 
at that time in our house at Shibpur. But after hearing this discussion and the points and 
questions it has thrown up, and from whatever I have been able to gauge, there are some 
questions that I have. First and foremost, several terms of differentiation have been used, 
like ‘indigenous’, ‘western’. Ever since I started my theatre life, these questions have 
been nagging me, what is ‘indigenous’, what is ‘western’. Because when you say that 
Sombhu Mitra was searching for a new ‘Indian’ theatre language, but Utpal Dutt’s style 
was completely ‘western’, or when you say that Ajitesh-babu had no definite theatre 
ideology or philosophy . . . for me today in 1998, the question is, in this analysis of 
Bangla theatre, can one really divide it into these various types? Like Sombhu Mitra was 
not within the typical European mould—he was searching for a new Indian performance 
style. Or that Badal-da was indigenous because he wrote plays about indigenous issues, 
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or that Bijan-da was indigenous because his characters were from rural Bengal or 
Calcutta and its surrounding areas. But Utpal-da’s Leniner Dak or plays on other foreign 
issues are not considered indigenous because they have foreign characters. Or when 
indigenous characters are presented on stage, then the play becomes indigenous and has 
no connection with western . . . I’m not saying that anybody here has said these things or 
tried to explain them in this light. But I feel that this very basis of differentiation is open 
to debate. 

I feel that our entire Bangla theatre has been based on a sort of European model, 
structure and discipline. That’s the formal structure we have tried to capture again and 
again. I’m not saying that we have been trying to imitate it, but we have taken that as the 
basis for creating our styles. We have experimented from that, tried to break away from 
that. Some completely authentic ideas have evolved. But overall I feel that our mode of 
theatre production, our theatre style, the playwriting style—all these have been based on 
certain European models. A person who does a western play—like Ajitesh-babu doing 
Chekhov—is considered to be doing translations or adaptations, not something 
indigenous. 

kOuShik S: As soon as we moved onto the proscenium stage, we moved away from 
the indigenous. 

Suman m: No, I don’t think that’s the right way to put it. I want to know what the 
yardstick is for judging whether it is indigenous or not. That’s my question. All this time 
we’ve been talking about the parameters of indigenous and western. So what exactly are 
the parameters of the indigenous? Badal-da told us, when we were in first year at the 
university, at a workshop, ‘The First Theatre is jatra, the Second Theatre is the middle 
class European model, and the Third Theatre is ours.’ So then I had asked, ‘Okay. I agree 
that the middle class theatre is based on a European model. But can you honestly say 
that your theatre has absolutely no European influence, that it is totally indigenous?’ He 
couldn’t give me a satisfactory reply. This has been a question that I have been trying to 
answer from that time. 

There are many people here who are very experienced in this field. So I would like to 
know the yardstick to judge ‘indigenous’. Bijan-da’s theatre was indigenous, Utpal-da’s 
theatre was western, Sombhu-da was searching for something new . . . Raktakarabi we call 
indigenous, but not Putulkhela. And is Oedipous not indigenous? Take Raktakarabi: the 
entire structuring of the stage, the model of the set, the design, wasn’t all that very much 
influenced by Europe? How does one judge between indigenous and western? What are 
the yardsticks? Perhaps this could be clarified through discussion.

BiBhaSh C: The word indigenous has been used here mainly with respect to Bijan-
da’s plays. Of course there must be some definition of indigenous. But before I go into 
that I want to say one thing. Our theatre is so young; it’s really quite new. The 
proscenium theatre that we are discussing is not even 200 years old. So we haven’t yet 
produced theatre which can be definitely labelled indigenous or western. It’s not yet time 
for that to happen. Because, starting from Girish-babu [Ghose, 1844-1912], since theatre is 
here and now, the audience has always been very important. We have to communicate 
something to the audience through the play. Now the tradition of aesthetic experience 
that the audience is used to, creates an expectation in their minds. If I try to present 
something completely at odds with that, it will never be accepted by the audience I am 
catering to. So this kind of interaction has been carrying on since the time of Girish-babu. 
In the European theatre of his time there were songs, half-akhdai [akhdai—a style of 
song involving a variety of musical instruments and classical tunes popular among the 
rich gentry of 19th century Calcutta; half-akhdai—a later innovation which simplified 
the musical scales of akhdai and introduced a style of exchanges of repartee or verbal 
duels], humour, buffoonery. It was structurally loose, not taut, not polished—which is a 
very positive element in western theatre. And this continued with Utpal Dutt and 
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Sombhu Mitra. But they gradually brought in a sense of modernity in their productions. 
And the dominant trends they used, which elements were being used more, which were 
being sidelined—this is what became very clear. So it’s not that one can clearly define or 
label anyone as indigenous or this or that, but rather the trends that different people 
used, western trends or indigenous trends,  like in the case of Rabindranath. The 
indigenous trend in the structure of Rabindranath’s plays is quite apparent. Even in the 
style of acting, the division of scenes . . . it’s very apparent in all these things. But it’s not 
that he didn’t draw from the western tradition at all. He tried to achieve a synthesis of 
the two. So these people have done various kinds of experimentation. And that’s the 
whole point. Our basic groundwork has not been completed, we haven’t yet been able to 
evolve a contemporary theatre. In terms of content and form, we have not yet created our 
own contemporary theatre style. So experimentation is going on. Utpal Dutt had once 
said, ‘It is a process. Perhaps 200 years from now there will be a definitive style which we 
can call Theatre of the Bengalis. But at the moment this is all bogus. It has no identity.’

Suman m: But Bibhash-da, can you then give examples of what you would call 
British Theatre, or American Theatre, or French Theatre? I accept that we don’t yet have 
our own Indian contemporary theatre, but can you give me an example of any country 
where you can say with conviction that this is French theatre, or this is Latin American 
theatre? Can you really say that? The point you made about sociological expectations, 
how I communicate with my audience—that is specific to my country. But the model that 
we use, the model that we base our work on? Can one really say this is a Latin American 
Theatre, this is Black Theatre, this is White Theatre? 

BiBhaSh C: You see, their theatre has evolved from their own specific traditions. 
That’s not the case with us. We have received something. We have been given a 
completely evolved form. Now it depends on how we use it. French Theatre did not 
evolve like that. American Theatre, yes, it must have had quite a lot of influence of the 
European Theatre and British Theatre. Because as a country they came into being much 
later. So their culture is very fluid and intercultural. The British have a very ancient 
tradition. But our theatre, this particular theatre that we are discussing, does not have 
that history. So that’s why the search is still on. The question you asked about indigenous 
and non-indigenous, it’s more the elements which are used. Elements which are 
indigenous have been used by Girish-babu, even you are using them, so am I.

arun m: Yes, so the question that comes up is: theatre is changing so rapidly, where 
do we begin our search for our own language? Our own form has gone through so many 
changes and reached a certain point. Our own local form of theatre is jatra. This theatre 
had been practically ruined. It’s true that Girish Ghose, who is considered the father of 
Bengali theatre, began to do theatre based on the European model, but . . . when he did 
Macbeth and made Macbeth appear as a Raja in an attempt to make it indigenous . . . he 
had thought it would be indigenous so he did that. But it spoils the play if Macbeth does 
not appear as the Macbeth of Shakespeare, but as Hariraj or somebody as was done by 
Amar Dutta [Amarendranath Dutta, 1876-1916]. There are some traditions, customs, 
ideas which are indigenous to us. If we are able to assimilate them properly—which is 
what is said repeatedly about Ajitesh-babu, that he did this successfully in a few plays—
then this question of what is indigenous does not arise. Like Lu Xun’s story [on which 
my play Jagannath is based]: Nobody questions it unless they are told who it is by. It must 
have been accepted as indigenous. If not, then the audiences would have said, that this 
doesn’t seem to be a play set in our background. And how far the urban audience of 
Calcutta is indigenous in outlook and how far they are westernized is also a point in 
question.

BratyaBrata BOSe: At one time, during the ‘Kallol’ period[1924-30, the first phase of 
post-Tagorean modernism in Bengali literature, associated with the periodical Kallol], 
when Premendra Mitra and Achintyakumar Sengupta [1903-1976] were writing, the 
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period which was supposed to be heavily influenced by Knut Hamsun, or influenced by 
foreign styles of writing in general, at this time Bibhutibhusan Bandopadhyay [1894-
1950] arrived on the scene. And one thing we have to accept about his writing was that it 
was completely fresh and very indigenous. It was something we could relate to very 
closely. But after that, if we think about it, can we really identify Apu as the Apu of 
Nishchindipur, or the Apu of West Bengal? He’s become an international character. I 
don’t think you can confine a great piece of work to any one place or time. 

SOhag S: One cannot confine theatre by rules and regulations. Theatre always 
proceeds at its own pace and along its own path. And if we don’t follow that pace . . . if 
we as theatre workers, think we are running theatre then we are wrong. Theatre is 
running us, theatre is what keeps us going. All this talk about indigenous, international—
it’s fine. We have a certain model. If it communicates what we want to say, if it is 
working, then it finds its own validity. In earlier times, it was performed out in the open, 
but the social conditions of that time were completely different. From there we have 
gradually moved into cities that have different social conditions. We have got into small 
auditoriums and we work in that space. So I think that’s how the form changes. Now 
whether Bijan-da’s plays work in the villages, or whether they work in cities—we can 
discuss that indefinitely as a theoretical exercise. From a historical point of view, I’m 
enjoying today’s debate very much because I don’t have any experience of that period. 
Now I know something about it. But for each and every point I’m getting a counterpoint. 
As a result I’ve come to the conclusion that it’s quite impossible to set it into any rigid 
codification. The kind of work that Bijan-da did was a change; there was an attempt at 
experimentation. So we can see that Bijan-da created a shift. And that many new ideas 
emerged because of his work . . . And Utpal-da. He could analyse any global political 
change and within fifteen days he would produce a play. His degree of analysis . . . 
possibly it will take years for us to find another person like that. 

Theatre, like film, is international. Yes, it can talk about and present issues and 
problems that are specific to us, that we are familiar with—social, political, familial 
issues. If somebody feels it necessary to take up an issue, we can. And if we feel that this 
is the form we should use, and it works, then it’s valid. 

aShOk m: The point Suman raised is very significant and it keeps coming up in post- 
independence Bangla and Indian Theatre, in any theatre which suffers from a colonial 
hangover. The problems of the African Theatre and the Indian Theatre workers are the 
same. They have been the colonies of either England or France or Spain as a result of 
which they have been given a form by some European culture. That form has destroyed 
the original forms that existed there through its glamour, its modernity . . . and it’s not 
just the form they’ve been given. Along with that is their Shakespeare, their language, 
their Macaulay . . . Their philosophy has bombarded our ‘backward’ civilization, and 
they have destroyed the ‘dhuti panjabi’ and Bangla language, and have placed a 
structure on top of us. And this ‘box’ theatre is the theatre of everyone from Girish Ghose 
to Manoj Mitra. Now the question that everyone from Dwijendralal Ray and Sachin 
Sengupta asked was, how do I serve my nation’s interests through this foreign theatre. 
Can I write a Mewar Patan or a Siraj-ud-daullah using this theatre and still create a stir 
among the audience? These questions have come up after independence. 

Is it possible for there to be an Indian Theatre? A French Theatre does exist. An 
English Theatre does exist. A German play is very different from an English one; people 
who watch theatre will easily be able to differentiate. It’s like eating different types of 
food. To us it may seem the same. But Europeans will be able to point out the difference. 
But here one can’t. And the reason why this has been hastened even more in West Bengal 
is that the British first established the ‘babu’ culture here. We were the first ones to 
become sahibs. I’ve been to Dhaka and I’ve seen that the intellectuals there still retain a 
lot of their Bangal vocabulary. When they swear, they use the Bangal language. And just 
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a little outside Dhaka, you will come across paddy fields. You will not see paddy fields 
anywhere near Calcutta. We have no connection with the life of a farmer. When we did 
Chak Bhanga Madhu, Manoj, Bibhash, Debashis and I had to travel 45 km out of Calcutta 
to find a village. Basirhat. And to find out how ojhas recite their mantras. We couldn’t 
find an ojha within 20 miles of Calcutta. So this massive divide between everyday life in 
our rural areas with their rituals and traditions and the intellectuals of this city produces 
the kind of theatre we are doing. And in this scenario, these questions of identity are 
bound to come up. At some point of time, we are bound to think, okay we’ve done 
Brecht, Wesker, Chekhov, but what about our own things? We have only one person, 
Rabindranath, and we are not able to perform even him properly. This must have been 
the question that Sombhu Mitra tried to address; this must have been the point which 
pricked Manoj Mitra’s conscience. When he wrote Chhayar Prashad . . . he showed how 
one can write another historical play even after the breakdown of a historical theatre 
form. These questions and ideas have now begun to come up. This is the time. And as 
Bibhash has very rightly said, this is in the ordinary course of things because this theatre 
is only 125 years old. Not even 200. If we take Nildarpan as the starting point, then it’s 
1872. The Sadharan Rangalaya [lit. ‘Public Theatre’, common term for the professional 
theatre, i. e. regular companies with their own theatres and long-running plays] is, of 
course, closed now. Everybody except Ganesh-babu has closed down [Ganesh 
Mukherjee, b. 1929, theatre manager/director, now with Rangayana Theatre]. But the 
Sadharan Rangalaya is 125 years old and so is our theatre. 

We need to remember one thing, though. All the ‘folk’ theatre that we have seen, 
except Madhab Malanchi Kainya . . . Utpal-da once said, ‘It is the city people’s idea of folk 
theatre.’

BiBhaSh C: Madhab Malanchi [Kainya]. . . is no different. We had taken it to a village. 
There was this huge audience there. After a while we could feel how extremely irritated 
they were getting. One man asked Suman, ‘Don’t you have a better play than this?’ And 
when the actors were singing ‘Madhab Re-e-e’, they were mocking us, copying us like 
wolves howling! All we wanted was to get away from there as fast as possible. So all this 
talk about rural, indigenous . . . in Calcutta ‘indigenous’ is very popular. Habib Tanvir 
and Ratan Thiyam are very successful in London.

aShOk m: Yes, Manoj Mitra is very rural, isn’t he. Haven’t people thrown stones at us 
during a performance of his play!? We had gone to perform Narak Gulzar and there was a 
lot of talking going on in the front rows. So I asked them, ‘What’s the matter? Don’t you 
like the play?’ ‘We don’t like it at all!’ they practically shouted. ‘You might as well stop it! 
We can’t understand a thing!’ They couldn’t understand Manoj Mitra’s Narak Gulzar! 
This was just beyond Andul. 

inDraSiS l: I would like to say something about this colonial hangover. When the 
country of Shakespeare colonizes a place, and as a result they get the theatre of 
Shakespeare, we call that a colonial hangover. What do we call it when Shakespeare 
borrows from the Greek and Roman theatre? There’s no question of colony there. Strictly 
speaking it cannot be called English theatre. Colonization is a cultural imposition. People 
from England are always borrowing from Moliere. 

nilkantha S g: Samik-da, you were present about 28 to 30 years ago, when 
Nandikar was celebrating its anniversary at a school in Shyambazar. Sombhu Mitra had 
been invited, Manoj Mitra was there. I must have been around 18 or 19 at that time. I had 
just joined Nakshatra. After a great deal of discussion, Keya Chakravarty said, ‘Sombhu-
da can I ask you something?’ Sombhu-da said, ‘Look, as a student I’m very incapable. I 
passed my matriculation in the third division. If you take this into account and then ask 
your question, I’ll be very pleased.’ ‘Could you explain what you mean by Indian-ness in 
acting?’ Keya Chakravarty asked him. Sombhu-da replied, ‘Perhaps there is an answer to 
this question. But it is very difficult for me to give you an answer from an experienced 
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point of view.’ 
manOJ m: I want to say one or two things in response to what 

Suman said. This is in a different context. Like he said ‘indigenous’ 
and its opposite, ‘from abroad’. We are also using two other terms 
again and again—rural and urban. And we always make this division 
in theatre. Will it work in the city or in the villages? The mindset and 
outlook of the people from villages differs from that of the people 
from the city. We always make this division and take it into account 
when we are involved in any work. I’m not putting forward any 
opinion here, I’m just sharing an experience from my youth. Perhaps 
among all of us here, my connection with the village is the strongest 
because I was born in a remote village in the Sundarbans area. Near 
Khulna where the average education and awareness was quite low. 
In about 1950 when I was 12 years old, I came away. But I still had 
some contact with the place till about 1954. In the primary school 
there, which had a high school about 10 or 15 miles away, we used to 
act out Dakghar. The village schoolmaster—how educated would he 
himself have been? In those days, if you had passed class 10, you 
could be a teacher in a primary school. So the guardians, the pupils, 
the teachers were all from more or less the same level. I don’t know 
what idea they had about theatre. When they used to chat amongst 
themselves—at that time a few older people had also done Nishkriti—
the general opinion was that Dakghar was the better of the two. It 
touched their minds and hearts. While we were still at school there 
was a production of Bisarjan. The issue that Bisarjan focuses on, we 
now understand, is not possible for village people to grasp at once. 
It’s not possible to make them aware of all the things that bind them 
down in the name of tradition and religion through just one play. But 
they were quite able to appreciate that play. And they were quite 
shaken up by it.

We’ve just done a historical play in the city. Most urban people 
confuse Bimbisar and Bindusara and insist that the period being 
portrayed is wrong. They keep telling me that my sense of history is 
wrong. It’s impossible to make them understand that Bimbisar and 
Bindusara are not one and the same. When Chandragupta used to be 
performed, the reaction would be about how difficult the dialogue is. 
But in villages, they would never question the dialogue, the words 
used. It’s not that they understood all of it. But they came to watch 
theatre with a certain bent of mind, and they were well able to 
appreciate it. The language in the play Chandragupta is quite difficult. 
The first long monologue that Sikander Shah speaks, nobody knows 
the meaning of at least 10-15 words in that. Because of the way the 
words are strung together, you get a sense of the meaning. But the 
mindset, the intelligence, the ability to take in and accept, that the 
people from the villages have, is it in any way less than that of the 
city people? Or is it more? 

So Suman, what is indigenous, what is foreign, what is acceptable 
to people in the villages, what is acceptable to people in the cities: if 
one tries to find simple answers to these questions, there will always 
be some hitch somewhere. But, yes, we have to address this question. 
We have to. Because we have to make it comprehensible to ourselves. 
All these stamps are readily available, and we have to understand 
what we are doing, to explain it to ourselves. If you don’t use these 
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terms as guidelines, then you will not be able to understand anything. After all you need 
certain tools to shape the production. ‘Indigenous’ is one of those tools, and so is ‘rural’. 

BiBhaSh C: No, Manoj. What you said about the people from the villages watching 
Dakghar . . . Of course they must have been able to appreciate it, there must have been 
something in the story that . . . in the apparent story that we are seeing. You’ll have to 
keep another point in mind: all those people from the villages who travel to Calcutta or 
go to the villages from here—the clerks, the educated class, the schoolmasters—the way 
they view Chandragupta, for example, is very different from the way the farmers view it. 
I’ll give you an example from how two farmers perceive it: one farmer asked another, 
‘Kerokom dekhli kalkey? To which the other replied, ‘Gojababu [lit. Fatso-babu] 
takubaburey [lit. Baldy-babu] bollen, “tomarey zodi bandi kori, tumi ki kotti paro?” To 
takubabuo to kom teji nok non, phyash kore tarwolkhan khulei kina bollen, “khabaddar 
sambandhir po, ek pa egiyocho ki ekey chopey lisi”. Takhan gojababu bollen, “hochhey, 
hochhey, hochhey, hocchey.”’ [One farmer asked another, ‘How did you like it yesterday?’ 
To which the other replied, ‘Fatso asks Baldy “what can you do if I arrest you?” Now 
Baldy is also a very brave man, mind you. He draws his sword with a swagger and tells 
Fatso, “Beware you, one step more, and with one swipe of my sword . . . ” Then Fatso 
says, ‘Okay, okay, okay, okay”.’ Note: ‘sambandhir po’ is literally ‘brother-in-law’s son’; 
in Bengali, ‘brother-in-law’ is ‘shala’, which is also a swear word. Here the abusive ‘shala’ 
has been toned down to ‘sambandhir po’, and this is what makes the exchange between 
the farmers even more funny. –sb]

manOJ m: Don’t get me wrong. I’m not trying to glorify the way they watch plays. 
I’m not making any statement as to whether they understand more or less than us, 
whether they understand correctly or not. Understanding . . . even you and I comprehend 
the same thing in different ways. Harimadhab and I will understand it in other ways. We 
have our own associations. 

aShOk m: And to add to the difficulty of making a definite differentiation is the fact 
that now there are many people from the village who live in the city. There are so many 
daily commuters to the city. Which is why whenever there is a jatra performance you 
can’t get tickets. There’s a huge village inbuilt in the city. And quite a few urban people 
live in the villages. 

manOJ m: Who will see what, and how they will understand it is very relative. It will 
differ from person to person. They all come with their own associations.

BiBhaSh C: But there is a universality in that. Otherwise one cannot do theatre. When 
I do my plays at the Academy, I never face this problem because the majority of the 
audience there has more or less the same mindset and approach when it comes to 
theatre. 

arun m: When you are talking about people from the village, you must take into 
account their mindset. Ashok said there are many people from the village in the city. That 
means they have a rural mindset. It’s not a question of sophistication, it’s bare facts. 
When we are talking about this colonial hangover, it’s very obvious, the places where 
people are used to watching theatre . . .

BiBhaSh C: They’re not used to watching this kind of theatre. They’re not used to this 
language, this construction . . .

manOJ m: All I want to say is that a thing of beauty communicates with everyone in 
different ways. It appeals to different people in different ways. 

lunCh Break 

Bangla grOup theatre anD the left frOnt
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Samik B: In our post-lunch session we will take up the second point set out for 
discussion. The United Front coming to power and the Naxalite movement—these two 
events one after another, created quite an upheaval in politics. Did that have any effect 
on Bangla Theatre? Arun was referring to this. So if Arun could continue with that idea 
and elaborate a little. 

arun m: It would have been better if somebody else had started it off. Anyhow, I’ll 
try. Actually, with Gananatya Sangha [IPTA] and after . . . The kind of theatre we do in 
West Bengal, the political basis of it . . . Often people from other states have criticized us 
for laying too much stress on politics in our plays. And because of that, it has been said, 
other areas which should have been given due importance, have been ignored; they 
don’t come through in our plays, etc. In theatre circles, this has come up again and again, 
that a large section of our theatre is very strongly influenced by the political ideology of 
the Left. But that doesn’t mean that we have been following the guidelines set by any 
particular political party. There was no imposition nor any pressure. The environment 
was such that many people thought it necessary that politics should come into theatre; 
thought it would be a good thing. 

We know that Utpal-da never hesitated to proclaim himself a propagandist or agitator 
or whatever. He often said so himself. But later he may have used this as a form of 
defence. Because I don’t think anyone who was working in theatre expected the Left 
Front Government to perform anything miraculous and change things overnight. 

aShOk m: Could you elaborate on that?
arun m: We all do theatre regularly. The plays we produce are presented before 

various audiences. Some of them work with particular audiences, some of them don’t, 
some groups are successful, some not. Some plays are accepted, some not. I don’t think 
that any theatre worker, certainly not I, expected any change to take place in this balance 
between our audiences and ourselves. There was never any reason to expect that just 
because I believed and professed a similar ideology to theirs through my theatre, the Left 
Front would come in and improve matters for me as an individual or my group or for 
our theatre as a whole. There was no reason to think this way. 

In fact we had other expectations. We had thought that there were so many groups 
who wanted to do theatre, but not enough auditoriums. Simple expectations. If there 
were more auditoriums, there would be more opportunity to do theatre; theatre will 
grow and develop, etc. There was an Advisory Committee formed later, and the Natya 
Akademi was set up. But in spite of many of us from the theatre world being involved 
with that . . . 

On whether it has affected us or not I would say that, in fact there have been several 
obstacles. . . some difficulties have arisen. In the sense that, some people are of the 
opinion that the basic character of Bangla theatre and the role it played before the Left 
Front came to power was bound to change. The anti-establishment character of Bangla 
theatre—what would become of it when the Left Front came to power? 

These doubts began to surface very soon after the Left Front assumed power. For 
example, one of my plays was written before the Left Front came to power and was 
performed for them at that time. When I was presenting it again after they had come to 
power, it struck me that the same play could now be used against them. This can be due 
to two reasons. After coming to power, the Left implemented some really good reforms 
in the fields of rural economics, the Panchayat system, etc. For example, what was their 
attitude towards the cultural world? The earlier Government hadn’t given much 
importance to our Group Theatre movement, if you want to call it that, or the nature of 
our plays. They had just avoided and ignored it. Individually, there may have been 
people who were interested because of their personal inclination towards cultural 
activities, or their innate interest in theatre. But as a whole, they didn’t pay much 
attention to us. ‘All right, they exist.’ In fact, it was not unusual for certain groups whose 
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plays were very politically oriented, whether they were part of Gananatya Sangha or 
some other group theatre, to be at odds with the Government over their plays. 

But the expectation was that the Left Front would confer a special and respectable 
status on us, and that they did as soon as they came to power. They did give a special 
status to our cultural environment and acknowledged the fact that we are so proud of 
our theatre tradition. 

We know that in other countries, even where they do not have Communist 
Governments, theatre that seeks to experiment, to find new and creative ways of 
expressing contemporary concerns, to communicate all this artistically, often is not able 
to establish a relationship with the masses. It needs some kind of assistance, be it 
financial or organizational. There was an expectation that the Left Front government 
would come up with this kind of assistance. But the Left Front’s coming to power wasn’t 
able to do anything to facilitate any essential change . . . let’s say, speaking historically 
about our theatre movement, we ought to have thought at some point about whether it 
was possible to make this a professional or semi-professional field. The point is this has 
never been thought about very seriously. Some people may have thought about it in a 
diffuse manner, but there was no concerted . . . but either such an environment was never 
created, or whatever. Because of this, many of us have been left regretting the fact that 
we were not able to give all our time to theatre. So the new and better directions theatre 
could have taken, if we had been able to give it more time and energy, have not been 
possible. And also, we have not been able to offer very much to those who have come in 
after us. Not even ensuring that they earn a decent living from theatre—just an ordinary 
living—by the standards of our country, as from any other job. 

I feel the Left Front Government could have really played a very important role in 
helping this progressive—I can only describe it as progressive—theatre movement 
towards a parallel professional or semi-professional status. And in this it has failed. At 
least it has not happened yet. We will take up this question of whether or not it should be 
professional later on in the discussion, so we can talk about it in greater detail then. But 
for playwrights—I don’t think for a moment that Manoj has had to write his plays any 
differently after the Left Front came to power. Yes, themes have changed, circumstances 
have changed. These will, of course, affect the playwright. But the change in political 
power, I think, has not had such an effect on him. 

In fact, there are several groups who never proclaimed themselves or their work to be 
connected to the Left Front. Nor did they consistently present plays that made the 
audience regard them as advocates of political theatre or followers of the Left. Several 
such groups have, of late, come to the forefront; groups which are not clearly seen as 
presenting the ideals and ideas of the Left. . . I’m not saying they don’t do any political 
theatre. We have tried many times to label productions in this way: they are not 
sympathizers of the Left Front, they are against the Left Front etc. etc. We have done 
things like this before, but now. . . And what has worked in their favour. . . this is my 
assessment.    

As far as cultural activities are concerned, theatre groups never thought that the Left 
Front’s coming to power would solve all their problems—the lack of playwrights, no 
new talented actors coming in, the difficulties of running a group. The Left Front also 
never thought out and planned a longterm cultural policy. 

The Left Front has never put any obstacles in the path of our theatre movement. They 
have treated us with a great deal of respect. But neither have they been able to help us 
progress to any great extent. In fact, in no way have they been able to take this movement 
forward. We’ve benefited from the new auditoriums they have set up, several 
government grants have come our way, the Natya Akademi has been set up, but the 
entire approach has been very scattered and sporadic, with no longterm plan, no definite 
goals, no step by step implementation policy that would ultimately lead to specific 
changes. This is what I’m trying to say. 
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With the earlier Government, it wasn’t that they  thought that we did only plays 
which promoted the Left ideology, and therefore we should be kept under control. There 
was never much of that attitude from the Government in West Bengal as far as Group 
Theatre is concerned. Some instances have taken place with Gananatya or in response to 
specific plays, but there was no major obstacle. 

Similarly, with this Government, they don’t have this attitude to groups who may not 
believe in or promote their ideology. And this has happened mainly because of the lack 
of interest on their part in the cultural world at large. This is the main point I’m trying to 
make. They could have thought about ways and means to help us—those of us who were 
close to them in terms of ideology. And to isolate those who are against us. They have 
done neither. In a state that prides itself on its theatre movement and is known for doing 
political theatre, the Left Front, if it had taken sufficient interest in the cultural front, 
could have played a major role in effecting changes or modifications. But this situation 
has not come about. 

On the other hand, there are some directors who hesitate before taking up certain 
issues or presenting their views on some public personalities because they are still 
concerned as to how it will affect the Left Front. These are the directors who tend to take 
up political issues. Now, this is my observation, therefore I will voice it. This is one side 
of it. And the other side, which often causes conflict, is the artistes’ own commitment to a 
particular political ideology and how the presentation of these views will effect that. So 
this kind of negative impact has come in. 

Samik b: Arun has elaborated upon some of the points that have affected theatre with 
the Left Front coming to power. But there is another aspect that more often than not gets 
left out during our discussions on theatre. Many groups, either as a whole or due to 
individual initiative, have very actively done theatre work during the election campaigns 
of the Left Front. So they have a completely different level of involvement with the 
politics of the Left Front. But in our discussions, we restrict ourselves to only the plays 
that are done on stage. So could they talk a little about  how they view this relationship 
with the Left Front in relation to their theatre? I think Nilkantha and Sangramjit have had 
direct involvement in this. 

BiBhaSh C: If I may speak before that. It has already come up in our discussion—
Nilkantha drew our attention to it—that politics has affected our theatre. Whether we 
were part of Gananatya Sangha or not, there was this Left Front character to the theatre 
we did. Fundamentally, this was the character of our theatre . . . So here, one’s personal 
experiences and opinions, and those of one’s group, come into it. 

If we enumerate some of the milestones on the political front: in ’65 there was the 
Food Movement, in ’67 there was the first United Front which soon broke up. Then the 
second United Front in ’69—even that broke up. There were elections in ’71 and then that 
Government was dissolved. In ’72, there were elections in the midst of an atmosphere of 
terrorism; for 5 years that atmosphere of terror continued. In the middle of all this, the 
Naxal Movement grew out of that second United Front, right from ’67, and this 
continued side by side with everything else. Then this atmosphere of terror culminated 
in the declaration of Emergency in ’75. The Emergency was lifted in ’77 when we had 
elections again and the Left Front came to power. But none of these are isolated events. 
And if we re-examine our plays it will be clear that every single period has left its mark. 
In our Bengali version of Jean Paul Sartre’s The Respectable Prostitute, we get a picture of 
how a section of people with vested interests, represented by an M.P. of a political party 
and his family, use communalism to achieve their own ends. In Chhayay Aaloey one can 
see the daily struggles undertaken by the people from the ordinary lower classes. And 
the way the Naxal revolution affects and inspires that young boy. In the original, it was 
the Irish revolution; we changed it to the Naxal movement. Then after ’67, there was 
Rajrakta in ’71. At that time, there was a kind of awakening among the youth through 
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many different plays. A sort of anti-establishment feeling. Not only against the 
establishment we knew, but against the Communists forming another establishment as 
an alternative, and the fight against that in a different way . . .

Samik B: . . . and also one gets a picture of the kind of fascism that was there early on 
during the Emergency. . .

BiBhaSh C: . . . and also the way this fascism has entered the psyche of ordinary 
people and everyday family life. In Chak Bhanga Madhu, we see the village becoming the 
breeding ground for revolution, and a battleground. And especially during Naxalite 
times, the villages seemed to have moved very close to the people in the cities; they had 
become the focal point. In Aswathama we are confronted with the horror of unnecessary 
and illogical killing. In Mahakalir Bachha we come face to face with the fact that . . . when 
one is not able to get food in the normal course, then Hunger will produce offspring who 
will be capable of snatching and grabbing their food, getting their due through violence 
and cruelty. And finally we get a picture of the Emergency in Narak Guljar where it is 
hinted at in a very farcical manner, at a time when we were not able to state our views 
openly. These things have come into my theatre. And this was the scenario when the Left 
Front, the Government which is still around, came to power in ’78. 

So there are two kinds of problems that come up. One is a problem in the 
creative field, as to the choice of issues and themes that we 
can take up in our theatre. The other, the 
problems we face in adminis t ra t ion , 

organization, finance, etc. 
The problems that have come up in the creative field 

are genuine. You see, when a battle is being fought, there are dreams, there 
are visions and hopes of freedom, of positive change at the end of it all. We all stand and 
fight shoulder to shoulder. Theatre is involved in that as well, as a creative medium 
which helps the cause. But when the power is won, what exactly is our role? Just like in 
the case of the Congress. They came to power before even realizing what their role would 
be in shaping the future of independent India. They had no time to think, and had to 
jump into the fray, as it were. And this resulted in a lot of confusion. Various aberrations 
began to appear in the movement, in the Gandhian camp. Similarly among the artists 
there was . . . Because our theatre has evolved from our personal beliefs, from our own 
ideals. But how much of it has come from practical analysis? We were part of a collective 
movement and belief and we did not have our own personal beliefs and views. 

As a result of this, a fair amount of confusion has appeared in our theatre. What do I 
do? Who do I point fingers at? My friends or my foes? If I show the police in a bad light, 
it is after all the police of the Left Front. If I show this Department as inefficient, then that 
is saying that the Government as a whole is not working. And the intellectual capacity of 
the party in power and the administration was so shallow and substandard that they 
would understand nothing. So the people in theatre backed out from any overt criticism 
of the administration in their plays . . . the attitude was, ‘Let’s not step on their toes’. This 
approach was quite common initially. The theatre that was then presented . . . it seemed 
as if its character had changed. Themes and issues that had never been taken up before, 
suddenly made their appearance. It seemed as if they were finding solutions, breaking 
down barriers. But actually they were turning away from the other problems that were 
still around, trying to ignore and avoid them. It was more of an escape from facing their 
own feelings and evolution. 

The other question is: has the Left Front helped us in any way either financially, 
organizationally or in setting up infrastructure? It has definitely made some token efforts 
to help us. Like reducing taxes on theatre, making halls available to us at a discount, 
setting up the Natya Akademi, organizing workshops . . . but all this seems to me to have 
been just superficial, like what it has done in so many other spheres. We have often heard 

whEn A BATTLE iS BEinG foUGhT, ThErE ArE drEAmS, ThErE ArE viSionS And hopES of frEEdom, of poSiTivE ChAnGE AT ThE End of iT ALL. wE ALL STAnd And fiGhT                  S
hoULdEr To ShoULdEr.
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them say ‘We have limited power. It’s not possible for us to achieve so much.’ But even if 
we take all that into consideration, the kind of longterm development the Left Front 
could have, should have initiated, has not happened—after all, who else if not them? 
Before that, the others had never even thought about culture, despite the central 
Government’s support to the cause of culture. The fact that Utpal Dutt and Sombhu 
Mitra were able to sustain their work, that Nandikar continues to sustain itself—the 
central Government has had a major role to play in this. They have contributed in many 
ways, from various quarters—we must acknowledge this. But compared to the amount 
of work and assistance that the Left Front could have offered in this field, they did 
nothing. They failed in this responsibility. This is mainly because, in every field, they 
went about working in a very shallow manner. Their only objective was to satisfy 
everyone by doing small favours for them and ignoring the big picture. Their focus was 
to increase their own standing and importance. It’s become a policy with them—not to 
anger or displease anyone. Everyone is allowed to stay and do what they like —
hoodlums, scoundrels, para mastans [local goons], hawkers, well-to-do people—everyone. 
Ultimately, one can’t work like this. They will reach a dead end after a point. And that 
dead end has been reached with respect to culture. 

Also, picking up from what Arun said, it is highly doubtful whether they have any 
sort of cultural policy. Even if they had managed to concretize a few major projects. The 
Left Front could have helped out when Sombhu Mitra wanted an auditorium or when 
Utpal Dutt wanted to set up a training institute. But they never had this kind of positive, 
growth-oriented attitude towards theatre or an interest in taking it forward. Whether it 
was their internal administration and organization, or their lack of faith in this medium—
whatever the reason. They did not give theatre its due, they still don’t. But that doesn’t 
stop them from publicizing otherwise. 

Recently they have said in writing that after the Left Front has come to power, we 
theatre workers have got a lot of money and assistance. This is a myth! In places like 
Delhi all this is written because they are fed the wrong information. In the field of 
cinema, a beginner like Sandip Ray gets 30 lakhs! Bibhash Chakraborty who has been in 
theatre for 40 years get a total of 50,000. This is the state of theatre in the age of the Left 
Front. I’m using myself as an example. This is the kind of grant the Left Front gives. They 
don’t even sponsor us. Commercial organizations pay absolutely no attention to theatre. 
They don’t want anything to do with us. Advertisements of a few plays—this is not 
called sponsorship. And who has done it for which theatre? So all this is also a myth, that 
the Left Front has ruined theatre . . . If anyone has been ruined, it has been his own 
doing, not the Left Front’s. The Left Front hasn’t even been able to do anything that 
could destroy us. Yes, they have given us recognition, and we have never had to face any 
kind of attack or aggression from them. We never faced it under the earlier government 
either, but maybe they did apply other agencies to achieve their aim—perhaps through 
their policy of governance itself. But we have never faced anything of this sort from the 
Left Front. I have myself done a play that has been discussed and debated at great length 
in Party circles, but there was never any active attempt to hamper or stop the production. 
Perhaps they have banned the advertisement of the play in their newsletter, but from the 
point of view of the Government, from the point of view of the administration, there was 
no attempt to interfere. 

kOuShik S: I have a question. You accept that after the Left Front came to power, 
everyone was a little confused—

BiBhaSh C: Not everyone . . . 
kOuShik S: Not everyone, some people. Now the image of theatre that we see, that is 

after the Left Front came to power, is really very confusing. What I want to say is. . .. I 
liked that point you referred to, about keeping everyone happy at any cost. This policy of 
populism didn’t come in with the Left Front. If you look at it, it’s been there from much 
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earlier. We all know of that famous story where some students went to Rabindranath 
during the Freedom Movement and demanded a holiday. And because he didn’t agree, 
they insulted him and left. And he was very upset. Even with Gandhi and his Non-
Cooperation Movement—he realized that instead of awakening a person’s conscience, it 
was becoming a populist measure. So this has always been there in our politics. None of 
the major leaders in our country have wanted to accept this. And this has carried on. But 
if we as theatre people think that we know everything, we understand everything . . . 
after the Left Front came to power, some people, as you said, could have been confused. 
But what was the reason for our theatre to take such a step that made us get stuck with a 
few petty questions and themes, and ultimately resulted in us limiting ourselves? It 
could be that I am unable to raise a voice against the Left Front. That I have some 
particular problem in doing so . . . you have even used the word ‘escape’. But even trying 
to escape from it will lead somewhere. There will be questions of existence, issues . . . so 
why did all that get spoilt?

BiBhaSh C: That I don’t know. That has to be discussed. But I’m not saying that they 
have understood all these complexities and chosen to avoid them. After seeing Madhab 
Malanchi Kainya a certain Naxal theoretician said to me, ‘At last I’ve seen a play by a 
theatre person who hasn’t bombarded me with political issues.’ Which means, by that 
time the political awareness of the theatre person, and the tradition of doing out-and-out 
political plays had assumed frightening dimensions—people who knew and understood 
nothing of politics had begun dealing with political issues in theatre. For example we 
write plays about communalism, but those give a completely false picture. Recently we 
saw such a play. This was the picture of communalism as conceived by the West bengal 
Government. A father and daughter were travelling by launch. The launch suddenly 
broke down at night and couldn’t be repaired. Then the Muslim operator of the launch 
said, ‘This is our village. I’ll make arrangements for you here. They were put up in a 
Muslim household. Now the Muslims were all shooting strange glances at them, and 
looking at the girl. The two of them were in a room and there was whispering outside. It 
was presented in such a way that there was always an atmosphere of fear and terror. 
They were peeping in through the window, there was lot of coming and going. So the 
whole night they were in a state of terror. Then in the morning they discovered they were 
just guarding the daab plantation. 

So the point was, they were so noble, they protected them, refrained from killing the 
Hindus. After all, killing them would have been the natural thing to do! There are several 
more instances like this, but I won’t waste your time. So the whole business of writing 
political plays is so juvenile. Without having a deep understanding of either politics or 
the craft of play writing, or where and how the two meet and interact, the relationship 
between them . . . 

kOuShik S: So you’re saying that there was also an artistic crisis?
BiBhaSh C: Yes, naturally. This was there before as well. But it was overlooked 

because it was being done at the height of the movement. It was overlooked in the midst 
of all that was happening. But it was noticed afterwards, when it became a separate 
entity. 

arun m: I would like to respond to Koushik’s question. We can’t officially comment 
on whether the Left Front is involved or whether a particular party is involved because 
we don’t really know about how they are connected, how they interact. But the kind of 
patronage that all theatre groups—from office clubs to district groups—received for 
doing not just political but also artistic plays . . . The point is that those who did political 
plays with a sense of artistry and aesthetics, didn’t have much patronage but they did 
have a tremendous reach all over West Bengal. And after the Left Front came to power, 
whether you like it or not, we have to accept two points. Theatre people will carry on 
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doing theatre whether you support 
them or not. It is their life, their 
passion, they will carry on with it till 
they die. So it doesn’t really matter if 
you don’t help them out. That’s one 
side of it. The other thing is there have 
been so many societal and economic 
changes in the outside world. 

BiBhaSh C: You see, it is mainly the 
middle class who is involved in the 
Left Movement. Why only the Left? 
Even with the Congress it is mainly 
the middle class who is involved. 
Therefore the people who are involved 
in politics are from the middle class. 
So what happened was that, especially 
among those who were connected to 
the Left, there were some things which 
were taboo. Such as cinema, people 
who were involved in cinema. There 
were a few things like this. Not 
recognizing a person’s professional 
freedom, etc. But when they came to 
power, they had to address the broad 
spectrum. So they built relationships—
mutually beneficial relationships—
with people from cinema, people from 
the Bombay film industry, well-known 
artistes from the world of music. They 
would invite them to perform at the 
functions they organized, and the 
artistes would also get the opportunity 
to perform at a greater number of 
programmes . . .

Samik B: Officially, actors are being 
nominated as candidates for elections. 
This has never happened before.

BiBhaSh C: . . . as a result of this . . . 
You see we were all ordinary people 
from ordinary families. We were part 
of this movement, but other than that 
we had no glamour as such. This 
glamorous world was a new thing for 
them. There was a different kind of 
excitement in rubbing shoulders with 
these personalities. Which is why 
cinema got Nandan, and Nandan was 
given a lot of attention. But till date 
there has been no separate ‘bhaban’ 
set  up for theatre.  And in all 
probability it will not happen while 
we are still working. Now it may seem 

A song from Nabajibaner Gaan, a 
suite of lyrics and songs of the 
revolution by Jyotirindra Moitra 
(1911-77). From Padapradeep, 
courtesy Nripendra Saha.
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very mean and petty of me to say this, but that is the attitude and mindset that they 
have. They did not rub shoulders with the likes of Mithun Chakravarty and others 
before, did they? Earlier, when cinema boasted of such personalities as Chhabi Biswas 
[(1900–62), actor in theatre and films, best remembered for his lead roles in Satyajit 
Ray’s Jalsaghar, Devi and Kanchanjangha and Tapan Sinha’s Kabuliwala], Bikash Ray 
[(1916–87), actor, director, best remembered for his roles in Bhuli Nai, ’42, Maruteertha 
Hinglaj] and others, there was no such relationship with them. They maintained their 
distance from the Left Front, from those who were involved with the political work of 
the Left. So as far as we were concerned, we were just other members of the family, 
nothing more and no more important. We were taken for granted.

Suman m: Bibhash-da, you’re saying that before the Left Front came to power, they 
used to avoid these personalities. Now someone like Utpal Dutt could do very solid 
theatre, he could even attract an audience of thousands at Shahid Minar and hold them 
spellbound with his presentation. But then you say that the theatre artistes began to be 
taken for granted. If we call ours an ‘anarchist’ theatre—because we are not connected 
to any particular group and we have our own perceptions of the world—then taking all 
this into account if, as you said, the theatre workers chose to avoid any direct conflict 
with the Left Front government and administration through their plays, and instead 
began to present apolitical—I won’t say non-political—plays, then couldn’t this also be 
one of the reasons for the state of theatre today? 

BiBhaSh C: The state of theatre today has nothing to do with them . . . 
arun m: That is its own internal crisis.
BiBhaSh C: Yes, its own internal crisis. 
Suman m: But could it be that the administration was very sure that the theatre 

workers themselves had to bear a considerable part of the blame for the Left Front’s 
failure to perform, hence they would never show it up? Because right from ’78 till today, 
there has been no solid play which has questioned the policies and functioning of the 
Left Front. 

BiBhaSh C: There is a reason for why they didn’t do it. You see, political theatre was 
there as part of the Independence movement and then as part of the Left movement. 
During both these times, people held to the faith that these movements would lead to 
an alternative, which would free them from the present oppressive government. So the 
people were all pressing forward with that hope, with that faith. Everyone—be it the 
ordinary masses, artists and theatre workers, or theatre audiences. But when, during the 
80s, people began to lose faith in this new reign—people were losing faith in this 
concept the world over, but I’ll just restrict it to our own experience—they did not now 
have an alternative. Earlier they did. But that which had been thought to be the 
alternative, was now seen to be a dead end. Because none of the changes that were 
promised and spoken about have taken place, even in the lifetimes of their own 
children. So how are they expected to inspire this art which is primarily a harbinger of 
change? 

Suman m: But if political parties have no power to inspire, if they are unable to 
provoke any reaction in the people, if they don’t have any major issue which they are 
fighting for, that is still no reason for theatre to fall into the same trap.

BiBhaSh C: No, no. Why should that happen? Those in theatre who are free agents 
and not connected to any political party, who have their own views, ideas and ideals, 
those who have been doing theatre throughout as free agents, will continue to do so. 

Suman m: So are you implying that none of those working in group theatre were 
free agents? 

BiBhaSh C: No, what I have said is that there was a great amount of confusion. 
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arun m: I’d like to say something about this crisis that is confronting theatre. It is not 
an imposition from any external force. There have been no obstacles put in our path.

BiBhaSh C: No, no. Of course not. I’ve already said that. 
arun m: But the question of sponsorship that you brought up . . . To establish any 

kind of rapport with the audience, you need some kind of infrastructure, however lax. 
We have performed Mareech Sambad very extensively. But today if we were to perform it 
again, there is no way we could present it in the same fashion. Because there was a 
particular background to that. It was not only due to the politics of the time. There was 
also an entertainment value attached to it. 

The difficulty lies in the fact that our plays do have political content. And there has 
been some sort of a break in the unity of thought throughout West Bengal in terms of 
political theatre and its audience. And who is your alternative audience? This is a crisis 
within theatre. Even if the Left Front had not come to power . . . You cannot blame them 
completely for the confusion that you have talked about . . .

BiBhaSh C: I never blamed them. I have said it is a problem that has come from 
within theatre. The Left Front is not responsible for this. I only referred to the 
opportunities and assistance that they could have given us.

arun m: When the Left was fighting against the earlier Government, there was, as 
you said, a viable alternative before us. That is not there any more. So what is theatre 
supposed to do about it? If the Left Front cannot show the way to alternatives, then it is 
up to us to do so. This is the point. 

BiBhaSh C:  After all, the Left Front itself was never directly connected to this search 
for freedom. . .

arun m: Exactly. 
BiBhaSh C: Things get connected up along the way, things and ideas join together. 

The Left Front became involved with the movement of the artists, with their hopes and 
aspirations. There was perhaps an unwritten code that talked about mutual assistance in 
achieving each other’s goals. 

aShOk m: If that is the case, then the fact of the Left Front being in power during this 
crisis is purely coincidental. This crisis could have come about even under a Congress 
Government, or even in the work of an artist who does not support the Left ideology. So 
I don’t think that we can excuse the state of affairs by blaming it on the Left Front being 
in power. 

It was up to us and it is still up to us irrespective of the type of situation we may find 
ourselves in. No one has made us either the agents or counter agents of the Left. If we 
have any agency at all, it is the realization of the truth. This is what Manoj pointed out a 
little while ago. This is a cliché, but clichés will keep coming up. For example, this is 
something that Ajitesh Bandopadhyay’s wife wrote about him after his death—‘There 
are two essential truths. One inside you and one outside. When the two meet, you are 
happy. If they don’t meet, hang on to the one inside you. Because if you let that go and 
take to the truth outside and that turns out to be false, you’ve lost both.’ You need a 
certain strength of character to hold on to the truth inside you, to speak your mind and 
your beliefs. It takes time to muster up this courage. 

Because the dreams we had were also lofty. Our dreams regarding the Left  
encompassed Soviet Russia and Eastern Europe. And when the entire world went 
through this downfall of Communism, it was not just we as individuals who were hit. 
The dreams and aspirations that we had harboured since our youth received a severe 
setback. It crippled us as human beings. How it affected us as artistes is a different 
matter. We went into a state of collapse. 

Let me take my own work as an example. With respect to Bela Abelar Galpo in 
particular. Fortunately for me the story of Bela Abelar Galpo terminates in ’72, where, 
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during the Naxal period, the mother tells her frustrated son, ‘Don’t worry. There’s no 
reason for you to lose faith. Carry on fighting—there’s still something left.’ The play was 
produced in ’86. Many people pointed it out to me. I mentioned in jest that if I had to 
continue doing plays about the Left Front in the period after ‘72, I would have to do 
comedies. Serious theatre would not be possible. 

How do we react to this, our generation of artistes who worked through the 50s and 
the 60s to fight for our dreams and aspirations? How do we react to this scenario of 
seeing all those ideas shattered and that hard work wasted? For the younger people like 
Suman or Bratya or Koushik, I don’t know if matters are more difficult or easier. They 
can talk about the extent to which they are confused. But for us, this confusion is genuine 
and we cannot ignore this crisis that is facing us . . . in the same way a crisis is facing the 
Left Front, is facing Communism. As a result of their long stay in power, we are seeing 
their true character. They are fighting with the Congress one day and the very next day 
they are ready to join hands with them. The era of political marriages has become such. 
One cannot say anything about anybody with any degree of certainty. 

In a situation like this, where the everyday reality is so full of contradictions, I feel our 
responsibility actually increases. Lenin had once said to Gorky, ‘When I’m winning I 
don’t need you. I will have many people ready to sing my praises. But when I’m losing, I 
need you. Because only an artist can provide me with that spark of inspiration which a 
political leader is incapable of offering me.’ So within this turmoil, it is our duty as artists 
to look at this crisis in the larger perspective, to internalize it, to figure out what our 
personal response to it is and how it can be reflected through the medium of our theatre. 

arun m: As we have agreed, this is our particular crisis. Again that question of the 
period of ’65 to ’71 comes into it. Our very relationship with the Left is our problem. 
Perhaps problem is the wrong word. It doesn’t always have to be negative. We have 
chosen this path. Who had told us to get so deeply involved in political theatre? This 
problem won’t occur in other states. There the theatre has other crises. The changing 
tastes of audiences, video . . . 

DeBaShiS m: Arun-da, you’re saying that before ’77 both the state and the central 
Governments had a role to play. As far as the central Government was concerned their 
association was just providing financial support to help the development of theatre. 
Sangeet Natak Akademi is giving grants, etc. They had no intention of dictating terms or 
interfering in the play or anything like that. And you have also said that the Government 
that was here before ’77 was indifferent to theatre. The Government that came to power 
after ’77, as you have said, gave theatre and theatre workers a certain recognition. Along 
with that, they involved them in some of their work. And in some cases we can see that 
they have been included in the decision making process in government policies, though 
to an almost negligible degree. So there was a Committee formed and they were being 
given some rights and powers. I think it’s very important to look at the present situation 
from this point of view as well. Not just from those two angles. What were the new 
aspirations? What was our role? We keep saying that the Left Front is not totally 
responsible for the state of affairs today. The fact is that our relationship with the 
Government before ’77 and that with the Government after has been fundamentally 
different. If we don’t discuss this point, then we are missing the crux of the matter. 

manOJ m: About 5-7 years ago there was a similar sort of discussion at a seminar. 
And the point that surfaced was that we are the ones who have given too much thought 
to our relationship with the Left Front—how we should treat them, how they should 
treat us, what will our role be vis-a-vis them. And we have become far too involved and 
entangled with this question. They put forward many arguments to support this theory. 
They said that from ’45 or ’50, our theatre has been a very sensitive one. Very quick to 
respond to anything that happens in the world outside. These events and ideas find their 
way into our theatre almost immediately and are expanded and elaborated through the 



58

58

medium of our plays in various ways. But the people at the seminar also said that after 
the kind of incident that occurred in Bantala, not one of us thought of writing or 
producing a play centred around that kind of incident [this refers to the incident when 4 
women social workers were attacked and raped on their way back to Calcutta, near 
Bantala. One of them died.] 

Our theatre before ’77 had an amazing power and strength that stemmed from its 
ability to respond quickly to events in the outside world, to react to them through the 
medium of theatre, the kind of responsibility which we had in including these events 
immediately in our work . . . there is now a certain degree of laxness in that. I’m not 
saying that the Left Front has had anything to do with it, that they have suppressed or 
pressurized us in any way.  There are plays being done where the Left Front is being 
criticized. But we theatre workers keeping taking these extraneous issues into account, 
either in the hope of being granted favours by the Government, or out of doubt, or due 
to countless other reasons, and therefore we find ourselves incapable of doing anything 
constructive. This is the general idea people have. 

If you read the letters that are published in various papers, speaking out against the 
condition of theatre, this is one of their basic points. As a group we have become 
incapable and impotent after this government has come to power. They have not 
threatened us in any way, they have not forbidden us to do anything, but nevertheless 
we have moved away from what we should be doing. We do plays about various other 
issues, but we think twice about taking up issues and events that have taken place in 
West Bengal, in our city, in our own locality. 

aShOk m: But Manoj, isn’t this also a very old question? When the Left Front was not 
in power, Sombhu Mitra and Utpal Dutt were doing theatre. At that time a hot topic of 
discussion was that while Utpal-da always made political issues the basis of his plays, to 
the extent of being agit-prop, Sombhu-da did not. So at that time, didn’t people question 
Sombhu Mitra about being a Communist . . . 

manOJ m: Yes, of course they did. But they questioned Sombhu-da as an individual, 
they could not question theatre as a whole. Because Utpal Dutt was a major force on the 
theatre scene at that time. There were many other groups doing political theatre, who 
had the same ideas as Utpal Dutt. So they couldn’t say this about theatre in general. 

nilkantha S g: These allegations do have some truth and validity. Because the 
theatre audience expects us to present the scenario of their lives truthfully and with a 
degree of analysis. The theatre has never hesitated to expose the misdeeds of any 
previous government, why should it do so in the case of the Left Front? Especially if they 
are Leftists. But I would like to point out that when it was really necessary, people did 
show courage and determination through the medium of poetry, songs, theatre and 
cinema. They protested against all the oppression, extortion and tyranny of the time by 
the administration, the political party in power. And because they were able to 
consistently show little instances of courage in their own fields, the present government 
was able to come to power with an even greater show of courage and form the Left 
Front. So every one of us, be it a theatrewallah, a filmmaker, a singer, a dancer, a poet or 
a member of a choir, has made a contribution to their coming to power. There is no doubt 
about this. 

Samik-da asked about election plays. There is no way I can deny that the kind of 
plays we do as election plays are of much lower quality than the plays we normally do 
on stage. So why do I do it? Because it gives me the opportunity to perform before an 
audience of thousands at once. That is my primary passion. I cannot reach those 
audiences in the districts, in the villages with my stage plays, that’s why I perform [with 
election plays] in places like Nagendrapur, Janardanpur, Paimuri Bazar, Maipit, Bhasha, 
Gurguria High School. Throughout the day, I have performed 46 such plays in places 
where no theatre except jatra has reached. And I will definitely do this again in the 
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future. Therefore, being a theatrewallah first and foremost, I would like 
the people in power in West Bengal to have a more positive attitude 
t o w a r d s theatre. And I will live in this hope and continue to do 
theatre till the day I die. 

k O u S h i k  S :  W h y exactly do you do election plays? Is it only 
your passion?

nilkantha S g: Yes, theatre is my passion. This is the first 
point. When I first came into theatre I had no i d e a  a b o u t  i t s 
sociological and political importance. 

kOuShik S: When you began to do theatre, you didn’t start with 
street plays, did you? You must have formed a certain idea of theatre for 
yourself.

nilkantha S g: I came into theatre through an absurdist play. I had not entered the 
world of social and political relevance at that time. Perhaps because I began with absurd 
theatre, I have a greater insight into reality. That’s the first point. Secondly, the political 
plays I do—any political play, election play or propaganda play—its relevance and 
necessity is at that moment, immediate. As soon as it is over, it has no further relevance. 
That audience of thousands, that opportunity to regularly perform before them—it 
satiates my appetite for theatre.

kOuShik S: That’s what I want to ask about. You may have started with absurd 
theatre. But what was your personal approach to presenting that play? At that young 
age, what were your ideas about it, where were you going to do and how were you going 
to do it?

nilkantha S g: Nothing. Mohit began with poems . . . His first poem and then his 
first short novel—could anyone have predicted that Mohit would later write a play like 
Rajrakta? Mohit couldn’t conceive of such things at that time. No writer, no artist is able 
to do so. You have to ascend level by level. At each level you gain some more experience. 
Accordingly, the artist modifies the course he has chosen. Immediacy begins to change 
him. 

kOuShik S: So we can take it that through all your years of experience your ideas of 
theatre have been honed and fine-tuned towards the finer elements of theatre. But at the 
outset, you admitted that the election plays that you do are of a far lower quality. So how 
do they satisfy your passion for theatre?

nilkantha S g: Because even the plays I produce on stage are not all of a very high 
quality. Which of you can say that you have always produced high quality plays for the 
stage?

kOuShik S: But the audience is not responsible for those lower quality stage plays. 
Neither are we. The responsibility lies with the person who has created the production.

nilkantha S g: Let me say something about how election plays are written, what 
issues they take up. You know that any play has to have a conflict. But at the last 
playwriting workshop we attended, we discussed a few well known plays produced in 
the last 5 years in West Bengal and discovered that they were not able to bring about a 
central conflict successfully. Why not? Keshab-babu comes to Rathin-babu and says, 
‘Rathin-babu, we should really sort out this conflict between us. ‘ He replies, ‘Yes, this 
has carried on far too long. Why should our children suffer because of it?’ This 
conversation will continue for 15 minutes, but the actual conflict is not touched upon. 
Because that requires profound knowledge of dramatic craftsmanship. So that’s it. People 
of lower calibre  write election plays. The performers, who are much better, try and 
salvage it. Many of us have had the experience of directing and producing mediocre 
plays. The playwright you choose may not be among the best writers in the world. You 

whEn iT wAS rEALLY nECESSArY, pEopLE did Show CoUrAGE And dETErminATion ThroUGh ThE mEdiUm of poETrY, SonGS, ThEATrE And CinEmA. 
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select your own playwright, who is compatible with your ideology. So I work with 
people with whom I share a common ideology, the members of the Left Front. But I have 
no hesitation in saying that their work, particularly in the field of theatre, has not come 
up to my expectations.

Seema mukherJee: I would like to say one thing. Election plays often have a kind of 
poster effect. It has, as you said, an immediate effect which lasts only for the time you are 
looking at it. And you get a large audience before whom you can present this. So just as 
this is satisfying your passion for theatre in some way, you are, at some level, depriving 
these thousands of people. Because in an election play, it is the point of view of that 
particular political party which is put forward, combining what is true and even what is 
not. So this is what you are professing. So you are not being completely honest with that 
large audience. For example, all of us here have said at various points that in many areas 
there is no connection between what the Left Front professes/promises and what they 
actually manage to achieve. 

nilkantha S g: No, no. I’m not going into the politics of it. I’m only talking about 
the theatre aspect. All these other aspects are different. You take them up in another play. 
You write a play about that.

Seema m: But how can you separate theatre from all this? Is that possible? 
nilkantha S g: Why not? When you are doing theatre, does it suddenly strike you 

that there is load shedding in Behala? You will forget your dialogue!
Seema m: Exactly! I can’t do that. That’s why I’m bringing up this point. 
DeBaShiS m: What she is trying to say is, suppose you went and did an election play 

in Rangabelia. The person whom you supported through that play wins the election. 
nilkantha S g: Just a second. Don’t assume that because the play is of a lower 

quality that the content is lower too. The dramatic construction is of a lower quality. Ask 
Ashok-babu. He does Narak Guljar as well as Bela Abelar Galpo. Also Ebar Ganesher Pala. 
Ask him whether these three plays are the same? Are they equal in every way? 

JayOti B: Nilkantha-da, why don’t you answer Seema’s question. 
DeBaShiS m: I’m trying to explain on her behalf. Suppose I did an election play in 

Rangabelia, and the person who I supported was elected and became the Minister for 
Culture here. Now what happens?

nilkantha S g: Let me put one thing to you very simply. As far as we are concerned 
the mythical Peking, Moscow and Cuba don’t exist. Isn’t it? But there are other topics 
like human aspirations, human shortcomings, desire for a better standard of life, to live 
in an atmosphere of freedom, to live in a world free of AIDS. I’ve given you so many 
topics, why can’t you go and do an election play based on any one of them?

Have you seen any of my election plays? They are not poster plays. Take Clifford 
Odets’ Waiting for Lefty. This could have been a major poster play when it was first 
produced in the mid-40s. I did it as a proscenium play and then used the same themes 
for an election play. Where is the clash here? Have you seen Bijoyer Apekshay?

Seema m: No, I have not seen either your poster plays or your election plays. 
JnaneSh m: I’d like to backtrack a little. When the Left Front came to power in ’77, the 

Minister for Information and Culture called all the artistes together and set up a forum. 
They said, ‘Please advise us. Tell us what you think is necessary. We will function 
accordingly.’ So we had several meetings and discussions and advised the government 
on several matters. It’s not that they have been successful in undertaking all our 
suggestions, but they have done some things. Later the name of this forum was changed 
to Natya Akademi. It used to be Upadeshtha Parshad. 

Recently, we had the Calcutta Film Festival on which nearly a crore of rupees was 
spent. How did that happen? Because the film clubs of the city, the film federations put 
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the government under a lot of pressure to force them to support this. We have not been 
able to create that sort of pressure. But if we do create pressure about our requirements, 
the government will be forced to fulfil them. So we have to discuss what we actually 
want, what we have missed out on, and then force the government to take notice and do 
something about it.

pankaJ munShi: I’d like to address this question to Jnanesh-da. Many people have 
attended the various workshops that the Natya Akademi organizes in various places. But 
I have heard some people say that no work gets done at these workshops. During the 
7-10 day workshops, only our money gets wasted. So how do you respond to that . . . 

JnaneSh m: I recently attended one such acting workshop in Cooch Behar. Ashok-da 
was conducting it. I have suggested that the time given is not enough. One day or one 
and a half days is not sufficient. At least two days should be given per teacher. But I 
never said that the workshop was of no use. 

JayOti B: How are we to know that some progress is taking place? After all these 
workshops have been going on for 8-9 years, in different districts in different ways. So if 
there is some work getting done, there should be some sign of it, it should yield 
something. 

nilkantha S g: You will be able to see the progress if you go to the theatre festivals 
at the district level. And do you expect boys and girls from Calcutta to attend these 
workshops? They never do. 

JayOti B: I’ll speak from my own personal experience. I had attended one such 
workshop. And yes, there was some work done. We felt that something had been 
achieved. But when I spoke to them later I realized that they had not really added 
anything to their existing knowledge and skill. Time is definitely a factor. Sometimes it’s 
too little, sometimes it’s too much. But after a single workshop, where they have been 
given some inputs, no thought has been given to any follow-up work. 

nilkantha S g: When these workshops first started 8-9 years ago, we had drawn up 
an exhaustive syllabus including all subjects, somewhat similar to NSD. The first time, 
out of about 120 candidates, we selected about 40 people. In this way we covered all the 
districts in the span of about 3 years. From each workshop we kept the names of 2-3 
promising candidates. And after about two years, we got together all those outstanding 
candidates and had another workshop with them. In each sphere—acting, direction, 
playwriting—we had exhaustive workshops. We have had very good results in some 
places. 

JayOti B: Say, for instance, there was a workshop conducted in Balurghat. Perhaps 
Harimadhab-da will be able to tell us more about this. Has it actually happened that 
from any particular district, 2 or 3 people have been inspired by their experience in such 
a workshop and carried over this experience into their productions to create a different 
and unique stamp of their own? I’m taking our development as a whole. For instance, for 
the last 20 years we have been able to identify Harimadhab-da’s theatre as a particular 
genre of its own. Is there any development of that kind, not in Calcutta but in the 
districts . . . ?

Without the benefit of workshops, we have all made a place for ourselves in theatre. 
Then why is it that, even after this initiative of conducting workshops for the past 8 
years, there has been no such . . . 

aShOk m: No, Jayoti. You’re making a mistake. You work for years in a particular 
theatre group, under a particular and skilful guru, and you gain experience in a certain 
form of theatre through that. You begin to look at theatre in a certain way. A workshop is 
not like that. Now if we have to stop conducting workshops because we are not able to 
produce a Harimadhab Mukhopadhyay, then many aspects of Rabindra Bharati and 
NSD should also be discarded. Just because there is an organized space for you to learn 
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doesn’t mean that it will always produce artists. It doesn’t always happen. But one thing 
that these workshops have managed to bring about is an awareness all over the state. 
This was not there before.

nilkantha S g: . . . a serious approach to theatre.
aShOk m: Today, whenever there is an announcement of a good workshop in any 

place, there is a long line of prospective candidates. The last interview that we conducted 
had 180 candidates from 16 districts. They came from far off places because they thought 
that they would benefit in some way or the other. And nothing major happens with just 
one or two workshops. But because this has been going on in a concerted manner for so 
long we have been able to impress the science of theatre upon the minds of people. The 
artistic part of it is another aspect. But the fact that theatre is a science, that it has a 
grammar, a mode of construction—in acting, direction, playwriting—these can be 
explained to the people to some extent. 

nilkantha S g: I’d like to add something else in response to what Jayoti said about 
what more could have been done. From the very beginning we have been working with 
3-4 districts at a time, concentrating on one district and conducting workshops there with 
about 30-40 students. Then we selected a few good candidates from each of these 
workshops. So after about 5 such sessions we had a group of about 20. We put forward a 
proposal to produce a play with these 20 young people from those 4 districts. And after 
covering all the districts, there would be 4 plays from all 18 districts. So the plays would 
travel from district to district. Every district has a DICO office, so with a little extra care 
on the part of the government, the students would learn more, know how to apply what 
they have learnt, and it would also provide them with some remuneration. This would 
create an enthusiasm and a taste for theatre among them. They would interact with other 
people from other areas, forming bonds through theatre. Unfortunately this did not 
materialize. You want to know why not? Go and ask Writers’ Building! Do you know 
that crores of rupees given from the Centre to be spent on education are sent back every 
year? The Minister for Primary Education himself proclaimed this in the Assembly last 
year. Do you know all this?

JayOti B: But then why are we theatre artists supporting such things? Does it justify 
continuing with a system that has yielded no results? 

aShOk m: Now the proposal is that an institute be set up instead of conducting these 
workshops in a scattered manner. Utpal Dutt had formulated this scheme, where 
over a period of one or two years students would be able to study theatre 
with all its aspects. Learn about it in a practical way. This demand 
has come up today in West Bengal. 

kOuShik S: This is exactly the point I want to make. Today in 
Rabindra Bharati classes and lectures are conducted on theatre. This 
is not enough. If there is no practical input it loses all validity. 
It is because of this idea that they have produced Chirakumar Sabha. 
Similarly, what I think Jayoti is trying to say, and what I second, is 
if from the workshops such productions could be . . . 

nilkantha S g: We have done production-oriented workshops.
aShOk m: You must realize that I was given three months to work on 

Chirakumar Sabha and 1.25 lakhs from the government to produce it. To do this in a 
7-day workshop with Rs 7000 is not possible. Theatre is not magic. If ever we do have a 
production-oriented workshop on that scale then many of the abandoned or unsuccessful 
attempts that we have tried out in the past 15 years, will come in handy. It all follows one 
after the other. 

JayOti B: After the Left Front came to power, I feel that we theatre workers have eased 
So EvErY onE of US, BE iT A ThEATrEwALLAh, A fiLmmAkEr, A SinGEr, A dAnCEr, A poET or A mEmBEr of A Choir, hAS mAdE A ConTriBUTion To ThEir CominG To powEr
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up somehow. . .we are saying a lot of things but, as Jnanesh-da also said, we are no 
longer fighting for anything. . . we have reached certain positions of dependence and this 
is being reflected in other areas as well. I think the same thing is also being reflected in 
the area of the workshops.

aShOk m: I differ from what we’ve been talking about for so long. I have no 
disappointments. I am not ashamed about anything. The reason I’ve been with theatre 
for so long . . . and those people, to whose political ideas and inclinations I had united 
my own ideas about theatre have given me a certain amount of recognition after they 
came to power. This they were bound to do. It’s not the same as the Congress 
imprisoning a state convict, and then releasing him many years later, after having 
sufficiently fed him on meat and money so that he can no longer hurl bombs, and is no 
longer a terrorist. 

As a modern theatre worker I’m entitled to my minimum demands about things like 
the auditorium, the workshops, the work and the training. Now, the government has a 
set of different priorities. Will it first organize the ration or a theatre hall, provide this 
month’s quota of sugar and rice or forward Jnanesh da’s stipend to Rabindra Bharati? In 
that case, my demands must be of a more tolerant nature and not be likened to those of 
an elitist artiste.

The problem is that we are no longer lying at divergently opposite poles like in the 
Congress era. And the misconceptions of these people are not great enough to merit a 
philosophical stance against them, right now.  It is very difficult to attack the Left Front 
philosophically because a contractor has been bribed and therefore is not repairing the 
roads. Or because the Minister for Police is not directly intervening in the matter of some 
hoodlum. Or because some minister is organizing an affair called ‘HOPE’ and dancing 
with Mithun Chakravarty. These are symptoms of the decay but this decay is also taking 
place so slowly (and perhaps simultaneously, we’re decaying as well) that it is difficult to 
identify an exact position and say, ‘Yes, this is the place.’ 

Unlike the Congress days we are no longer pushed repeatedly into any such definite 
place. . . here there is some form of creativity crisis which is preventing us from adopting 
a definite stance. I have noticed that many positive aspects of this are being continually 
reflected in various plays. Especially in Manoj’s plays, like Shobhajatra. I didn’t like the 
production, but there is the element of the feudal power structure crumbling and signs of 
the common man gaining ground which have been included very artistically. Or in Galpo 
Hekim Saheb or in Devi Sarpamasta. They all seem to be trying to search for the eternal 
force that works between past and contemporary history. This may be a way. Although I 
haven’t seen Bibhash’s play, I think Adbhut Andhar captures the ailments that afflict all of 
us living at this time, the disease that we are talking about, the suffering we are all 
having to endure, the questions that we cannot answer. So I don’t really think that the 
theatre has completely turned its back on these problems. It’s also not that we’re ignorant 
about whether the Left Front is causing great changes in our state. We aren’t. It’s just that 
the span of time required for artistic reflection has become quite long. It can happen that 
either from a generation before or after us, some one will come up with that kind of 
work. I really appreciate something like Suman’s Gantabya. When at the age of 56 I was 
wondering what was in store for our world, I suddenly thought ‘All is not lost!’ when I 
noticed the tremendous faith he had in the life of a senior member of the Communist 
Party, and the passion with which he worked. I may sound romantic. I may sound 
hyperbolic. But I live on that. These things are not going waste. All these experiences are 
collecting within the artiste. And that will all find expression in the theatre. I believe that 
we should not treat this too lightly. It’s not just a question of opportunism. 

SangramJit Sengupta: So far, most of the discussion about the 1965–’71 period has 
centred around Bijan Bhattacharya, Utpal Dutt, Sombhu Mitra. Since I spent most of my 
childhood in a mofussil town, when I look back over my experiences at that age, I find a 
link with the advent of Communism in ’77. The period between ’65 and ’71 was actually 
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Sundaram’s production of Galpo Hekim Saheb (1994).
 Photograph © Nemai Ghosh
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when the foundations for the Left Front reign were being laid. The effects of the 
developments in theatre at this time, I think, were felt more keenly by those who lived a 
certain distance away from the city. It was difficult to do this if one lived right in the 
heart of the city. At the beginning of ’65, we were young students.  It was the time of the 
Prafulla–Soumen government. A little later this was to be replaced by the United Front 
Government. Everyone was talking politics. Kallol was on then and our Sonarpur 
comrade put up posters. Even later, I’ve bought tickets for Mareech Sambad from Rajpur. 
In fact, and this I’ve never told Arun-da before, the CITU union [Centre of Indian Trade 
Unions, national body associated with CPI(M)] at Rajpur sold tickets for our Mareech 
Sambad show. It is as a result of the strong link between the political and the cultural 
during this period that the Left Front came to power in ’77. If this bond with the people 
had been absent, then it would not have been possible for the Left Front to succeed. We 
have seen the Trade Union Front and CITU putting up posters for Utpal Dutt’s plays, 
and even earlier, when Jnanesh-da was doing Rahumukta and other such plays, the 
Krishak Sabha took these to Sonarpur. These plays were taken to other places by the 
Trade Union Front. At this point, to some degree, the IPTA movement was on in 
Sonarpur and other mofussil areas. But the plays were ‘carried’ by the political front. 
Therefore, tickets were sold in the city and people watched the plays. But it was the 
political front that took them to places and people outside the city. This is how we got to 
watch Barricade in ’72. 

And our expectations after the Left Front came to power in ’77 was a bit like the 
situation in an impoverished family, none of whose members have been earning for a 
while. When the elder son finally starts earning, he comes under a lot of pressure. His 
younger brother demands a pair of terrycot trousers and a bicycle. His younger sister 
demands a good Murshidabad silk sari. Now, all this is not possible with only that one 
person’s salary. So initially, instead of terrycot trousers, he gets a cotton pair, and instead 
of a silk sari, she gets a cotton one. But expectations keep increasing, and more things are 
demanded. After a while, the elder brother’s increment stops and he can no longer 
supply the family with presents. That’s when the trouble starts. No one else in the family 
wishes to take on the responsibility. 

It is we ourselves who have increased our own expectations. But in the ‘65-’71 period, 
the political worker entered into politics with a different kind of consciousness. At that 
point he never thought to himself that the Left Front would come to power in ’77 and he 
would be riding around in a Zonal Committee car. Nor did he think that after the Left 
came to power, a car would have to be hired for him every time he wanted to visit the 
Panchayat Samiti meeting. And he never imagined that the party wage would ever rise 
from 175 to 1200 rupees. And we all know that even that is not enough. Similarly, even 
the theatre worker never thought to himself that the Left Front would come to power in 
’77 and do all this stuff for them. No one thought so far. The theatre worker and the 
political worker took on their respective jobs with a similar kind of consciousness. They 
met on common ground. Each carried the other forward. But after ’77, the Communist 
Party and the Government became separate entities. This is where the trouble began. The 
Communist Party and the Government had different agendas. 

nilkantha S g: [Theatre workers] may not have thought that far but they must 
certainly have been aware of other civilized people in theatre all over the world?

SangramJit S g: I’m trying to say that they had never thought of the Left Front 
coming to power and fulfilling their expectations.  Now, the problem that lies before us is 
not that of ’98 but the one that was born in ’77. It is the problem that STQ has put 
forward in the form of a question—has the Left Front Government brought about any 
change in the thinking processes and productions of the theatre worker, and has that 
caused him to create a new space for himself? Both the theatre workers and the political 
workers are thinking about this in the same way. As a member of the Communist party, 



66

66

is it difficult for me to accept the actions and decisions of the Party after it has formed the 
Government? Is anything hindering my work? In the areas where we do most of our 
work—in the mofussil areas—this is the question being asked repeatedly.

Even when the Local Committee or the Branch Committee of the Communist Party 
have a meeting, it is these same problems that arise. If a Party member submits a plan for 
a house to the Municipality, then the Municipality chairman will have to first call the 
engineer. Then show him that plan. The engineer will have a look and then call the 
supervisor. If he announces that the plan is alright, then the Chairman passes it. So where 
is the problem? Whenever a Communist Party worker gives a plan to the Chairman, the 
former thinks that his vote has been responsible for making this man the Chairman. It is 
almost as if the worker is himself the Chairman of the Communist party. He sees no 
reason, therefore, for the engineer to be summoned to inspect the plan for his house. 
Now the Chairman believes that the position he holds necessitates him showing the plan 
to the engineer. He is no longer just a member of the Communist Party. If the engineer is 
a member of the Party, and there is someone else, who is not a member or a worker of the 
Party, but just a sympathizer, e. g. Mr. A. This Mr. A believes that his plan will be cleared 
in 15 days, and the man from the Congress party doesn’t expect his plan to be cleared 
before 3 months. But ultimately, the Chairman, if he doesn’t indulge in nepotism, clears 
both plans in 3 months. As a result of this, a complaint is made to the Branch Committee, 
about how it took three months to clear the plan for the dedicated Communist Party 
member’s new toilet. Mr. A now questions ‘What is the point of the Left being in power? 
Why then, did I vote for them?’ When the Chairman is questioned about this, he says 
that is what his position demands of him. There may be applicants who belong to or are 
close to the Party but he has to follow the official processes. The state of us theatre 
workers is also the same. Whether or not you are part of the Natya Akademi is 
immaterial. If it’s not you it’s someone else. The same system will continue. 

The main thing is that the rebellion organized by the theatre worker and the political 
worker in unison, present in the ‘65-’71 period, is no longer present in and from ’77. 
Because we were told that the rebellion was now redundant. Yet, it is still very much 
present in the villages and in the suburbs. We just can’t see it. By rebellion I don’t mean 
slogans and processions. It’s not a Trade Union worker screaming for the employer to 
resign. I had once asked such a protester whether the employer would really resign 
because of the slogans, and he had said ‘ No! Never!’ Then what’s the point? What is 
prompting these futile shouts? But we must do this too; we must do everything. Our 
problem is that we have been unable to select the correct theatre, the correct plays to 
perform. And we have been unable to decide exactly what it is that we want to do. And 
ultimately, we have not been able to create the correct atmosphere for any form of 
political theatre. 

Bibhash-da, Arun-da, Manoj-da, Ashok-da, we have learnt from all of you. All of you 
are well known committed theatre personalities and have been so for quite a while now. 
When we were young, and living in the suburbs, we heard about Bibhash-da’s Rajrakta. 
Someone said ‘There’s this thin and short little man who’s done this play. He’s going to 
go far!’ We were really young then, when we heard about Bibhash-da’s bright future. He 
knew the A-Z of theatre and production. I knew no one then. About Utpal Dutt’s plays, 
I’ve already mentioned how the Trade Union members of Sonarpur would stay up nights 
to sell tickets and put up posters, even in front of the police. I’ve seen all this right 
through my childhood. Then when Sombhu Mitra used to perform a radio play, the 
women at home would say ‘This man talks a bit too much through his nose! But Utpal 
Dutt, he roars like a tiger!’ I’ve been hearing these things from a very young age. Even 
about his wife Tripti Mitra, who apparently also acted through her nose! Therefore there 
were two distinct groups. One admired Utpal Dutt and another Sombhu Mitra. When we 
came with our elders to the city to watch these plays, we never noticed these distinctions. 
But they were very much present in the suburbs. 
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Plays like Dakghar were performed in the villages, and the people there enjoyed them 
thoroughly. I visit the Sunderbans at least 2-3 times every year, with my productions. 
Even there I noticed, despite it being the haunt of tigers, productions like Shyama and 
Chitrangada [dance dramas by Rabindranath Tagore], are thoroughly enjoyed by the 
locals. I noticed that even this year when I visited in January. Actually, what matters is 
not the topic or the presentation—that we have. After ’77, our theatre has become a very 
calculated process. This is only natural. The show cost is 8000 rupees, and it’s only 
natural that we all start calculating our budgets, just like any middle class family. The 
housewife tells her husband, ‘This month I’m buying a kilo less of Saffola because the 
price of newspapers has gone up. And I’m buying half a kilo less of milk as the price of 
sugar has gone up.’ This same process is followed in the world of theatre also. Middle 
class theatre. Invariably the balance column reads zero. Imagine a tank. Water flows into 
in from one pipe and out from another. The residue at the bottom is the profit. We had 
learnt these sums from our schoolteachers. But in the case of theatre, the residue is also 
spent. There’s only one tank with one large pipe out of which everything flows away. 
When we wish to keep the residue, and begin to think about the profits, the money 
element comes into theatre. 

After ’77, the money element has slowly crept into our theatre. Today, anything 
between 60,000 to 80,000 is required for a production. You have to find the money. So 
either the Party boys get it together or a sponsor is found or you pay up yourself. After 
all, that amount has to come from somewhere. Therefore we are faced with a crisis—
where will the money come from, which direction should we move towards, do we look 
to the right or to the left . . .? 

Suman, Bratya, Koushik, are all much younger than me, but they may be faced with 
an even greater crisis. Manoj-da, Nilkantha-da and I are in some sort of middle position. 
But we perhaps won’t be able to see the crisis through. 

The coming century will witness an even greater crisis. Theatre will be under greater 
attack. The ‘ism’ is already under attack. But I am not worried about that. What I am 
concerned about is whether or not the present generation is grasping the scientific and 
philosophical ‘ism’ of theatre. If they can hold on to the philosophy—for example, in 
Gantabya, I felt that Suman had maintained the philosophy—then they have no fear of 
going astray in the future. If even 4 or 5  people can hold on to the philosophy, then 
nothing can stand in the way of our theatre. It has happened in Eastern Europe, in 
Russia, everywhere. The philosophy hasn’t died, nor has the ‘ism’. That’s what we’ve 
been discussing all day. Theatre has a great responsibility towards maintaining the 
philosophy. We should not surrender everything. This is what I’m worried about. 

Another thing that worries me is the fact the Left Front Government is pretty old now. 
It’s been almost 21 years. Jyoti babu is unwell and on the verge of retirement. Now, 
almost according to the rules of the family, when the aged master of the family slowly 
begins to withdraw, another member has to take over the responsibilities. Right at the 
beginning, in ’77, we had many expectations. Just as first we all like and expect much 
from our new brides, all scented and pretty. Then when she contracts pyorrhea, we get 
upset. And that may be followed by ulcers or gall stones. Initially we call the new bride 
‘bodhu’; gradually she then changes into ‘wife’ by the time she’s 35, and then she’s 
referred to in the office as ‘Mrs’ and as ‘stree’ at home. When we are about Arun-da’s 
age, then we say ‘ginni’, and after retirement, ‘paribar’. The Left Front is now going 
through the ‘paribar’ stage. Things of the past have slowly moved away. Now, the main 
aim is to preserve the ‘paribar’ and the ‘ism’. 

If we have faith in our ‘ism’ we have to find and create our own area of discussion. 
We are not doing this. Whenever we set out to do something, we think that Indranath 
Banerjee [painter and secretary of a CPI(M) cultural front organization] will scold us. Or 
perhaps that a particular script may endanger my relationship with the Natya Akademi. 
In reality the situation is not like this at all. It is the cadres of the Party themselves who 
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discuss it and criticize it the most. I am speaking from personal experience. Of someone 
who has thought these things and even spoken them out at meetings. I won’t disclose his 
name. He’s actually one of us. Someone very close to us. In fact I remember instances 
when I have asked him ’Why won’t you do this?’ And he has replied ‘Indra [Indranath 
Banerjee] won’t like it. I’m quite close to him.’ So I’m discussing reality. It’s also present 
in the mofussil areas. 

The play Gantabya—why was it not taken that often to the DYFI or SFI festivals 
[Democratic Youth Federation of India and Student’s Federation of India, youth and 
student organizations led and controlled by the CPI(M)]? I have asked this at Sonarpur. 
A festival was being organized, and we were discussing which productions should be 
invited. I told them that if they were really interested in a serious festival, they must 
include Gantabya. It is about a great personality and it is a must watch for the cadres. 
They told me ‘Some of us have seen Gantabya. It’s a very tough play. We couldn’t really 
understand it.’ I’ve had such experiences also. I told them, ‘ Tough or not, this topic must 
be carried by you. There’s no one else to do so. Will a para club invite Gantabya? No! But 
you should.’ Now, we are no longer carrying the plays that were carried in the ‘65-’71 
era. The plays that are being carried are those that have gained cheap popularity, that 
enjoy a certain mass appeal, and are usually frivolous in nature. Because the whole thing 
is now a very expensive matter, and money needs to be recovered. 

nilkantha Sg: Have you noticed? Over the last 3-5 years, the SFI, DYFI, 
Coordination Committee, Trade Union Block etc, have decreased the number of 
progressive programmes that they were wont to organize? In Calcutta and in the 
districts? If you would speak about this a little . . .?

SangramJit Sg: If you are talking about our area, ie. South 24 Parganas, then comedy 
has certainly been on the increase. But another thing has happened—no one wants to 
sever the connection with Calcutta. Not the Communist Party boys, not the theatre boys. 
In places like Malda, Murshidabad, Birbhum, Purulia, South 24 Parganas, Howrah, 
Hooghly—these are the 7 districts I can talk about because over the last few months I 
have been visiting them regularly. They were talking about organizing a festival, and 
decided to invite Manoj-da’s new play. Manoj-da’s presence would ensure ticket sales 
and also help recover the cost of setting up a stage. These calculations are constantly in 
mind. Or which plays can accompany which other plays. Now, in the mofussil areas, 
when a festival is being organized, the usual practice is to invite 10 other groups as well. 
They all sit down together for a discussion, because for a festival, everyone’s’ cooperation 
is required. In the areas that I have named—I have spoken to a few people—there is one 
stream of thought that questions ‘Why should we bring plays from Calcutta? We’ll have 
our own festival.’ When I asked them why they wouldn’t show good plays, which 
needed to be seen by the people, they replied ‘When festivals take place in Calcutta, they 
don’t invite the good plays from the districts. You have invited plays from the city for 
quite some time now; we won’t any longer. If you’re putting up a charity show, then 
bring a good play that will help us raise money. But to bring a good play for our 
audiences . . .  

nilkantha S g: This complaint by the districts about why they are not called to the 
Calcutta festivals is also a product of theatre education. Remember this.

JayOti B: All of us who have been part of the theatre movement need to think about 
this allegation. Why are they saying this? 

SangramJit Sg: I shall end with what Samik-da has been saying. Election plays. 
What Nilkantha-da said is his own opinion and that of other theatre workers. From a 
starting point of wanting to do a play, he wants a large audience, gets it and does go 
ahead with his production. I want the same and every other theatre worker will want the 
same. This is nothing new. Everyone wants as many people as possible to see his or her 
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play. 
My group—Krishti Sansad—is second in age only to Sundaram which began in ’57. 

Krishti Sansad probably began in ’58. We were very young then. Our seniors were 
running things. From then till today, our aims or ideals have not necessarily been 
political. Our generation, which has come in from ‘78-’79 with an intention of being 
involved with serious theatre, is responsible for linking politics with the theatre of Krishti 
Sansad. Such a close connection never existed between the two, before our time. My 
group does not participate in election plays. It’s not as if these plays are being performed 
under the banner of Krishti Sansad. The way I do it—many groups of Sonarpur come 
together and the Communist Party helps out. I usually serve as playwright and director. 
At times I work on one play, and at times, on several. That is, I work with many groups. 
Or I go to a different part of the district and work with another organization of the IPTA. 
And this I do while holding to all my beliefs. Not just under pressure. I believe in the 
agenda of the Left Front. I also believe that the continued existence of the Left Front will 
help us to accomplish our very own agenda. 

On 25 December, ’71, I was shot at in a field in Harinavi. I was not involved with 
politics at that time, just with theatre. I had to spend 8 months away from home. I 
couldn’t go anywhere near Sonarpur. For nearly 3 years I had to stay within the confines 
of my home, till the end of ’73. Before that, I had never participated in any political 
procession, nor had I yelled out any slogans. It was all because of my activities in the 
theatre. That was when I realized the strength which theatre possessed. A red flag was 
present in one of Rabin Bhattacharya’s plays. That was performed in August ’71. And I 
was attacked on 25 December, ’71. The reason being the presence of that red flag in the 
play. Arun-da said a little while ago, that Calcutta didn’t really feel the pressures of ’72. 
But in the mofussil area, 400-500 boys, both theatre workers and political workers, were 
hounded out of their homes, 450 boys in Sonarpur including myself—we all left home. 
And in those 8 months that we spent in Calcutta, we realized that theatre is a strong force 
but that it also possesses a dangerous side. And later when the Left Front Government 

Suman  Mukherjee directed Gantabya (1997) for Chetana. The play is based on Rod Langley’s Bethune. 
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came to power, we realized our political rights; rights given to us by the Left Front 
Government after ’77. And because I think that those rights are important and that they 
should be preserved at all costs, I have continued wholeheartedly with my work with 
election drama. We are not involved with any other item on the Party agenda. Perhaps 
with the cultural and educational items, such as the literacy programmes, but not with 
anything else. I am not even a Party member and so there is no need to be involved with 
any of its other plans. But as far as election drama is concerned, I am with the Party 
intentionally and believe in it completely. Not just with passion. 

harimaDhaB m: After listening to everything so far, I have a few things to offer. How 
has the Left Front’s coming to power affected our theatre? This was the main question. 
We’ve had a long discussion about this, although not always sticking strictly to the topic. 
But there are a few points on which I differ. 

We theatre workers believe that the Natya Akademi and the Left Front Government 
have not fulfilled many of our expectations. There has been talk about how only a few of 
our expectations have been met and the rest of them have been largely ignored. But was 
it really very clear to us, especially to us theatre workers, as to what exactly we expected 
from the Left Front Government? This is something that I would like to clarify. Did we 
have any 10-point demand, 20-point demand, 15-point demand? Did we have all this put 
down very clearly? Jnanesh-da said that a ‘parishad’ or a ‘parshad’ had been formed. 
Since I am not a Calcuttan (and therefore, spend most of my time outside the city) I was 
not aware of this at first but came to know about some of it, later. Apparently, there, the 
Minister himself had said ‘ You please advise us.’ I would like to know, what were the 
assurances given? What were the indications it contained about the fulfilment of 
expectations? Exactly what do we want? Till today, these things have never been spelt 
out clearly.

After all these years the Natya Akademi has still not managed to become an 
autonomous body. At one point there was some thinking in this direction, but apparently 
the members themselves said that there was no need for it. All these random things have 
been happening. For example, suddenly it was decided that major contemporary 
directors would be commissioned to produce plays with actors chosen from the different 
groups, but then equally suddenly, this was abandoned after only 2 plays. We were told 
that there was no need for it. Then we heard that workshops were required and soon 
after, that they were not. The format is changing daily. What sort of haphazard work is 
being done? What do we expect from the Natya Akademi? Or did we want only financial 
grants? Was that all? All this talk about grants and awards being rigged—this is common 
knowledge. Sangramjit joked about the fact that an old wife is called ‘paribar’. I think, 
that if the Akademi members of today, including myself—although I stay away from the 
city for the most part, and rarely get to attend the meetings, another reason for which is 
that the letters always reach me after the date of the meeting—are unable to insist upon 
their demands, then we have also reached the ’paribar’ stage and should now be moved 
aside, divorced and replaced with younger and newer blood. New members should be 
admitted into the Natya Akademi; those who can spell things out clearly. Why isn’t this 
being done? 

Another thing that has struck me, because I live in the mofussil areas is that it would 
have been a better idea to have named it the Calcutta Natya Akademi, and not the West 
Bengal Natya Akademi. Because, apart from Calcutta, there are only 2 members to 
represent the rest of West Bengal. Myself and Sudhangshu Dey 

[Director, Chhandam, theatre group in North 
Bengal]. Theatre is being actively practised all over a vast area. Responsible and 
progressive theatre workers from the rest of the state as well as from Calcutta should be whAT wE did wAS EvEn morE dAnGEroUS. wE Took Up ThE rESponSiBiLiTY of ThE LEfT fronT. iT wASn’T SomEThinG ThE pArTY hAd ASkEd for, BUT wE did iT ALL ThE                
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included in the Akademi. After all, we are all quite old now. And we haven’t even been 
able to spell out anything or demand anything clearly from the Government. As I said— 
as long as you are in the opposition, you can scream and shout and point fingers, and 
perhaps even hurl a stone or two. But the minute we become friends of the Government, 
and ‘the apple of its eye’, we are told, ‘Go soft!’ and ‘Okay, it’ll get done.’ This has been 
happening for quite some time now. As a result, nothing till now has really been clarified. 
It is important for the Natya Akademi to go through a period of stock-taking. These are 
the things we wanted and these are the things we didn’t get. 

Another thing—which I thought was an extremely important comment on the part of 
Debashis—is the rapport, and I stress the word rapport, that has developed between the 
cultural worker and the Government. Debashis stated this fact quite clearly, and I don’t 
understand why Nilkantha did not. He has been continually harping on the word 
‘passion’, which is irrelevant. It has no meaning. 

The voice with which the demands should have been raised has been suppressed. 
Here too, there is a ‘going soft’. This is why I think that the interrogation by Debashis is 
an important process. [Samik-da] interrupted briefly to mention that theatre persons, 
film artistes and singers were being made into election candidates also. This is where I 
think the ‘soft’ line comes in. It is being adopted, particularly in the relationship between 
the Left Front Government and the cultural workers, especially with us theatre workers. 
As Jnanesh-da confessed—he is senior to almost all of us—we have not been able to raise 
these issues properly nor have we managed to fulfil our demands completely. But if we 
had been able to present our demands in a strong manner, it may have been possible for 
us to get results from the Government. I think at the very beginning, we should decide 
exactly what we expect from the Natya Akademi and/or the Left Front Government. 
Then, a process of stock-taking should take place to decide what we have received so far 
and which demands have remained unfulfilled. Then the whole thing will take on a 
definite shape. 

I did not mean to hurt Nilkantha with anything I said. I may have spoken a little 
louder than usual. I think I have understood the word ‘passion’ correctly, but where does 
this ‘passion’ come into play? Passion is usually backed by something; no one can be 
passionate just like that. I wanted to say that a certain belief or philosophy is what makes 
someone passionate. The philosophy is what has given you the passion. 

nilkantha S g: That goes without saying. It is obvious that a great deal of thought 
and a ‘solid’ philosophy will always back any form of passion. Without that philosophy, 
many people have spent their entire lives working, and have saved their EL, PL, CL, 
Gratuity and Provident Fund in order to be a theatre person . . . I don’t wish to offend 
anyone present here . . . but I’m the only daredevil who flung everything to the winds 
and came into theatre—a world full of uncertainty and with practically no future. 
Passion, passion, passion and more passion! 

arun m: Manoj said that once, at a seminar, there was an attempt to pin him down  
about the Bantala affair, and whether we are really afraid of writing a play about it. If, 
during the Left Front’s reign, any Party worker or the police or anti-social with Leftist 
leanings, does something completely criminal and heinous . . . I am just trying to 
understand myself, and ascertain as to whether this fear really exists within us. 
Sangram[jit] said that before putting up a production we have to keep in mind that some 
important person, perhaps the Cultural Minister, may not like it. This is another type of 
fear. Therefore with the Left Front—and this is something that Debashis has also 
enquired about, even the questions by Jayoti and Koushik—the larger query that 
emerges is, what Harimadhab finally said about all of us being theatre workers. Most of 
us love theatre; some of us have combined it with politics and some of us have not. All of 
us, including myself, from the time when we have been consciously participating in 
theatre and have comprehended its social significance, have been doing poster plays. 
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And because I was a part of the cultural wing of the Coordination Committee [an 
organization/trade union of state government employees, led and controlled by the 
CPI(M) in West Bengal], I have done several poster plays. The poster play itself is my 
passion. Often I am asked, ‘Then, why do you do poster plays at all? If you consider this 
form to be that of the “lesser play”, written around a specific event or occasion, for a 
short-term, temporary purpose, then why bring it into the proscenium and perform it 
with all the trappings of theatre? There is a contradiction here somewhere.’ 

A long time ago this question struck me, when Utpal Dutt was performing Din Badaler 
Pala, with thousands of people watching. Poster plays can be quite good. I consider 
Mareech Sambad a very good poster play. I said this at a seminar in Bangalore, and one 
section protested about my referring to it as a poster play. But I think that it is a poster 
play. It has a definite objective. A specific problem is taken up and discussed, even 
repetitively at times. A poster created by an artist also has an artistic value. We either 
admire it and say, ‘What a wonderful poster!’ or we think nothing much of it. A poster 
play is a separate form, with a process of its own; it has an obvious political ideology. 
Unfortunately for us, poster plays are performed only during elections. Poster plays or 
street plays can be a continuous process, performed throughout the year. It needs a 
different kind of skill and a different style of acting. It needs to be written differently. 
Those who take it up as a passion stick to it. As Jnanesh-da so succinctly put it, the 
question of ideology cannot be wished away or ignored. 

Now when this same person is performing on the stage, there too he has a certain 
ideology. It is in that ideology that I am trying to find an answer to Manoj’s question. 
Before the Left Front came to power, Pratibha Agarwal [Hindi theatre personality based 
in Calcutta] had raised this question at a seminar, to a packed house in Rabindra Sadan, 
‘How is it that we don’t see the same intensity of protest amongst the theatre workers 
now, despite various activities of the Left Front, as we had seen during the Congress 
rule?’ It was perhaps Bibhash who said, ‘When, on a regular basis, we perform as part of 
a group, show us  one play where we have openly acted as the mouthpiece for any one 
political party in particular.’ We have never done this. I am not saying doing this is 
wrong. I have a reputation for having political leanings. But I have never performed a 
play which has been a part of the programme of any political party. Never. However, in 
some plays, due to some of my reactions, some debatable issues have crept in and been 
criticized at the Party level. In fact, and this is something a lot of you don’t know, the 
play Jagannath was not accepted by the cultural wing of the Party. It was not accepted as 
a political play. People would tell me ‘After Mareech, how could you write a play like 
this?’ The criticism was subdued yet strong, but never really virulent or damaging. After 
the audience accepted the play, it became diluted and was ultimately deflected. 

I’ve been watching the Party for years. It has its faults and drawbacks. But as long as I 
believe in this one thing, that I have no alternative available to me, I may not be scared to 
say something, but may think carefully before I speak up. 

manOJ m: In many newspapers and magazines, this has been a continuing complaint 
for a long time now, almost from the 80s—that we have focused on a different aspect and 
tried to do a different kind of theatre. But any large social catastrophe created and caused 
by man himself or any devastating event—we are not bringing these in. I am not saying 
that we do this because we are scared of the Left Front. I am saying this is self-inflicted. 
Often, we feel so inert and awkward that we don’t trust ourselves to go ahead with 
something like this. I didn’t say that the Government has imposed this upon me. 

The important thing is that I do not deny the value of an ideology when I represent,   
on stage, a social crime or catastrophe from real life. If we adopted such a ‘safe’ position, 
there would be no room for self-criticism. Theatre will have no critical role at all. I would 
say that ever since the Left Front came to power, theatre has benefited in many ways. 
There was a time when, no matter how much of re-organization and rebellion it may 
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have seen, theatre had become a stagnant entity—say around ‘60-’65, when theatre had  a 
fixed format and followed a particular agenda, a land-centred scenario. There was the 
land. It belonged to one man. Another man came along and took it away. The first man 
fought with him, and killed him, etc. The whole thing had a more or less definite format 
and shape. Many members of the audience, especially the more learned and erudite ones, 
did not appreciate this. I have even referred to something like this in one of my writings. 
Once at a seminar in Delhi, I was told ‘Why do you repeat the same rural tale over and 
over again? You don’t even know the ‘land’ you’re writing about. In the play, the man is 
supposed to be a farmer. But nowhere do you specify whether he cultivates rice or 
cotton. There’s nothing there!’ The only thing that’s there is that fixed agenda. I am 
saying that perhaps 75 per cent of Bengali theatre at this time consisted of plays like this. 

After the Left Front came to power, Bengali theatre was released from that burden, to 
a great extent. And many topics have come into Bengali theatre about the family, or the 
public, or about the man–society relationship or even just about two human beings. 
Social, moral, ethical, many other topics and issues have come into theatre. These were 
adopted in a very intimate manner, and acted out in the same spirit. Therefore theatre 
has been freed to a great extent after the Left Front came to power, and many of its 
shackles have loosened and fallen away. It has come out into the open air from its 
previously suffocating surroundings. It can breathe easy. 

Then our plays, I have heard this often enough, have somewhere, somehow, lost out a 
bit on the people’s respect. I don’t know, I’m seeking clarification. Somewhere, we  seem 
to have betrayed their beliefs. Has our theatre lost out? We may be bringing in some 
enormous issue into theatre. Today we can have plays like Madhab Malanchi Kainya, and 
even Jagannath (though made after the Left Front came to power), or Bela Abelar Galpo. So 
many other different types of plays are being done today. And being done well. 

arun m: My point was, there are two places here for self-criticism. We are talking 
very frankly here today. What Jnanesh-da says with great confidence, about applying 
pressure in order to force people to grant a certain importance to theatre and about the 
fact that we have been unable to create this pressure—I personally don’t have any 
problem accepting this. But at the same time I feel that, especially in the context of 
creating this pressure, this is applicable both ways. You will apply pressure in order to 
secure your own importance—this can never be a healthy process. Do I have to create 
pressure to let others feel my importance, and not let my work speak for itself? I am after 
all a theatre person because I love the theatre. I am a member of the Natya Akademi 
because I am working in and with theatre. The Natya Akademi’s constitution is such—
[Hari]Madhab wants more members from the mofussil areas, but he himself rarely 
attends meetings. Perhaps he feels his presence will make no difference. Or he may feel 
that it’s too far off, and anyway, every time it’s the same old talk. In the Akademi, 
everything is age oriented. When we decide whom to award the Dinabandhu Puraskar, 
it’ll probably be a person who’s on his deathbed! There are no young theatre persons in 
the Akademi. One cannot be a member unless one is at 

least 40. Therefore many theatre persons don’t or can’t come to the 
Akademi. The ones who are there, even if they are not managing their responsibilities 
and duties properly— please note that I am not trying to provide excuses but am trying 
to convey an overall picture—there is no external pressure on either them or the 
government. There is no one asking ‘Why aren’t you doing anything?’ Even that can be a 
source of pressure. 

JnaneSh m: It’s not true that the Akademi has given nothing. If we have any definite 
aims, then we have been unable to hold those up to either the Akademi or to the 
Government. If we can all sit and determine those, it will be a big help.

how CAn hE BE BoThErEd ABoUT whiCh pArTY ComES To powEr or who iS voTEd oUT of powEr? hE hAS To Think on ThE LEvELS of 
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arun m: Ultimately we are all going around in circles, and keep coming back to the 
question of fear. Manoj says that the fear is self-inflicted. I don’t believe in what was said 
about the ‘paribar’. I can’t divorce it now after 60. If I want a divorce, I’ll do it earlier. If 
anyone says that many doors have been opened for theatre after the Left Front came to 
power, though I am a Leftist and such a comment should please me, I know that this is 
not really true. 

nilkantha S g: It’s a long time since I’ve heard eulogizing about the Left and the 
doors it has opened up for our theatre. 

manOJ m: This means that you don’t listen to other people, you don’t want to listen 
to other people. You only listen to yourself. Many people have said this. In fact I have 
written along such lines many times. 

arun m: A poster play, especially Din Badaler Pala, was seen by millions of people; 
those very same people cannot understand a production like Manusher Adhikarey, 
performed by the same group. Their question was that if you consider the poster play a 
‘lesser play’, a momentary construct written for the occasion of the elections and a half-
hearted effort, then how can the same play . . . it stands to reason that you are creating a 
weapon to be used against yourself. The same person who enjoyed your Din Badaler Pala 
will come up to you and say ‘it’s impossible to understand this play of yours called Julius 
Caesar-er Shesh Sat Din. What’s it supposed to mean?’ I think that they’re seeking an 
answer to this contradiction, isn’t that so? 

Sombhu Mitra had a very good thing to say about our efforts to take the poster play 
to greater heights. He said that he never did poster plays because the form wasn’t really 
handled with much respect. There was no difficulty in doing a poster play but he 
disliked the mentality with which people treated it. There have been some poster plays 
done by us, as well as others, which have continued even after the elections. A poster 
play can be done on any social issue. But yes, definitely, this form does have strong 
political ties. And when this kind of play is performed in a proscenium, and people are 
buying tickets to watch it, then the responsibility of satisfying all its artistic demands 
falls upon you. So there is no simple answer to your question. It’s a very complicated 
matter. 

SOhag S: I have something to say. We have come pretty far in our discussion  about 
the shift that we experienced after the Left came to power in ’77. The entire discussion 
has come to centre around the Natya Akademi. What I mean is, in Bengal, our theatre has 
always been Left-oriented. After the coming of the Left Front, have there been any 
changes in the trends, or has there been any improvement in the intellection? Have we 
managed to move away from political plays and explore any new directions? I think that 
we need to talk about these factors. There are people who are not connected to the 
Akademi or to its programme, but are nonetheless working with theatre. They are doing 
this out of a certain necessity. There can never be anything apart from politics. Whenever 
we look at life, politics always comes in. We need to therefore discuss who is performing 
political plays and who is not, and if so, why not, what are the trends and changes 
caused by the Left. We have discussed our expectations from the Left and the extent to 
which they have or have not been fulfilled quite sufficiently. 

Samik B: Actually, I want to say something and end here for today. What Sohag is 
saying is very important. Those were the aspects we actually wanted to explore. It has 
come up very clearly in Manoj’s discussion. It’s not as if the Left Front came to power, 

and then these events or developments took place by virtue of 
its grace or pity. We 

have discussed the effects of the Left’s 
intervention in theatre. But how the Left has affected us intellectually, what effect it has 

 of ThE ConSCioUSnESS of inTErnATionAL hUmAniTY. if ThE ArTiST ComES down To ThE LEvEL of ThE pAnChAYAT And ThE mUniCipAL ELECTionS, i mUST SAY ThAT hE                  hAS CompLETELY LoST hiS ArTiSTiC 
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had on our thought-processes, and how all these have been 
reflected in our theatre—we 

w a n t e d 
to investigate this a little more 

thoroughly. We couldn’t cover that completely 
today. 

One thing does emerge clearly, as Manoj also made 
evident, that when the Left Front came to power, 
somewhere we no longer had the role of an 
opposition. Everywhere else in the world, truly good theatre 
takes up an oppositional role. So, when a certain theatre, after having 
played an oppositional role for years, suddenly finds that, due to political changes, its 
own focus now has to change—what does it do? If people think about this seriously, and 
what you say is true, that theatre is always political, then they will have to think about 
this from a political point of view. An important observation has been made about Utpal-
da, for example, that there was a myth about him being an ‘organization man’. Actually 
he was not so much of an organizer or manager after all. And his organization collapsed 
rapidly, even when he was alive. But what is evident in his plays, is that he moves away 
from the oppositional role and tries to make a niche for himself via the history of various 
institutions. For example, in Tiner Talwar, he picks on theatre as an institution, how it 
came into society, the development of the actor and so on. Or he repeatedly brought in 
many of the older revolutions of the world, in part documenting them and in part 
reinterpreting them, in our terms. ‘At this point I will not oppose the Government’—this 
was his political decision at that time. But his political work would continue, except that 
it would be on another level. He wanted to bring back many moments from history, 
many revolutionary histories, explore many relationships. Aajker Shahjahan, for example, 
is not about theatre and cinema. There was a larger issue involved—one’s commitment 
to art, the conflict between art and commerce and the predicament of the individual 
artist. Yes, it failed as a production. But the issue raised in Aajker Shahjahan is one where a 
man is moving away from an oppositional role and trying to create a new space for 
himself. 

He had spoken to me about this in an interview. He had told me that he was no 
longer at a place from where he would directly attack the Government. He could see 
many of its flaws but his political position was that of supporting this Government. 
Otherwise, whatever he would do would be used against this Government and render it 
unstable in some form or another. He didn’t want that and that was his political decision, 
his political choice. But he would continue his political battle in this way. And because 
many other theatre persons have done the same thing at varying levels of consciousness, 
theatre was able to move in so many different directions and away from direct attack. 
That is not due to the good graces of or the intervention by the Left Front. It is a historical 
event that the Left Front came to power. As a result of which these changes took place. 
Perhaps we could explore this side of it tomorrow morning. As far as I am concerned, the 
pros and cons of the Natya Akademi are not such an important issue. 

manOJ m: Between ’78 to ‘98—the variety of developments that have taken place in 
theatre?

Samik b: Yes, and the Left Front coming to power as a historical event in itself, not 
what it did for theatre. 

Day twO: 10 July 1998

Bangla grOup theatre anD marxiSt iDeOlOgy 

SomBhU miTrA hAd A vErY Good ThinG To SAY ABoUT oUr EfforTS To TAkE ThE poSTEr pLAY To GrEATEr hEiGhTS. hE SAid ThAT hE nEvEr did poSTEr pLAYS BECAUSE

 ThE form wASn’T rEALLY hAndLEd wiTh mUCh rESpECT. ThErE wAS no diffiCULTY in doinG A poSTEr pLAY 
 BUT hE diSLikEd ThE mEnTALiTY wiTh whiCh pEopLE TrEATEd iT.

 of ThE ConSCioUSnESS of inTErnATionAL hUmAniTY. if ThE ArTiST ComES down To ThE LEvEL of ThE pAnChAYAT And ThE mUniCipAL ELECTionS, i mUST SAY ThAT hE                  hAS CompLETELY LoST hiS ArTiSTiC 
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Samik b: I’ll continue with the second question we were discussing yesterday. We are 
not exactly looking at what the Left Front government could give to theatre in Bengal, or 
what theatre expected of it. Whatever had to be said, has been said and there needn’t be 
any more discussion on that. The Leftist ideology or thought that has been with us for so 
long . . . something that has conditioned our response, needs to be redefined, located 
afresh in the context of being under a Left Front government. Our political stance when 
we are part of the opposition changes when the same opposition takes over power. The 
change in the political situation is reflected in the cultural scene and also in the theatre, at 
least this has been more than evident in Bengal. This is what we are trying to look at 
within the scope of this discussion. 

kOuShik S: I think the theoretical basis of the discussions we’ve had yesterday need 
to be examined closely. In 1977, from the time that the Left Front government came to 
power in West Bengal, there was a marked decentralization of power with the panchayats 
and extensive land reforms. This was a state which was being ruled by a socialist 
government. The landless peasants came to own land and this improvement in their 
social position brought in quite a few changes in the way they looked at life. Their 
attitudes started changing and some of them even started behaving like wealthy jotedars 
[tenants of zamindars and talukdars, holding sizeable portions of land]. Under them a 
new class of landless peasants emerged. Thus social relationships became more complex 
not only in rural society, but also in the urban scenario, with new, more complicated 
social structures coming to the fore. I feel  somehow that this has in the long run, also 
affected our theatre.

Suman m: The Left movement was primarily issue-based. It was fighting for a 
healthy society devoid of class discrimination, a meaningful cultural programme, a 
progressive ideology. A differentiated reality came into existence in the political scenario. 
The internal difference surfaced in the  conflicting demands, ideologies and stances. 
However, after coming to power, the party reached a kind of undifferentiated 
equilibrium. I don’t think this has anything to do with coming to power or not coming to 
power. Power has its own dynamics. This is true in all political interactions or even social 
interactions. Even after coming to power the political parties have some kind of a 
theoretical/ideological questioning within their system. This is something they have to 
come to terms with. It is true that the questions change with power, but they are 
constantly present in some form or the other. But we noticed that the issues which were 
given priority during the Left movement, gradually dwindled as the party came to 
power. We must not forget that the failure of the Leftist movement and the subsequent 
collapse of the Communist governments worldwide did have some impact on the 
political scene in India.

As a result the political differences/contradictions became even more complex. In a 
kind of undifferentiated reality, the markers/indicators of the political system became 
diluted. When we say that a particular theatre personality or an artiste is an anarchist, i.e. 
he constantly critiques the system, it is understood that he has located himself in the 
appropriate context and his questioning/critique arises out of that. Koushik was talking 
about the change in the dynamics of power. The Left Front government in West Bengal 
should have taken a fresh look at the change in the dynamics of power after they 
assumed charge. This did not happen here. As a result a lot of things remained undone, 
unexplored. The political model didn’t change and neither did the model for theatre. 
Politics is so inextricably linked with the cultural front, that this chasm, which widened 
under the influence of the political movements in the countries of eastern Europe and the 
former Soviet Union, was never really bridged. Everything was made to fit into the 
political model of the 60s. No attempt was made to explore new directions in the political 
front, which would naturally lead on to redefining the new social and cultural positions.

I feel that the political stand of a country largely determines its socio-cultural policy. 

onE ThinG doES EmErGE CLEArLY, AS mAnoj ALSo mAdE EvidEnT, ThAT whEn ThE LEfT fronT CAmE To powEr, SomEwhErE wE no LonGEr                  hAd ThE roLE of An oppoSiTion. EvErYwhErE ELSE 
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In our case, a dilution in the basic political ideology did not help in framing a consistent 
socio-cultural policy. There was confusion and frustration on the political scenario. If the 
people working for the cultural front had taken a firm stand and declared that they were 
confused, it would have simplified matters a great deal. Bibhash-da was telling us 
yesterday that there was a dream and the dream collapsed. Couldn’t new dreams be 
thought of at that point of time? Couldn’t Left-wing political leaders give a new direction 
to the ideology?  Unfortunately, the leaders had, by that time, settled comfortably into 
their respective bureaucratic chairs and were unwilling to be shaken out of their 
complacency. If a new direction couldn’t be given, why didn’t they own up to their 
confusion and frustration?

kOuShik S: Perhaps it would be pertinent to delve a little into history at this point. 
Everywhere in the world, wherever Marxism has succeeded, there has been an able 
leadership. A few days ago I was reading the correspondence between Romain Rolland 
and Dilip Kumar Roy. At one point Romain Rolland remarks that he has all respect for 
the masses, but it is inevitable that they will have no place for the extraordinary and the 
talented. Replying to it Roy says, according to Lenin, all individuals can be brought up to 
a certain standard bya scientifically designed system of education. Lenin in this case is 
contradicting himself, because only a person with his kind of personality could command 
the respect of so many. It just isn’t possible for just anybody to generate this kind of a 
revolution which swept over the whole world. A flower beautifies and enriches an 
arrangement of leaves, but if leaves think they are just as important as flowers, the 
equilibrium is destroyed. So an able leadership was needed at that juncture of history. 

Suman m: What we really need to think about is, had the Left leadership not come 
into power in West Bengal, what difference would it have made? There was the debacle 
in East Europe, the Soviet Union broke up. My question is, would a party’s coming to 
power or not coming to power have really changed/modified the theoretical queries we 
are raising now ?  

JayOti B: I’d like to add a few more observations to what Lal [Suman] has just said. I 
don’t think that any questioning or introspection really happened either in politics or in 
theatre. In the post-IPTA phase, all political plays had one theme—oppression. The 
context  would change. Sometimes it was the oppression of the peasant, sometimes the 
labourer, but these plays did not really take into account anything more varied. This 
trend has emerged again and again. But a proper introspection, at least in the case of 
theatre, has been absent. 

JnaneSh m: We have been doing theatre for quite some time now. My question is, 
after the Left Front government came to power in West Bengal, have the productions 
improved, or become worse, or have they remained just as they were before? I think this 
is a question that needs to be posed, that can give some sort of a direction to our 
discussion today. Bibhash, what do you feel?

BiBhaSh C: I think that would take the shape of another discussion, on production. 
I’d like to add to what Lal has just said.

the iDeOlOgy Of theatre

Samik B: May I add another question to this? When you were talking about Ajitesh, 
you had pointed out that we can be critical of Ajitesh’s lack of ideology, i.e. we can’t 
explain the order in which he has done his plays, because there is no ideological 
progression. His plays are well produced and vibrant but there is something missing 
somewhere. I think we could dwell a little more on that . . . I feel they too are making this 
point. In the context of modern theatre today, I feel it has become necessary for the 
director or the group to take a definite ideological stand at a given point of time. The 
stand will naturally be conditioned by the group’s, or his, relation to the state, the 
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character of the state, the politics of the state and also in relation to the people of the state 
with whom you are communicating daily. What kind of an assessment are you making of 
that audience, what is your/your group’s role in terms of state power and the audience? 
In that case, the total ideology of the theatre—what kind of theatre will I do, how do I 
plan to do it, what plays will I choose, what is my target audience—all this should come 
into a systematic thought process which I will then define as the ideology of theatre.

Is this ideology at all present in the theatre of Sombhu Mitra? We discussed yesterday 
about how Ajitesh didn’t seem to have any such ideology. But is any kind of ideology 
generally present in the other theatre directors who are working today? Or was it (as 
Suman hinted) an official political role taken for granted to be adopted before the Left 
Front came to power, where it became a political programme of being on the side of the 
Left, on the side of social change. We had shelved the question of ideology. However, 
none of us from the theatre made any attempt to pose this question. How would you 
react to this?

BiBhaSh C: No. I don’t agree. I haven’t consciously supported or done theatre keeping 
in mind the ideology of any particular political party. I haven’t done it in the past, nor 
am I doing it now. I have followed my own philosophy, my own thinking. If there has 
been any relation be tween my thinking and the general masses, their struggles and their 
history, it is as it should be and extremely relevant. But I have never done theatre to 
support any political line or any polit ical ideology. A very good point has been made by 
Lal in this context. The problem here is, you can’t really categorize people. Many of us do 
theatre as free agents—not operating according to the diktat of any particular party. I 
think Sombhu Mitra, Ajitesh Bandyopadhyay could be grouped into this category and so 
can some of us. But a kind of incorrect understanding has led us to believe in a kind of 
camaraderie where the kind of theatre that we’re doing was supposed to complement the 
theatre of our friends. It was a time when the politics of our homeland provided a take-
off point from which we could dispassionately view the larger politics of the world. But 
something went wrong here. After the Left Front came to power, we realized things 
weren’t moving as they should have and all our expectations of the new government had 
fallen flat. Thus the disruption in our ‘home’, so to speak, resulted in a total disruption/
dislocation of our ideals. The ideas we used to ruminate on at the international level 
were somehow lost on the way. . . we moved away from them without really knowing 
why and how. Our theatre, which was done on a much larger canvas, could be related on 
a much wider scale, to an international level of politics, humanity and ideas. This 
suffered a kind of void. 

The Left Front did not take up responsibility for us, which was all right. We often hear 
plays being criticized as ‘social plays/ family plays’. The situation needs to be analysed. 
When we couldn’t think of anything universal, we turned inwards, to the petty familial 
situations near at hand to serve as staple for our theatre. In the process we lost a whole 
way of thinking.  

Another interesting thing happened. There was a class of people who were confirmed 
Left-bashers. As soon as the Left Front came to power, these people did a complete volte 
face, joined the Left bandwagon and started fawning on them. The Left Front thought 
this was a great opportunity and started bestowing favours quite liberally. This had 
nothing to do with anything artistic. The ideas which needed fruition in a much larger 
framework were pulled away from their locus into the mire of small, petty, insignificant 
things. The problem with us is, we have a tendency to generalize everything that comes 
our way. This isn’t correct. All men do not act according to a fixed set of ideas. One has to 
make that extra effort to differentiate and discriminate.

In the present situation we don’t have the IPTA movement or any other cohesive 
theatre movement. So each of us is thinking independently. If there is some sort of a 
common concern in our ideas, I don’t think it is visible. Maybe this is why we cannot 
specifically locate/identify the actual shape that the theatre movement is taking. Work is 
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being done sporadically, in contrast to the work done earlier, which was definitely more 
methodical and had a kind of continuity.

A tradition had developed in our mainstream theatre. A change set in the 70s. After 
1977, it became more defined, more individualized. Earlier, theatre thinking used to be 
influenced by the collective thought. Nowadays it has become very individualized. The 
role of the director becomes pertinent in this context. Take the case of Badal Sircar. Here 
is a person who has consciously tried to bring in all his ideas and perceptions—about the 
country, its people, the political issues in the country and the world—into his plays. The 
kind of commitment that Badal Sircar or Utpal Dutt put into their plays has become a 
thing of the past. Maybe the young theatre workers today cannot put together something 
like the plays of Utpal Dutt or Badal Sircar, or even perhaps lack their vision, but they do 
theatre for the sake of doing theatre, to propagate a message they believe in. Their role is 
not exactly that of the propagandist, as in the plays of Utpal Dutt or Badal Sircar, but 
they are working along certain lines, according to certain ideas they believe in. As far as 
they are concerned, it matters little whether the Left Front is in power or isn’t. However, 
it does matter in the case of some people who want to do a very ‘safe’ kind of theatre, 
who want to keep out politics on the plea that the audience is tired of political plays. 

While writing an article on the plays of Dario Fo, I remember discussing the way 
Utpal Dutt was putting together his ideas, his sense of history, very much like something 
Brecht had done. What has actually happened is, this has become a kind of a set format 
with a lot of superfluous elements like unnecessary sentimentalizing (as in the novels of 
Saratchandra Chattopadhyay), excess of passion and emotion working towards a kind of 
hyperbolic idiom that doesn’t move you. Such a form may work just before a significant 
social change or a revolution . . . I’m not sure how long such an influence can be expected 
to work. I’m certain that people don’t allow themselves to be taken for a ride. They like 
to judge a play with their mind, their intelligence. This is where Utpal Dutt’s plays fail to 
have a sustained impact on the audience.

On the other hand if we take Dario Fo . . . here was a person who was a member of 
the Communist Party, who left the Party, who was using the indigenous form of the 
commedia del arte to present issues, truths . . . universal truths . . . which appeal to 
people much more. Even this is lacking here. On the one hand we have come to a dead 
end as far as the practice of theatre is concerned (the theatre of Utpal Dutt and several 
other theatre personalities have suffered this fate), and on the other hand they are unable 
to work with the indigenous forms (again we come back to our discussion of the 
indigenous) which can really take them close to the masses. The political situation is not 
very encouraging and we are not being able to invent/formulate a new kind of a theatre 
idiom either . . . perhaps it is because our theatre is not old enough. However, what 
remains is a state of utter hopelessness and confusion.

Suman m: Bibhash-da, you said that we had taken up the responsibility of the Left 
Front government. I’d like to put it this way—let us examine why was it so? Do we know 
the answer? Behind every action there is always an element of the individual motive. Is it 
not true that the sheer necessity of doing something or continuing what was being done 
often dictates our political preferences? In that respect I would say that the state 
government is doing precisely what the central government is doing. In a larger context 
the Third World countries are also doing this. So where is the solution? 

BiBhaSh C: Let me explain. We have been talking about the political parties on the 
one hand and the artistic community on the other. The terms of reference are completely 
different in each case. When I say that we’ve taken up the responsibility of the Left Front, 
I mean a kind of urge that the artistic community felt to save the Left Front. This can 
remain as part of the individual thought. I, Bibhash Chakraborty, citizen of West Bengal, 
know who I’ll vote for in an election. I prefer voting for the Left Front in West Bengal 
because this is one place where one can work somewhat in peace, where the common 
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man can breathe easy. This preference is something totally different.
This has nothing to do with art. Why should the artist worry about such things at all? 

The artist has to think about larger issues, profound issues. How can he be bothered 
about which party comes to power or who is voted out of power? He has to think on the 
levels of national consciousness, of the consciousness of international humanity. If the 
artist comes down to the level of the panchayat and the municipal elections, I must say 
that he has completely lost his artistic sensibilities. All of us have noticed how the 
governments in power have given undue preference and support to some individuals, 
overlooked gross misappropriations and crimes. The Left Front government here is no 
exception. I even know that my position will become very uncomfortable if the Congress 
comes to power in my state. But I will never fawn on the Left Front government, 
extolling them to the skies and praising them in my plays just for the sake of remaining 
in their good books. 

nilkantha S g: When we were initiated into theatre, we were fortunate in having 
seen some legendary theatre personalities at the height of their creativity and powers. We 
saw Sombhu Mitra, Utpal Dutt, we saw the spirited creativity of Ajitesh Bandyopadhyay, 
Rudraprasad Sengupta and Bibhash Chakraborty. The frustration that the present 
generation experiences  regarding the absence of role models 
is quite understandable. Perhaps we 
can discuss this  later.  I 

have something to say about the loss 
of a larger/bigger perspective. I would put it this way—we 

often ignore/bypass the domestic concerns near at hand and try to find some kind of a 
security in the ‘larger issues’. When the Baranagar killings took place, it ought to have 
evoked a spate of protests from the literary and the theatre world [In August 1971 more 
than 100 Naxalites were decapitated and killed in broad daylight—the most notorious of 
several organized massacres of the Naxalites in 1970-71, by the police, the party in power, 
hired assassins and even parties of the Left Establishment]. We kept our eyes closed to it 
and became involved with what was going on in Angola. Is it because we wanted to keep 
a safe distance from something that was becoming too uncomfortable for us, or was it 
because the dialectics had changed? It is undeniable that the love of the common man for 
theatre has diminished over the years. It is not correct when you say that we used to do 
political plays before the Left Front came to power. Somewhere deep down we used to 
feel that with the Left Front government coming to power, things would change. But 
over-politicizing has had its pitfalls.

BiBhaSh C: I’ll give you one example. Committed workers of the party, who had 
suffered, who had been jailed, but stuck to their ideals, they too were disillusioned. One 
group became Naxalites, some other people just dispersed and settled in other parts of 
India and abroad, some others who have been part of other movements, have associated 
themselves with Bijnan Mancha, or the literacy mission, some have even taken it upon 
themselves to generate a movement against the increase in the price of coffee in Coffee 
House. Many of them have been crippled for life in jail, but they have continued 
working, contributing to the cause in whatever little way they could, partly from habit, 
partly from a sense of satisfaction in being able to do something good for the society. A 
similar trend can be noticed in theatre. When ambitious projects couldn’t be realized, we 
turned to smaller, more familiar concerns, nearer at hand. This has probably led to a 
variety of subjects as far as plays are concerned. Nilkantha says we used to bypass the 
subjects which were close to us. I don’t think that is true. When we see a performance of 
Char Adhyay, we try to read more profound concerns in it and this is what makes us think 
in a global perspective. It doesn’t limit itself to the extremist and terrorist movements in 
India. It addresses the immediate reality and also looks towards a more universal and 
global dimension. That is the fun of theatre. That has somewhere been lost.

wE ofTEn hEAr pLAYS BEinG CriTiCizEd AS ‘SoCiAL pLAYS/ fAmiLY pLAYS’. ThE SiTUATion nEEdS To BE AnALYSEd. whEn wE CoULdn’T Think of AnYThinG UnivErSAL,                       
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nilkantha S g: Again, the organizational hierarchy of a political party has been 
imitated in the organizational hierarchy of cultural organizations. My question is why? 
Why should cultural organizations like the Progressive Writers and Artists’ Association 
and the Gananatya Sangha have exactly the same administrative levels as those in the 
Communist Party—branch committee, local committee, zonal committee, state 
committee? Later on I have noticed the same kind of administrative politics being 
imitated blindly and being internalized in the functioning of theatre groups here. 

Another funny thing happened. Words like ‘village’, ‘suburbs’, ‘labourer’ achieved a 
kind of respectability after 1977. I would call it a pseudo-respectability. People with a 
middle class mentality became extremely cautious about what they should wear at a 
political meeting, the kind of words they should pepper their speeches with, whether 
some Arabic or Persian words would do the trick, or some appropriate words spoken in 
a familiar East Bengal dialect. 

DeBaShiS m: Yesterday we discussed the relationship of the government with the 
theatre workers. In spite of our relation with the state government and the environment 
that has come into existence as a result, it is undeniable that the theatre movement here 
experienced a sense of release after 1977. I feel, we needed to wait for a minimum of 5–7 
years to get the feel of the government’s reaction. There was speculation in 1977 that the 
government might be brought down in 1979-80 itself. But that was saved and to achieve 
a kind of stability, hasn’t it taken nearly 7 years? Subsequently the atre workers have 
associated themselves with the government and the movement has taken some sort of a 
direction.

harimaDhaB m: Samik made a point which I thought was important. Lal’s point was 
also very important. Before the Left Front came to power we thought we were moving 
towards a definite ideological stand (even if we shelved direct ideology and direct 
politics) which would herald some kind of a change—a social change, a progressive 
change—and our work in theatre had continued this way. This was before the Front took 
over. When the desired change in politics came through, with the Front coming to power, 
the point Lal was making assumes a great deal of importance. Koushik had also argued 
on similar lines. The relationships started changing and dilution set in. As usual we 
could not comprehend the extent of these dilutions. Hence these questions are being 
raised because we haven’t been able to realize this in our theatre. If I raise a point here 
saying I live in a rural area, Nilkantha will surely attack me. Nevertheless I’ll develop on 
the points Koushik has made already. The landless have been given land and this can’t 
be denied. Neither can it be denied that relationships are changing with the landless 
peasants becoming quite prosperous farmers. The same thing has started in tea gardens. 
So what we find is, these small farmers are in turn appointing bargadars for a land area as 
insignificant as three bighas. The bargadar in turn becomes a landlord because he is in 
charge of 8–10 small bargas. The dynamics of relationships is very important in this 
context as it is pervading everything—from politics to bureaucracy. What was very 
simple in the years before the Left Front came to power has now become very 
complicated. I feel this should come into our discussion in a more pertinent manner.

nilkantha S g: In this context I’d like to recall a statement Prof. Jyoti Bhattacharya 
made in his last lecture in Bangla Akademi. He was speaking on Brecht. During the time 
that Brecht lived, there used to be only one kind of Communist. They used to be the same 
all over Germany and in other parts of Europe and the world. Nowadays the situation is 
different. You have different sorts of Communists these days. We need to be aware of this 
change and realize how it has affected our theatre.

ruDrapraSaD Sengupta: I want to apologize for not being able to participate 
yesterday. Hearing the deliberations today a few thoughts have come to mind, which I 
will try to articulate in my own way.

First I’ll give a few examples at random and try to arrive at a kind of premise. One 
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day in 1978 Buddhadeb Bhattacharya called me up and asked me whether I would like 
to join them. This implied that I wasn’t with them—at least they thought as much. I had 
given up my Party membership in 1961. So they were quite justified in presuming this. 
Without my knowledge I had been branded different things at different times to suit 
their convenience. Sometimes I was called a ‘reactionary’, sometimes a ‘Dange-ite’, at 
some other point ‘CPI’, sometimes even a ‘Naxalite’. I’m not that important, but it is true 
that they believed I wasn’t with them. 

However, I believed in something different. Togliatti [Palmiro Togliatti, Italian 
Communist leader] used to say: if the Communist Party is a party founded on scientific 
lines, it should allow a maximum of 10 years to bring in some change in a country. If it 
fails to bring in any significant change, the party should start anew. But in our country, 
once a political party is formed, it is there and a few other parties can branch out of that, 
but we just don’t have the guts to own up and say ‘Yes, we have committed a mistake.’ 
This is absent in our political parlance. Political parties are not supposed to make 
mistakes. 

I wanted to say that the government always cribs about a dearth of funds and doesn’t 
do anything at all. I felt even with the available funds one could do a lot, provided they 
were prioritized. All of you here have certain positions. My position is very unclear to 
my friends. It is the same with all of us, for example, Nilkantha is often looked upon as a 
great champion or vanguard of the CPI(M). It is not so. Nilkantha has a lone voice. We 
don’t know many things about each other. This happens because the only occasion we sit 
together to do something is when we have to do something for derelict artistes. Of course 
this is part of our responsibility. But we haven’t gone into any fundamental introspection 
regarding our attitude vis-a-vis the political situation. All of us have judged the situation 
like blind men trying to feel an elephant. So we have very incomplete ideas. 

In 1978 there was a flood in Tamil Nadu. In a meeting at the Writers’ Building [state 
Government offices] all of us felt we should do something about it, raise some funds for 
flood relief. The government offered to provide an audito rium for the performance and 
advertisements free of charge. Jnanesh said, ‘What a relief ! We’ll be able to do 
progressive plays to our hearts’ content.’ This is a very significant statement because it 
implies such plays could not be done earlier. I remember it even today. 

Thus there was a kind of levelling: the groups which would have to be totally 
subsidized because they wouldn’t be able to sell a single ticket and the groups which 
were popular—all became one. A populist process started from here, i.e. if Nilkantha’s 
group could sell tickets worth 6000 rupees and get a grant of 3000 rupees, it was decided 
that the entire amount would be handed over to the relief fund. All groups in West 
Bengal irrespective of their credibility became part of it. But I found out that the money 
hadn’t reached the flood affected districts even after 7 years! So what exactly were the 
equations? We couldn’t understand. What was being expected of us and what were we 
expecting from the Left Front? 

The Congress regime abolished entertainment tax after watching a performance of 
Raktakarabi; but even if one could approach them and talk to them, the Congress did not 
have a cultural policy. We successfully hounded Tarashankar Bandyopadhyay out of the 
Progressive Writers’ Association, and we played the same trick with theatre under the 
Congress regime. We did nothing worthwhile during their regime.

When the Left Front came to power, we thought we would do a lot because here was 
a set up we were familiar with. This was the situation when suddenly the situation of 
funds improved. Forty lakhs in those days was no joke! We were thrilled. It was the year 
in which Rajiv Gandhi suddenly declared elections, ‘81 or ’82. I remember Bibhash, Arun, 
Indranath and I drew up a list of pilot projects like theatre for women and children, how 
grants should be disbursed, identifying a number of brass tacks for allotment of grants 
according to projects (and not distributing grants arbitrarily). So we were very satisfied 
with ourselves at being able to do something good. The meeting was being held in Sisir 
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Mancha.
A day before the actual meeting took place, Rajiv Gandhi declared elections. So a 

slogan was raised that there wasn’t any hurry to take up the projects—no women’s 
theatre, no children’s theatre, no fellowships, no research, no bursaries. What was the 
need to do so much work? Let only the workshops and other routine activities continue 
for the time being.

BiBhaSh C: . . . because elections were just round the corner . . . 
ruDrapraSaD S g: . . . and everyone would be extremely busy. Who would take up 

the responsibility of so much work? Besides, just to strengthen the logic behind this 
argument it was said that these projects (theatre for women and children) were sectarian 
in nature! Who had ever heard of such stuff! Some of us pointed out that the government 
itself has these divisions worked out, so how did they suddenly become ‘sectarian’ when 
it was applied to theatre? We argued further that this stance indicated they were averse 
to women and children getting extra privileges. A tremendous argument started and we 
were completely cornered. Then I told them a little story—an incident from Goodbye Mr. 
Chips: during the air raids over London, guardians of the children in his school requested 
Mr. Chips to close down the institution. Mr. Chips replied, ‘If a war and a couple of air 
raids can prevent poets from composing poems, if war is reason enough for education to 
stop, why, then the fascists have won half the war already!’ There was total 
pandemonium with nearly all the pro-government members pouncing on us, I 
apologizing and saying I was sorry if I had hurt their sentiments, Mohit and Bibhash 
turning to me with sad, pensive faces and trying to make amends by mumbling in 
subdued tones, ‘Rudra didn’t exactly want to say that.’ We have encountered this even 
within our fraternity.

In spite of all this, it is a fact that the Left Front government had formally and 
officially acknowledged and recognized the theatre community—something that the 
Congress government hadn’t done. It had done something at the Centre but not here. 
Again, there was something wrong in our behaviour because like Marat/Sade, we thought 
everything would be fine after a revolution. We thought after the Left Front came to 
power, everything would be idyllic, all of us (theatre workers) would become 
professionals. People hope things will turn for the better. When your expectations are 
belied, you think this way because sorrow corrupts and it is sad when it corrupts 
intellectually. We must actually take account of where we went wrong intellectually.

In the discussion today, are we assessing the percentage that culture occupies in the 
newspapers and television? Just to keep up appearances, Star TV sometimes has a 
section on culture. In Delhi you are bound to notice a queer trend. You often encounter 
theatre people who call themselves ‘freelancers’. They always have a couple of projects 
tucked away in their bags. They are to be found either in Mandi House or Sastri Bhavan. 
If one is insistent enough, one can get a break in a couple of serials. This is quite common 
in Delhi. 

The present scenario in India in general, and West Bengal in particular, is that 
everything is being controlled by the media and the political establishment and we are 
not responding to it correctly. Previously we were often approached to contribute to 
signature campaigns (because our signatures were valued items at that point of time). 
Later on people used to approach us just out of habit. However, a certain  section among 
us used to work solely on the direc tions of certain ‘dadas’. So it would be the dadas who 
would determine how good or how bad issues like Kashmir, China, Bantala were. In 
other words, we have played a game because a government which is there for 20 years is 
an establishment and a committed theatre worker can never be a part of the 
establishment.

This is where one can understand Dario Fo’s crisis, success or achievement. The 
Communist Party of Italy has been at the forefront always—whether it is a question of 
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forming a government, or even a municipality. It doesn’t survive on a 3 per cent national 
vote (like we have in India). That is a factor. They have the courage and strength to 
confront the Italian mafia. Dario Fo discovered the characteristics of the establishment in 
the Communist Party again and again, and moved away from it, fought it on a parallel 
level, which was often popular/populist.

We have, in our habits, in our senility and in our sorrow forgotten this. 
If I don’t move out gradually from the particular to the 
general—from the inner to the outer 
and then again to the inner, there would 

be no progression.
Why have we forgotten that in this very city 29 trams 

were burnt because of a one paisa increase in fares. I’m not making any value 
judgement. It is for this reason that a small padlock-seller in Ahmedabad has admiration 
for Jyoti Basu. West Bengal has a national image. And what have we done? We have 
unconsciously gone out of our way in trying to make ourselves part of the establishment. 
We had forgotten that politics operates in the realm of possibilities and one should keep 
one’s accounts clear on a day to day basis. One cannot afford to dream away. So we have 
tacitly become part of the establishment where once 29 trams were burnt.

Samik B: . . . and people were killed, people laid down their lives for the movement. 
It wasn’t a simple incident of burning trams.

ruDrapraSaD S g: Yes. We evicted the hawkers one fine morning. These were the 
same hawkers whom the government had planted on the pavements years ago and taken 
money from either centrally or locally. Just because some new dynamics were generated, 
things changed drastically and they were thrown out. None of us in the theatre fraternity 
protested. When the PDF government came into being, no one had to organize a 
movement. All of us—right from Satyajit Ray to some young fledglings like us took to 
the streets spontaneously. We could organize ourselves because our philosophical base 
was very clear. We used to think alike. And in the same state, when hawkers were 
evicted, none of us said anything. We used to buy things from them. We were their 
customers. We didn’t bring up this issue in our plays, or even in a forum. 

It wasn’t part of the Bengali nature to take things lying down. It’s a consequence of 
becoming part of the establishment. It dampens your spirit, makes you tame. In short, 
we have lost our rebellious character, we have lost our voice. In the larger dynamics of 
society we are becoming persona non grata. This is a fact. We have ceased to matter to 
the media as well.

Our roles as individuals, as theatre workers, have been usurped by the political 
society. In Latin American countries, whenever a political party goes wrong, the civilian 
population sets it right. They have that kind of power. We have to relate the present to 
the past, so that you can look into the future, as Gramsci said. So when we think of the 
distant future, we are also re minded of that famous statement of Lord Keynes: in the 
distant future I’ll be dead. 

The generation for whom 2010 is not ‘distant future’, who will have to live and work 
in the year 2010, who will have to face and fight the obstacles of the multimedia blitz, 
politics, the complex face of the establishment, the various faces of the theatre 
fraternity—the sad, the confused, the complacent—they are the ones who need to speak 
out, raise questions. 

BiBhaSh C: Rudra has been referring to some instances (the increase in tram fares, the 
PDF government under Prafulla Ghosh); the question of being a part of the establishment 
has come up. But we passionately believed in certain principles and this was the driving 
force.

ruDrapraSaD S g: That makes a difference.

oUr roLES AS individUALS, AS ThEATrE workErS, hAvE BEEn USUrpEd BY ThE poLiTiCAL SoCiETY.  in LATin AmEriCAn CoUnTriES, whEnEvEr A poLiTiCAL                   
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BiBhaSh C : True. But this had even deeper roots. The Bengali intellectual lost his 
capability to protest from the time that he agreed to the partition of the country. In other 

words, whenever a political party has chosen to ignore a particular 

movement, or taken a neutral stand, we have sided 
with the party; we have not made ourselves heard as intellectuals or  artists.

Bengal had to face partition. Very few nations have suffered such a fate. Strangely, 
this was an issue all intellectuals, artistes and litterateurs in Bengal were silent about. No 
meaningful or effective protest took place. Several other instances can be cited by which 
one can prove that the Bengali intellectual has always sided with some form of the 
establishment—sometimes the establishment in power, at other times the establishment 
of the opposition. How many worked according to their own independent ideas?

That is the tragedy of Bengalis. They have never been able to function as independent 
individuals. They’ve eternally wanted to lean on an establishment. Even when they have 
protested, they have protested on behalf of an establishment. 

Another incident when intellectuals in Bengal have kept silent is the language 
movement, the ‘bhasha andolan’. The way Hindi has been devouring all other regional 
Indian languages is a matter of concern. With marginalization of language, the entire 
cultural framework of the regions is becoming endangered. 

What is the position of the Bengali language? Students are rebuked 
for taking up Bengali in M.A. The language movement for saving/restoring Bengali has 
taken place in Bangladesh, Silchar, Kachhar. When the Bengali speaking population in 

Kachhar faced severe torture and coercion, we chose to keep quiet. West Bengal 
has always been ruled by Bengalis—whether Congress or CPI(M). What 

i s the state of the language here? 
Actually we have just stopped thinking. We have let 

other people do the thinking for us and we have told them ‘look, 
we’ll back you up’. This has spelt our doom.

Samik B: Perhaps we can shift to the next question from here. 
I wonder if you have noticed . . . we have come to a very 
in teres t ing  point  in  our  d iscuss ion  where s e v e r a l 
contradictions are coming up. This is how it should be. When 
Bibhash started yesterday he had a point about how we had functioned 
as free agents. You had also said that we wouldn’t generalize, but you generalized 
about how Bengalis are apt to do this.

BiBhaSh C: I don’t think the nuances ought to be overlooked. What I meant was 
generalization should not be made in case of theatre personalities. Individual presence 
and individual stances are important in theatre. Whenever we are talking of collective 
movements some sort of generalization is bound to take place. I don’t think these can be 
glossed over.

Samik B: So the third question almost follows from this point . . . we assume that the 
director is at the centre of modern theatre . . . 

BratyaBrata B: While listening to you I felt we have reached some kind of a crisis. 
We claim to be progressive leftist intellectuals, yet we can’t protest when police open fire 
on Mamata Banerjee’s rally and young men die. The moment I take up the cause of those 
young men, it will serve a different politics altogether. Does that mean we won’t protest? 

ruDrapraSaD S g: You’ve strengthened my argument. Thank you. Our political 
position has become somewhat uncertain. If my individual position is clear, if I think 

ThE BEnGALi inTELLECTUAL hAS ALwAYS SidEd wiTh SomE form of ThE ESTABLiShmEnT—SomETimES                              

 ThE ESTABLiShmEnT in powEr, AT oThEr TimES ThE ESTABLiShmEnT of ThE oppoSiTion. how mAnY workEd ACCordinG To ThEir own indEpEndEnT idEAS?

 wAnTEd To LEAn on An ESTABLiShmEnT. EvEn whEn ThEY hAvE proTESTEd, ThEY hAvE proTESTEd on BEhALf of An ESTABLiShmEnT. 
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shooting innocent unarmed people is tyrannical, I shouldn’t bother about the colour of 
the bullets—red, white or yellow. We are so confused and enmeshed in the different 
kinds of fatwas that have been imposed on us, that we rarely try to explore beyond those 
limits.

the rOle Of the DireCtOr in COntempOrary grOup theatre

Samik B: We will now move on to the next part of our discussion. We have to decide 
whether we want the role of the director in the modern theatre to be the way it is. At the 
same time, there are larger philosophical or ideological issues to be taken note of and 
here the role of the director vis-a-vis the collective (because theatre is a collective act) 
becomes important. So the role of the director in two different contexts becomes 
important. The director has to make a choice about his ideology, his position, even the 
plays he is going to produce. At the same time, when one takes up a role in society, it is 
invariably as part of the collective. So how does the collective relate to the director or 
how does the director work with the collective? Several such theoretical questions are 
being raised in recent times—questions which we did not pose because we had taken the 
group for granted. Even in our discussion yesterday we have neither mentioned the 
groups, nor the members of the groups. We have only mentioned directors. I don’t think 
it is wrong, but we need to address this issue anew—the group and the director. 

Another interesting point I’d like to make about theatre in Bengal—several groups 
here have survived for 15, 20, even 25 years, a phenomenon which rarely occurs 
elsewhere in India. Groups in other parts of India have done excellent work for 5, 6, 7 
years and then disappeared from the theatre scene altogether. Somehow, West Bengal is 
the only state in India and the Bengali theatre is the only theatre with a fairly long history 
of the collective and this collective has undergone a fair amount of change and 
metamorphosis. It has often happened that the director has remained while the group 
has broken apart, or the director himself has had to quit. As far as I know, this is a unique 
feature not to be found in any other the atre in India. 

So if we could touch upon this point a little bit—the director’s role vis-a-vis the larger 
theatre world/society/politics and the director’s role vis-a-vis the collective of the group. 
How does he run the group? Does he take the group into confidence? Can he relate to the 
group? Questions like these are being posed more and more these days.

Let us take a more concrete example—a director choosing a play. How much does he 
involve the group in the choice? Is it because these things haven’t been explored that 
groups fall apart or is it because of some other reason? The continuity remains in the 
names of the groups but one can feel that their character has changed and this happens 
with a change in directors. The choices change quite naturally. As one grows choices 
change. But the dynamics between the director and the group—the public face of the 
group is always identified with the director, i.e. irrespective of which play Nandikar 
does, I’ll ask [Rudraprasad Sengupta], why did you do this play? And you answer 
because you have a responsibility, you are answerable  to your audience, your society, 
your people. How far are you answerable to your group?

ruDrapraSaD S g: What do you want us to comment on? The inner reality of the 
group—the role of the individuals in the group and the role of the director, and the 
question of the two larger realities—the cultural reality and the ‘market reality’. Do you 
want a discussion on this?

Samik B: That’s right, and within this, of course, the element of choosing the play.
BiBhaSh C: When you mention the choice of a play, the point about commitment 

inevitably follows as a corollary.
Samik B: If I look at it as an outsider, I feel the director is responsible. Someone else 

may feel that the director doesn’t choose the play for a particular group. This happens 

ThAT iS ThE TrAGEdY of BEnGALiS. ThEY hAvE nEvEr BEEn ABLE To fUnCTion AS indEpEndEnT individUALS. ThEY’vE ETErnALLY                 
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where the group has a distinctive character and it largely determines the choice of a play.
ruDrapraSaD S g: I want to place this in perspective, to understand the question and 

all its implications and then find the answers to them.

nanDikar: a CaSe StuDy

Samik B: Nandikar has such a long history, there have been so many changes, so 
many things that have been broken and built anew . . . among all the groups Nandikar 
has the longest history and is the most complex. What I’m looking for from you is  
Nandikar . . .

ruDrapraSaD S g: . . . as a case study . . . 
Samik B: . . . and also the groups which started during the same time (you needn’t 

mention their names or you can if you want to) . . . have the dynamics changed over the 
years with the other groups? Has it been the same in your group or has it changed from 
the 50s and 60s when you started?

ruDrapraSaD S g: I had an advantage or a disadvantage, as you wish—I was an 
important member of the group without being the director. I’m referring to the times 
when Bibhash and I worked together in the same group. When we started doing theatre, 
we had a model before us (something we could always refer to as a memorandum of 
association). The model was Bohurupee and our agenda was simple—we would do good 
theatre and there were several points in the charter. I’m speaking of the Bohurupee 
Bibhash was part of. 

[In the charter] there were deliberations about certain ideal desirable conditions like 
the necessity of a good library,  and inviting major contemporary Indian groups from 
other states to perform here. The constitution was very simple—there would be an 
executive of a particular number of members and all decisions would be taken by a 
simple majority. 

We followed this model in Nandikar. Our mission was, we’d take care to do good 
plays and take these productions to as many places as possible. As far as other things 
were concerned, we’d take all decisions after discussing with the members of our group.

To an outsider, Nandikar was a dictatorial setup. One day Srikanta Guha Thakurta 
(he later became a filmmaker) came to us and said he would like to join our group. I still 
remember the day. Bibhash was performing in the 25th show of Natyakarer Sandhaney 
Chhati Charitra [Bengali adaptation of Luigi Pirandello’s play Six Characters in Search of an 
Author] and I was sitting among the audience in Muktangan watching the performance. 
Lolita Chatterjee was a rising filmstar at that time and she was watching the bright 
young men and women. Now Srikanta (very young then) was in charge of distributing 
the programmes. He approached Lolita for an autograph. This somehow reached Ajitesh 
[Bandyopadhyay]. He was furious. ‘Throw him out,’ he said. ‘He’s come to our 
production and I happen to be the centre of attention here. How can he go begging  a 
film star for an autograph?’

Samik B: Was he really thrown out?
ruDrapraSaD S g: Yes! He wasn’t serious about theatre and neither were we serious 

about him, but a decision was taken. On another occasion we were planning to do 
Fireraisers in Max Mueller Bhavan and we were re hearsing there. It was 3 o’ clock at night 
and we were in the middle of rehearsal. Suddenly someone struck some keys on the 
piano. Ajitesh asked him to leave immediately. I sort of saved the situation by acting as 
the shock absorber, asking the boy to apologize. It was more like an incident in a family 
where an older uncle had to be obeyed, and there was some reverence for the senior 
members of the household. The basis was human relationship. We didn’t experiment/
calculate, no such in-depth study was involved. There was an identification with the 
region, a homogeneity, a purpose, some sort of political mooring and it was a situation 

ThAT iS ThE TrAGEdY of BEnGALiS. ThEY hAvE nEvEr BEEn ABLE To fUnCTion AS indEpEndEnT individUALS. ThEY’vE ETErnALLY                 
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which encouraged debates and arguments. 
Ajitesh wanted to do Miss Julie so many times and Keya [Chakravarty] vehemently 

opposed him, saying it was a sexist play and we couldn’t do it. We didn’t do the play. If 
any important member said a ‘no’, it was accepted as a ‘no’ but we would have endless 
debates on it. So with a kind of dictatorship a kind of democracy also prevailed. All 
along I was able to debate with Ajitesh.

Samik B: Wasn’t this confined to only very few people if you consider the whole 
organization of Nandikar?

ruDrapraSaD S g: I’ll clarify. Before 1966, the space for debates and discussions was 
open to a large extent. Bibhash had just come into the group. I feel he could have 
participated. When he felt he couldn’t, he left. One day we discussed this. I asked him to 
make his opinion felt and also assured him of the group’s participation. Bibhash replied, 
‘I’m a peace loving man. I won’t be able to get into all those debates.’ Bibhash has 
changed now, but he used to be very different in those days. There was some sort of 
democracy. People could voice their opinions. In a sense Nandikar was a closed unit. If 
someone wanted to join the group, he really had to slog for several years before he 
would be accepted into the group. Keya had worked several years for the group. Even 
after that there was a great debate in the executive committee about whether she was 
eligible for membership. I couldn’t take part in the discussion as she happened to be my 
wife and neither could I tell Keya at home that such and such persons in the group 
thought she was not eligible for membership. I attended all meetings at Nandikar for 
four years without being an ordinary member. There was this flexibility because I had 
come to Nandikar with my expertise and with a distinct identity. I had just been elected 
the general secretary of the University Students’ Union, I was president of the Students 
Federation [AISF, All India Students’ Federation, led by the undivided CPI] in Calcutta. 
The group wanted to cash in on that and it did. So that’s how it was. 

Gradually theatre groups reach an extremely active state. In 1965 we had done 131 
shows in 9 months (3 months were lost in the Indo-Pak war). I feel no other group which 
performed regularly on stage, including Bohurupee and LTG, had done this volume of 
work at that point of time.

I’ll not say anything about the earlier split in the group. I’ll re count the split in which 
I stayed on and Ajitesh left. This was the time when Ajitesh had just acted in the Hindi 
film Samjhauta. No, I’m sorry. This was even before that. I found out that Ajitesh and 
Keya had chosen a theatre [auditorium] called Rangana. Perhaps they had thought I 
wouldn’t agree and so left me out [laughs]. Ajitesh, Keya and Asit [Mukhopadhyay, 
actor/director] had had a preliminary round of discussions with the Rangana authorities. 
When the proposal was raised in a meeting, I objected very strongly to this because (a) 
the audience we get for our theatre cannot be expected to fill the 825-seater Rangana 
auditorium four days a week (b) our group would thus become bankrupt quite fast and 
(c) we would have to start doing a totally different kind of theatre—[commercial 
entertainment]. Thus I pointed out that this wouldn’t be an economically viable 
proposition at all.

I had explained to him that we would get the wrong kind of audience for our Brecht 
or Pirandello—the kind of people who would come to see the villain of Samjhauta. ‘I 
understand you desperately want to do good theatre, but this would be a wrong way to 
do it.’ These arguments stretched to such a point that on one occasion I refused to even 
listen to my song in Bhalomanush when it was being broadcast on the Vividhbharati 
station of AIR. Keya asked me why I wouldn’t listen to the programme and I replied that 
as a disciplined member of the group I was duty bound to do the play for AIR, but I 
wasn’t duty bound to listen to it on radio. We agreed to differ. 

Later there was another funny incident when we were trying to bring together some 
groups and launch a forum—Natmancha Pratistha Samiti. Tripti-di [Mitra] told me, 
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(Sombhu-da had already left the group) ‘Rudra, why didn’t you understand the value of 
bringing in all the people you are thinking of now when you had Rangana? Then you 
only worked with Nandikar.’ You see, it wasn’t a question of personal quarrels, it was a 
point of theoretical difference—I don’t know whether it was good or bad, but that is 
how it was in our group. In early 1977 or just a little before it, Ajitesh had just started 
directing for Pradip Opera (a jatra company) under the pseudonym ‘Nataraj’ and I was 
teaching in a college. So none of us were professionals. Ajitesh used to think he was a 
professional, and I used to think he was commercial, because that used to give him his 
earnings and it wasn’t his professional area. In a gathering at Natya Shodh Sansthan 
(Manoj and Pratibha-ji were present. Bibhash, were you there?) Ajitesh said, ‘If Rudra 
had given up his job, we could have done theatre in a more meaningful way.’ I never 
had any dearth of time. Nandikar just didn’t have the infrastructure to accommodate 
me. Even if I sat at Nandikar the whole day, the rest of the members would come only in 
the evening after attending office. I said, ‘I can spare whatever time you want, whenever 
you want it like a professional, it is you who can’t spare the time. Show me one 
professional in the Indian theatre scene. The NSD Repertory is subsidized to the hilt and 
will crash like a house of cards the moment subsidy is withdrawn, but we can continue.’

He took the name of Utpal Dutt. I said, ‘He can’t be called a professional of theatre 
because he gets his money doing comic roles in Hindi films just as you bring money 
from the jatra circuit.’ Again he suggested—Sombhu Mitra. I replied that Sombhu Mitra 
was a seasonal theatre personality because he did theatre when he felt like it. He 
shouldn’t confuse equations. To feed him his daily quota of mutton, Tripti had to do 
plays in the commercial circuit and bring home the money. Serious theatre can never be 
professional for an extended period of time because theatre cannot be duplicated, it can 
have no replica. It entails recurrent expenditure every day and these expenses are more 
than other art forms, expenses keep changing with each show and even human 
resources change. So theatre needs to be subsidized in some form or the other. I had told 
them that freelancers who claim to be professionals have 12/13 bosses, but I have one—
the principal of my college or the department of education, government of West Bengal. 
These debates weren’t on a personal level at all. These were debates between two 
attitudes, both helpless: Ajitesh desperately wanting to do theatre and wanting me to be 
present all the time, and I, realizing at one stage that this wasn’t feasible, couldn’t show 
him an alternative either.

Nandikar split because of ideological differences—not because one was correct and 
the other was wrong. Ajitesh had certain ideas about obedience, I had different ideas 
because I was to an extent more westernized. We had different moorings altogether. It 
was even a question of different values. But basically all of us were extremely concerned 
about the kind of theatre we should do, how to make our kind of theatre commercially 
and professionally viable in a cultural climate that hadn’t been formed as yet. I would 
be a martyr at best, but that wouldn’t be a solution because I wouldn’t be able to achieve 
something concrete.

Rangana threw us out the fifth time and I knew this was bound to happen. Everyone 
was panting from exhaustion . . . It was a situation when subsidies galore couldn’t save 
the situation. Group members were pawning ornaments, watches. It was a very painful 
history. There was extreme commercialization. If one compares the Bhalomanush script 
with Brecht’s original [Der gute Mensch von Schezuan/The Good Person of Schezuan], one 
will discover what a travesty it was. We had to fight with [the popularity of] Shefali 
[commercial theatre circuit cabaret dancer]. 

Please understand that when I’m referring to Ajitesh, I’m referring to a trend, not to 
a person, because he is unable to defend himself. One day it was announced in a 
meeting that Bhalomanush was a resounding success. How was it possible, I asked. If 
your house value is Rs 3000 and you are putting out advertisements for Rs 2500, how do 
you expect to pay for the hall, the technicians and all the others who need to be paid? I 



90

90

had pointed out that this play was running on a subsidy which our group was finding 
extremely difficult to support. Perhaps a split in Nandikar was inevitable, perhaps it was 
right it happened that way because we lacked the verve and the energy to hold on to the 
two contradictory polarities which had come into existence within the group. I repeat, it 
was not a personal clash. Things were very different in those days.

Later, when Ajitesh formed Nandimukh, he was performing in the commercial theatre 
circuit at Sujata Sadan and I (please don’t think I’m assuming a holier than thou attitude. 
I’m not. I’m trying to be as dispassionate as possible) was trying to work on a research 
project on contemporary theatre with an ICSSR funding. It was only a difference in 
perceptions. I had realized that this theatre was a minority theatre. The only way the 
government could be influenced was by doing something big like Natmancha Pratistha 
Samiti. If, on the other hand we chose to make our presence felt by doing the Rangana 
brand of theatre, our purpose would be defeated.

Now if we turn to the constitution of the group—when Bibhash left he named his 
group Theatre Workshop. There was no name of the director. In other words, it was a 
democratic organization. I still have the constitution with me at home. It had an 
extremely pious, utopian statement that all resolutions would be passed unanimously by 
the group. Later they modified their constitution and conditions came into this new 
constitution because Bibhash realized that the simple desire to have a good library and 
do good theatre wouldn’t work. So they graduated from the earlier era of innocence into 
a new adult reality. In this era, we would have lengthy debates on the right name for our 
theatre. There were so many—‘gananatya [people’s theatre]’ (and with it the political 
connotation), ‘nabanatya [new theatre]’, ‘satnatya [true theatre]’, Arun’s ‘thik natak 
[right/correct theatre]’, Sombhu-da’s ‘other theatre’. But what did it boil down to? Group 
theatre! Where was the distinctive name, a name which would set a group apart? The 
name ‘Swapnasandhanee’ conjures up an image, of ‘pursuit of dreams’. Sometimes I 
have great difficulty explaining to friends abroad what exactly ‘Group Theatre’ is. 

Meanwhile . . . whether it will be representative or not, I really don’t know . . . I 
suppose among friends here I can be frank, can’t I? There was a kind of professional 
qualitative standard Ajitesh had started in our group. Did you get anything, Bibhash? 
[Bibhash Chakraborty says, no] Then it must have started after you left. Ajit got Rs 25, I got 
Rs 21, and the interesting point to note was the lowest in this grade was Rs 8. Per show. 
The idea was that the gaps shouldn’t be very apparent. Somewhere every member of 
Nandikar should in their hearts feel themselves included in the fraternity. Later on, in the 
Rangana phase, we could give around Rs 3000 to Ajitesh every month. This was in 1970. 
It might seem quite a lot for those days, but being a father figure wasn’t easy. For 
example there are numerous instances when he had to bail group members out of 
difficult situations. Suddenly a member would come and say, ‘My brother has been 
arrested.’ And the usual reaction would be, ‘Do you have cash on you—taxi fare?’ This 
man would stand before him with a lost expression on his face and Ajit would 
immediately give him some money. 

From 1971/72, a monthly payment structure was started in Nandikar. When Ajitesh 
left, I realized theatre wasn’t standing on its own as part of the youth cultural movement. 
That is why I tried to take some decisions.  Sometimes I would think it out first and then 
implement it, sometimes I would proceed and then take stock of the situation. One was 
that youth must be brought in. I remember that I had joined Nandikar when I was not 
yet 30 and this was the time that Natyakarer Sandhaney Chhati Charitra was produced. 
Ajitesh, Sombhu Mitra, Utpal Dutt—all of them had  made their presence felt before they 
were 30 and the most interesting thing about this time was that there was a strong, 
defined youth cultural movement. The thousands of young people who had come to pay 
their last respects to Keya when she passed away was incredible. It was a gesture 
saying—we are with you. 

The youth are gradually being replaced by the elderly who are occupying centre 
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stage. I’m speaking of the general trend. At that time there were at least 7/8 people in 
Nandikar who had a particular level of intellection and spoke in the same language. 
Communication was so much easier because they were part of one tribe. There were the 
same totems and taboos, the same jargon, and idioms. I feel that in most groups today 
2-3 people speak in a language that is Greek to others in the group. They are not a tribe, 
they don’t operate within the same boundaries, don’t even know the existence of the 
term ‘boundary’. This realization made us decide that if young people are not supported 
either at home, or somewhere else, theatre would be doomed.

We had been trained almost like Vietnamese soldiers. We didn’t train or test our 
abilities in some writers’ workshop, but learnt from life’s workshop, like the Vietnamese 
people who learnt from practical experience. But you have been born in independent 
India, and we have seen the day the country won independence, we’ve heard Nehru live. 
So it was a question of a sea change setting in. The second thing we thought important 
was the need for institutionalized training, i.e. imposing certain systems, introducing 
regular and systematic training. That is what happened earlier too, during the time of 
Sombhu Mitra. I remember hearing Sombhu Mitra in Biswaroopa, reciting poems at a 
charity fundraiser for Muktangan, which had burnt down, and every single member of 
Bohurupee present there knew all those poems like the back of their hands and were 
readily prompting where necessary. Bibhash and others had to learn poems by heart and 
this was part of the training. There were others like Kaliprasad [Ghose] who learned 
lighting, and Himangshu [Chattapadhyay, 1942-92 actor/director with Bohurupee, 
Shatabdi and Nandikar] who learned set design—there was a constant learning process.

Later something went wrong both in the self-training process and also in the effort 
made by the group to train its youngsters. Perhaps a chasm between the younger and the 
senior members widened. These are some of the factors which have contributed to a 
breakdown in the homogeneous quality of a group. That is why I felt training was an 
important input. Arun told me some time ago—I don’t think the plays done by your 
group reflect the training. Does it really work? I know [laughs] this is so very true. But 
Arun had the broadness of heart and a sense of history to point out a kind of unified 
effort; he could see that the group members worked as a team, there was a seriousness in 
their efforts to learn the professional language. 

Nandikar is in fact very interestingly placed in this context. The first workshop 
organized by the West Bengal government had me as the director and all the assistant 
trainers were boys from Nandikar (Gautam Haldar and others) who did all the acting. 
Starting as trainees they became trainers, which was adequate proof that they were being 
trained. But there were quite a number of irregularities. I’ll give you an example. One of 
my students applied for the post of a lecturer in Rabindrabharati University and came to 
me for a recommendation. He returned and told us that our friend Mohit 
[Chattopadhyay], of all people, had asked him whether these workshops were of any 
help at all. I found it strange, because he was very much part of the workshops. We all 
know that genius cannot be created out of a workshop, but the participants can be 
equipped with a certain kind of expertise, they can get a sense of direction and 
perspective, identify the centripetal and centrifugal forces at work—and all these put 
together could prove to be useful later. 

There is always an element of uncertainty, but despite that I was able to get quite a 
few dedicated youngsters from the first batch of trainees. One of them, who had a job in 
the railways, asked me, ‘Sir, can’t we do good theatre for the whole day?’ To this I said, 
‘Look, Ajitesh too wanted to do theatre for the whole day, but that wasn’t possible for 
him because he had to go to Tollygunge [the film studio district] for sustenance and do 
things he joked about; and I went to teach in Brahmabandhab College or Rabindrabharati 
University. So I couldn’t do theatre the whole day and neither could Ajitesh.’ But I told 
him it was his decision. A fortnight later he came and announced, ‘Sir I’ve quit the job.’ I 
saluted him in my heart, but asked him, ‘Why? What went wrong?’ He told me, ‘Sir, the 
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equation is simple—I’ve first got to condition my body, make it fit enough for theatre, 
understand the language of the body, train up my voice, which is a little phlegmatic, then 
there will be rehearsals, after which I’ll have to keep some time aside for the training and 
read up a lot of things (I’m so ignorant and all of you know so much)—all this put 
together makes 18 hours!’ These boys are our strength, they are our responsibility.

We have these young enthusiasts to look after . . . I haven’t allowed Swatilekha 
[actress/director, his wife] to take up a job and the pension I get doesn’t see me through 
because I’m a father figure. I don’t give private tuitions, I don’t act in TV serials 
(previously I despised their lot and now they despise me). So I don’t have any income to 
speak of. But the situation demands that one must earn. Gautam [Haldar] has married 
my daughter, who is desperately trying to do well in her MA, so that she can get a decent 
job after that. She does theatre part-time (and Gautam does it full time)—it has been her 
choice. How do we provide a professional setup for all these people? We have to go 
searching for projects—we have to do several things simultaneously to sustain our 
group, there are projects very close to our hearts—projects with the slum and street 
children, visually impaired children. In such a multi-centred setting, the principal centre 
is becoming weak. I can feel the centre becoming weak, the focus gradually being 
blurred. In Nandikar we have both the greatest good-for-nothings and workaholics. The 
problem lies in their coexistence. Structures are breaking up, relationships are not being 
assessed.

In this context the questions that have been raised by Samik—the position of these 
individuals within the inner reality and the external/market reality—are not actually 
being answered. It is almost like a few blind men groping about feeling an elephant. 
Every one of us operates in certain circles: one is the area of  crafts/tools/artistry/
expertise i.e. the creative side and the other is the the area of individuals and their 
energy—something that gives a theatre group its vision, its moorings, its direction and 
will be able to create its product. There is another area, of deployment of these 
resources—whether individuals are using these resources to enrich themselves in their 
own areas, and also enriching each other as part of the collective effort to enrich the 
group as a whole. This entire process must be related to a vision. It often happens in our 
group, as also in the other groups . . . when Bibhash thinks he is in a certain position in 
relation to his group, is his assessment really true? Do his closest friends share this? It 
would have been ideal if we—Bibhash, Arun, Madhab, Nilkantha and a few others like 
us—could share among ourselves our visions of the group, replenishing ourselves in the 
process and moving on to a wider horizon. The situation now is that I can relate to only a 
few people in the group, but all the members in the group cannot share the vision 
whether in intellectual, realistic or market terms. Add to that the individual and human 
resources, deployment of these resources, vision, which make up another external reality.

the inDiviDual anD the COlleCtive

BratyaBrata B: A little while ago you were talking about the mutual enrichment 
among group members, how you could relate to at least a few members of the group, if 
not all, and how the situation has changed now. I’d like to know how you have come to 
terms with this. All of us, deep down, are very lonely as directors or even as creative 
persons. But we are expected to work in a medium which demands collective effort. We 
have to come to terms with it somewhere either by consoling ourselves or by consoling 
others. I’m not using the term ‘consolation’ in a derogatory sense at all. This is the 
problem I am talking about.

nilkantha S g: Our efforts to tackle this are what has allowed the theatre groups go 
on in the past. This is happening still and when you are doing theatre, it is this tradition 
you have inherited that enables you to continue.

BratyaBrata B: I think this is what Sir [Rudraprasad Sengupta] means when he says, 
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in our efforts to continue, there is a breaking away from the centre, a disintegration of the 
structure.

ruDrapraSaD S g: The point you’ve raised is  about creative loneliness and the 
collective. The common vision and the spirit of camaraderie is lacking somewhere—the  
ability to eat out of the same plate, dream the same dreams, the homogeneity of society, 
which we had seen, is no longer there. We feel sorry for it. The only way you can tackle 
this problem is by getting together as many people as you can with the same vision. This 
shouldn’t be restricted to your group.

uSing the meDia anD aDvertiSing

Usha [Ganguli] has written somewhere that she doesn’t believe in sponsorship. When 
she puts up 28 hoardings announcing her new play, who takes care of the finances? Some 
sponsor, of course. It is a complete economic absurdity that a group even of 
Rangakarmee’s or Nandikar’s standing can afford to display those hoardings all over 
Calcutta for months! When she draws her salary from the central government, isn’t that 
a resource? It is a support, a sponsorship. When she gets grants from the West Bengal 
Natya Akademi, that too is a resource. Does resource amount to a Gold Flake [a popular 
brand of cigarettes owned by ITC] sponsorship? Of course there are resources of various 
kinds—government, national, multi-national, industrial, agricultural. But a statement 
like this confuses a whole generation of youth.

One has to understand the external market—my marketability in terms of the external 
market, what is my area, where can I increase or shrink my space. For example, I’ve had 
a feud with the press for 20 years now. So I stopped inviting the press. Sometimes 
Dharani [Ghosh (1944–97) theatre critic and literary editor, The Statesman] would be 
invited for a theatre festival and would write about Sombhu Mitra’s inability to 
comprehend the dynamics of the voice. And I would have to write a rejoinder to the 
newspaper pointing out that Sombhu Mitra could make his voice ripple on three octaves 
while reciting Jibanananda [Das’s poems] when Dharani Ghosh was an infant. As an 
institution I severed all relations with the press.

The other day I got a wonderful tip from Aparna Sen (of Sen and Pandit, not the 
actress)—Have you realized the number of pages the newspapers have to fill up these 
days? There is so much dearth of material. I took the advice and lately I’ve been sending 
in publicity material. I’m not cringing or grovelling before anyone—I’m trying to 
position myself intelligently. The realities, internal and external, have to be understood 
very clearly and the conscious sharing within groups is becoming nearly impossible. 
Nandikar is trying to do a lot of work and the group is suffering for it. This is a practical 
problem. I’m not sure what my position as a leader of the group is and neither do any of 
my friends in the theatre. So the question that Samik has raised is not that simple.
kOuShik S: Though my question is for you, it can extend to the others as well. While 
recounting your ideological differences with Ajitesh a little while ago (We also read about 
it earlier in your interview to Satya Bhaduri of the theatre periodical Syas), which 
included among other things, the Rangana episode, you had talked about the manner of 
sending out advertisements (even on caps distributed at a football match)—which is 
indicative of a certain change—doing certain things because of a compulsion; and that 
this was taking theatre to a space we were still incapable of tackling. How do you react to 
a Theatre Workshop advertisement—‘Elections are just round the corner . . . come and 
watch our new play Ebar Ganesher Pala’, or an advertisement just before the solar eclipse 
which says—‘Manoj Mitra goes into hiding today, the sun goes into hiding today’? An 
organization which does really good work (and I’m extremely grateful to them on a 
personal level) names a theatre festival in Howrah ‘Janapriya nataker mela’ [lit. popular 
theatre fair]—how do we place our theatre in this context? Did all the groups which went 
to participate in that festival start doing theatre only to achieve popularity? Was that the 
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only reason, or was it the need to do good theatre and reach out to as many people as 
possible. We were asked to perform Tiktiki [adaptation of Peter Shaffer’s Sleuth], which 
we couldn’t and it was unfortunate. We said we’d perform Pratham Partha instead. The 
organizers told us that it wasn’t a popular play. All of us in our group took it as a 
challenge because we are young and we just couldn’t swallow this. We booked Sarat 
Sadan [an auditorium in Howrah, part of a cultural complex] just the day before the 
festival started. We sold off even the balcony seats.  We had also personally gone to the 
schools, colleges, even banks and we were very amused to find that the organizers of this 
festival had also visited these places. If the plays were as ‘popular’ as their claim was, 
was it necessary to go to these places and sell tickets? Why couldn’t they just sell tickets 
at the counter?

BiBhaSh C: The question he has raised about the language used in theatre publicity is 
not so much from a conceptual perspective as a question of taste. Take, for example,  
Handi Phatibey [lit. ‘The Pot will Crack’ or ‘the secret will out’, Theatre Workshop 
production of Utpal Dutt’s Rater Atithi or ‘Night Visitor’]. We used a handi in our 
advertisement with the words ‘Utpal Duttor handi phatibey’ [lit. Utpal Dutt’s pot will 
shatter]. It was a tongue-in-cheek advertisement which you may or may not like. There 
was no commercial compulsion dictating the advertisement campaign of Nandikar in its 
Rangana phase. 

The point I’m trying to make is, the two compulsions are different. It would be wrong 
to combine them. It is common knowledge that ticket sales won’t increase with such 
gimmicks. Once Samik wrote in one of his articles ‘Theatre Workshop is dead’. This was 
before we produced Narak Guljar. We used this in the ad for the play: ‘A critic says 
Theatre Workshop is dead. The dead Theatre Workshop now enters hell with Narak 
Guljar.’ Sisir Sen [IPTA activist; ‘sisir’ means dewdrop] had lambasted our production 
Adbhut Andhar at a seminar. Meeting him after that I asked him, ‘Sisir-da, I hear you’ve 
ripped our play apart!’ Sisir-da said very genially, ‘So it has reached your ears?’ I told 
him I’d frame an advertisement for the play in this way: ‘Samudrey petechhi sajya, 
sisirey ki bhoy’ [‘The ocean is my bed. Why need I fear the dewdrop?’].

ruDrapraSaD S g: The point you had raised, Koushik, has been answered partly by 
Bibhash. I’ll now give you my reaction to the question as I understood it. I agree with 
Bibhash that in Handi Phatibey, there is an element of pure fun lively people can enjoy. 
Now I’d like to cite a few examples from my experience. 

When Nandikar produced Meghnadbadh Kabya, I had specifically asked them not to 
give my name. But Gautam and others thought I had a moral contribution and asked me 
how I’d like my name to be placed. I said, I was the presenter, merely, and to justify this, 
I speak for a few minutes before the play begins. I don’t have any of the leading dailies 
like the Anandabazar Patrika or The Telegraph speaking for my productions. So I take those 
few minutes before the performance to exchange a few ideas with my audience. That is 
my way of advertising.

In my latest production Shanu Roy Chowdhury, my name name appears very crudely 
as the director. But I’d rather have my name as the ‘initiator’. I mention Gautam as the 
person responsible for the ‘nirmiti’. I’ve not been able to make most people in our group 
understand the difference between ‘nirmiti’ and ‘nirman’. It is strange that no one 
remembers what Abanindranath Tagore said.

My point is, don’t get into any kind of packaging. Try to do something genuinely. It 
often happens that we make mistakes, and then try to rectify them. How many people 
now come to see a play on their own? The 5 or 6 auditoriums we had used to fill up quite 
comfortably. Previously we had a definite clientele who used to give you a right to fail. 
You can’t imagine the kinds of queer experiments we used to do, such as poetic drama 
and other experiments for which we always used to get a steady audience. The situation 
is different today. 
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When you say janapriya [popular] do you mean ‘entertaining’? Is the word ‘janapriya’ 
popular or populist? What is the connotation of the term? What is the limit of 
experimentation? The authorities should have explained their stand very clearly and you 
should have been able to argue with them to make them see the point. We should have 
been able to intervene and say they should sort the matter out. The authorities should 
have explained to you that for the clientele they were expecting, a successful production 
was safer. 

BiBhaSh C: I don’t see anything wrong in the caption ‘popular’. Chetana’s Mareech 
Sambad and Jagannath are popular in our sphere but Chetana’s Roshan is not. There’s 
nothing wrong in it. Even if the context is fund raising with the ‘bestsellers’ of our 
theatre, there’s nothing wrong in it. In that festival we shared all the liability, i.e. some 
groups made money and made up the losses suffered by other groups which weren’t that 
successful. In the case of Pratham Partha, if something went wrong in that context, it was 
extremely unjust.

ruDrapraSaD S g: The dialogue was missing in this case. 
nilkantha S g: They didn’t accept Pratham Partha on the plea that it wasn’t popular. 

Theatre Commune didn’t particiate in that festival. Dansagar was definitely popular with 
a record of 529 shows, so was Julius Caesarer Shesh Sat Din with 500 shows, Sadhabar 
Ekadashi with 378 shows. Talking about popularity, we often say quite crudely—this is 
going to be a sure shot, people will swallow it well. I too didn’t participate in it. Maybe 
because I’m older than you, so I don’t react.

arun m: I too wasn’t very pleased with the term ‘popular’. I talked to them. There 
was a dialogue. Koushik has asked whether we do a play solely with the aim of 
achieving popularity. Perhaps we don’t do it consciously. I’ll give you an example. To 
raise funds for Dukhimukhi Jodhha, which wasn’t a successful production, we decided to 
do two shows of Jagannath on two consecutive days (because this was a popular play and 
ran to packed houses) and we put out an advertisement to the effect. So the funds we’d 
raise from Jagannath would come in handy when we decided to do a show of Dukhimukhi 
Jodhha, which wasn’t doing well. Every group faces this problem some time or the 
other—the group wanting to do a production which people won’t see. We were criticized 
for putting in that advertisement—some people said we had played on the sentiments of 
people, some said we had cringed and grovelled before the public, some said we had 
done the right thing. Questions would have been raised anyway—we were doing two 
shows on consecutive days.

I had a lengthy discussion with them on why they used the term ‘popular’. In the 
organizing committee meeting I raised a few objections to the kinds of plays that were 
being selected. Fund raising was also an issue. I committed a faux pas by saying that 
people don’t see good plays these days and there is certainly a dilution in the quality of 
plays that have been chosen for the festival. I shouldn’t have said that. People raised 
objections to this comment and there was quite a lot of hullabaloo over it. 

As Nilkantha pointed out, it was not possible to include all popular plays—it isn’t 
always possible. We also questioned the rejection of our current production Gantabya in 
the list of plays for the festival. Gantabya never used to sell as much as Jagannath in those 
days. 

As far as Koushik’s question is concerned, I don’t think doing only popular plays as 
such is the aim of theatre groups, but what does one do when a play really becomes a 
success?

the DireCtOr anD the grOup 

It isn’t possible for any one individual present here to answer Bratya’s question—all 
of us together also may not be able to answer it. I’ll give a few examples but I won’t 
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mention names. On one occasion, I didn’t like a play that the 
group unanimously decided to do and hence I didn’t direct the 
play. Someone else did it. Though I didn’t say anything, my 
attitude was—do a bad play if you will. The next time it was 
such a complex play, I was sure I wouldn’t be able to discern all 
the nuances in the play to make it a success. So I passed it on to 
someone else, the attitude this time being—do this play and 
suffer the consequences [laughter]. The third play was a short 
play I had written, but someone was extremely keen to do it. He 
was so keen and enthusiastic, I gave him permission. I don’t 
know if I’ve been able to make you understand, but democracy 
has various manifestations. 

In my group, Suman has gradually replaced me with his 
talent. When a more competent director arrives on the scene, the 
other director feels helpless; but nothing can be done about it. 
Suman is writing plays faster than me, the group is quite pleased 
with his plays. So that’s how it is. We always make tall claims 
about honesty . . . Rudra made a point about honesty: when 
Ajitesh ordered someone out, what he actually meant was Rudra 
should look into the matter.

BiBhaSh C: Let me ask an embarrassing question, though 
knowing the kind of person you are, you rarely get embarrassed 
[laughs]. You’ve just spoken about how your son has nearly 

A verse play by Buddhadev Bose written in 1969, Pratham Partha centres around the heroic Karna in the 
Mahabharata and was first performed in 1997. Photograph © Nemai Ghosh
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replaced you as a director. But would your reaction have been the same if someone else 
had done this?

arun m: It is not at all embarrassing, Bibhash. It is a very difficult question. 
DeBaShiS m: In an interview to Sudrak [a Bengali theatre periodical published by 

Debashis Majumdar’s theatre group of the same name] you had told us—I formed the 
group because I had wanted to do plays. If someone else arrives on the scene, it can’t be 
that I’ll sit and watch, doing nothing, because I haven’t been doing crap. If he is capable, 
I’ll tell him, form another group of your own and operate there. I won’t relinquish my 
position. 

arun m: Excellent point! I had also written about this in Proscenium [a Bengali theatre 
journal]. In my article I had said, as long as I feel I’m capable of working, I’ll warn any 
new talent (I assume I have some experience by which I can spot/recognize talent) not to 
aim too high. I’ll even ask him to leave the group (with his followers, and the group can 
also partly finance his new venture) if it comes to that. I had written this. But in a sequel 
to that, I wrote that when I feel I’ll not be able to continue much longer, I’ll look for such 
talents and even train them up and encourage them. When Suman came on to the scene, 
he was a product of the group. Besides, he had also taken quite a bit of training, like 
many others.

I don’t exactly understand the concept of the father figure. I also don’t think touching 
the feet of anyone—father figure or otherwise—can make you a competent actor. I don’t 
prevent young boys now, because I know they are respecting me only because of my 
age—not for anything else. Earlier, when people older than me used to do the same, I 
used to feel awkward and forbade them to do it. The question is different now. If I have 
to prove my worth in the group, i.e. if I have to prove I’m better than Suman, I have to do 
things. I can’t get away with saying that I’m the oldest here and you have to accept 
whatever I do. Whether I should be happy or depressed I don’t know. I feel this is good 
for theatre—there cannot be any other yardstick. When I think of doing a kind of an 
intimate theatre, much smaller in scale, it is not because of the present situation. It is 
simply because two directors, equally talented and with equal powers, cannot function 
in the same group. We find it so difficult to choose a play these days—it is difficult to get 
a unanimous opinion in the group. In this situation if a young talented boy manages to 
do productions frequently and earn the admiration of the group members, what’s wrong 
with it? Replying to Bibhash’ question, I’ll only say this—I don’t think I would have 
hampered the rise of any other boy equally talented. If I had, it would be unjust.

Suman m: I don’t think it’s a question of pushing him out. In 1991 I went abroad for 
training. I came back full of ideas—ideas about workshops, doing new plays—and I also 
had a number of plays with me. After the Jagannath phase, I noticed a queer lethargy 
taking over father [Arun  Mukherjee]. He would spend months trying to choose a play, 
which he would reject, and this process continued. In the meantime, I was translating 
plays very fast, bringing them over to the group and arranging readings. As a result, 
activity increased in the group and with it expectations. Group members had begun to 
expect a lot from me. Every group goes through a cycle—some members join, some 
leave. This is a continuous process in every group. I was getting extra footage, some extra 
privilege—I’m not denying it even for a moment. My argument is, when I have a 
structured setup where I’ve been doing plays since childhood, why not make the most of 
it? I was not coming into theatre soon after my higher secondary and demanding a berth 
in the group. I’ve slogged as much as any other member of our group. Gautam [Haldar] 
and I are pals. We often talked about theatre in our adda sessions in Gol Park. He joined 
Nandikar and went on to direct plays for Nandikar. Obviously he didn’t get all that on a 
platter. He had to make himself worthy of it. If instead of Nandikar he had formed a 
group of his own, he’d have had to struggle a lot more. I feel one should not take on that 
extra struggle unnecessarily. As long as I’m not facing any ideological imposition within 
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my group (which I haven’t, fortunately) what is the harm in making use of the 
opportunities available?

JnaneSh m: The question posed at the outset was: how a director selects a play and 
goes into the production process within the structure of his group. We usually adopt the 
process Rudra described. Then we diverted into anecdotes concerning Nandikar, we 
diverted even more with Arun and now I find it has become a session of demanding and 
providing explanations. We were actually analysing the methods adopted by each group.

SangramJit S g: The third question was—the group and the director. In this context 
I’d like to ask Bibhash-da a question. Whatever Rudra-da or Arun-da has said today has 
been said earlier. They have written in magazines, given interviews where the same 
observations have surfaced. But the case of Bibhash-da was different. He brought in 
several new concepts in the history of Bengali theatre. There were several groups all over 
West Bengal right from the time of Bohurupee which used to follow the set pattern. 
When Bibhash-da started his Anya Theatre, he had written somewhere about the priority 
one has to decide on: whether the theatre should come before the group or vice versa. 
The model provided by Bohurupee or Nandikar was totally different from what Bibhash-
da tried to introduce. In the suburbs, where we live, we’ve had lengthy discussions on 
Bibhash-da’s new approach. FIFA ranks all the football teams of the world and THEFA 
(or Theatre Federation) ranks theatre groups and personalities; for example in the THEFA 
ranking, Bibhash-da, Rudra-da, Arun-da, Nilkantha-da are placed at the top.

I’d like Bibhash-da to elaborate his ideas on the kind of democracy he was looking at 
when he decided to run his group on those lines.

Samik B: One thing is very clear from what Rudra-da has said: that when they 
started, Ajitesh, Rudra, Asit [Bandyopadhyay], Satyen [Mitra] were more or less of the 
same age group. Ajitesh hadn’t come on to the scene as a major independent director as 
yet. However, he takes on a certain responsibility. Upto here, the democratic norms are 
more or less followed. The cracks start showing from the time the young theatre activists 
come into a group and the ‘democracy’ doesn’t remain as before. The whole story of 
Nandikar is indicative of this process. It is quite natural.

ruDrapraSaD S g: Hold on, Samik. I don’t think either my or Bibhash’s observations 
have indicated a breakdown of the democratic process. We said there was a cultural 
lacuna.

Samik B: I was talking about sharing, with the process remaining technically intact, 
i.e. the decision being taken by the group. Even at this point of time, the scope for 
discussion within the group (as Rudra-da points out) becomes confined to only very few 
people and the process of exchanging ideas becomes a rarity. In the case of a group, I feel 
this is only inevitable and natural. When either you, Bratya, or Koushik are forming your 
own groups, you are having to work with a very young generation who have not been 
trained in the culture of the old school of group theatre. There are very few senior 
members of Chetana. Your position now corresponds roughly to the initial days of 
Nandikar or Theatre Workshop, when you are closely associated with all the group 
members. You haven’t yet achieved the stature of a Sombhu Mitra or a Rudraprasad 
Sengupta or Ajitesh, but you are being recognized as directors and at the same time you 
are much closer to your group in terms of the relationship between the group and the 
director. You have these examples before you. When Bohurupee started, Sombhu Mitra, 
Kumar Roy, Amar Ganguly, Shobhen Majumdar—they were all very close, and of course 
there was Ganga-da [Gangapada Basu] and Maharshi [Manoranjan Bhattacharya] who 
were a bit senior. You have all these models before you. Are you thinking of taking 
precautions in any way so that this arrangement can continue for some time without 
going along the same path that these groups have followed?

ruDrapraSaD S g: Earlier, it was a young country in search of a young theatre. Fifty 
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years have gone by and while on the one hand 
the need for dialogue remains painfully unfulfilled, 
the freedom and the democracy in the group is something very 
encouraging. 

Decisions about the plays which could be produced by our group, any kind of 
thought that might be enriching for the group, would be taken only after consulting all 
the group members—the opinion of any member would be considered equally 
important. In our latest production, Shanu Roy Chowdhury, I insisted on not putting my 
name in the credits at all. The whole idea was giving the next generation the exposure 
they need. The democracy has become limited because of certain external factors, age is 
one of them, as you pointed out. Democracy in Nandikar is present in a very true, 
vibrant sense and I know this is true of many other groups as well. One of the main 
reasons why theatre groups split is because most members do not take stock of where 
they stand in relation to their group. Another reason is the ideological difference.

arun m: We were giving examples of the democratic process as we practised it in our 
respective groups. Jnanesh-da mistook it for a narration of the histories of our groups. 
Actually we were saying something very different. Even when we were doing election 
plays, any member of our group had the freedom to opt out.

ruDrapraSaD S g: That’s it.
BiBhaSh C: This used to happen in Theatre Workshop. Unless you mention the name, 

it becomes very confusing for the records.
arun m: Suman pushing me to the sidelines is another manifestation of democracy. 

You see, the person who moves out also shares part of the responsibility.
JayOti B: I find it extremely interesting as a case study, Samik-da. On the one hand 

there are veterans like Jnanesh-da, Rudra-da, Bibhash-da, Harimadhab-da, Arun-da; on 
the other we have the younger generation like Bratya, Lal, Koushik. But there is another 
category, a third category, comprising Ram-da, Pankaj-da, Biplabketan-da, Seema. They 
have had the experience of working within a structure of a group, and have broken away 
and are now doing plays in their own groups. This group and the younger group will 
have two ways of looking at and learning from history. How they are confronting the 
dynamics of the present situation will be interesting as case studies.

ruDrapraSaD S g: Being ‘young’ is not necessarily connected with age. You can’t 
claim to be more modern than me just because you are younger. 

JayOti B: Rudra-da, that’s not what I meant at all. I was trying to indicate the 
existence of a middle area of theatre activists familiar with the theatre scenario, yet at the 
same time, trying to organize new theatre groups and work within the present 
framework.

COmmerCializatiOn

Samik B: Bibhash, please take over.
BiBhaSh C: Rudra and I have worked together and the work at Theatre Workshop is 

an extension of whatever I had done at Nandikar. So I’ll dwell on the aspects Rudra 
hasn’t discussed. Perhaps a few conclusions will inevitably follow. When I spoke to 
Koushik over lunch, the point he had raised became clearer. What he had meant was, are 
we giving less importance to the commercial aspect of theatre?

Previously there used to be a small notice stating the time and the venue of a play and 
we expected people to come. The situation now is totally different, with the frequency of 
advertisements gaining ground and becoming a kind of a compulsion. I don’t know how 
theatre groups manage . . . perhaps some arrange for funds out of their own pockets and 
some have to borrow. In Academy nowadays, even the posters of plays have become so 

onE of ThE mAin rEASonS whY ThEATrE GroUpS SpLiT iS BECAUSE moST mEmBErS do noT TAkE SToCk of whErE ThEY STAnd in rELATion To ThEir GroUp.                     
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competitive—vying with each other in terms of design and display. When we started 
[doing theatre] a more or less artistic layout would have served the purpose. Posters are 
increasing in length and breadth and I remember seeing a huge poster of a play hanging 
from the tree [in front of Academy]. So commercialization is creeping even into the small 
organizational details. Whether we want to admit it or not, we are surrendering to the 
market economy.

I’ll share an anecdote with you to illustrate this point. I was in charge of the 
advertisements in Sombhu Mitra’s Calcutta Repertory Theatre [CRT]. We had more or 
less agreed on the broad principles we’d follow while designing our advertisements. We 
had decided on highlighting Sombhu Mitra’s name because we thought we’d underscore 
the fact that here was a great theatre personality in our midst and we were fortunate to 
have him in our group. A few days before the first advertisement was due to be 
published, Subrata Pal came to me with a message from Sombhu Mitra—Sombhu Mitra’s 
name was to be printed in a larger point size than the name of Fritz Bennewitz, the 
director. I couldn’t swallow this. Sombhu-da and Fritz weren’t exactly on the best of 
terms and this followed. I don’t think many group members of CRT like Rudra or Arun 
knew about it. Anyway, I didn’t agree and when the advertisement came out, both the 
names were in the same point size. I was shaking in my boots. He called me and asked, 
‘Bibhash, did Subrata tell you something?’ I replied, ‘Yes.’ Then he asked, ‘Why didn’t 
you do it then?’ I kept mum. ‘Didn’t he ask you to print one name in a larger point size?’ 
he asked again. After keeping mum for some time I replied, ‘I had already sent the 
advertisement by then.’ He asked, ‘When did he tell you this?’ I told him the day. ‘And 
you had already sent it for printing?’ he asked. I mumbled, ‘Yes.’ It was a very 
embarrassing situation. He knew I was lying, I knew I was lying and I could see that he 
wasn’t believing me. I just stood there, head down, eyes on the ground. He didn’t use 
abusive language or anything of the kind, but that was sufficient. The only reason I cited 
this example was to show that we are guilty of the same aberrations we criticize in 
others. Members in our group often ask me to put in my name as an actor whenever we 
are doing Schweik  on the plea that my name will sell. I don’t feel that way. I feel a play is 
successful because of the production as a whole, not because of an individual acting in it.

democracy in group theatre

Now I’ll return to Nandikar. At least while I was there, Nandikar really had a 
democratic atmosphere. Rudra, do you remember, at one point there was a great deal of 
discussion among us in Nandikar on whether we should take Kashi Vishwanath Mancha 
on hire. For a long time we had been deliberating on finding a permanent space for our 
plays and I remember we had a meeting for 3 days at a stretch from morning till night. I 
had been taking down the minutes and I exhausted 3 large notebooks. Though Ajitesh 
was extremely keen, we ultimately decided against it in conformity with all democratic 
principles. 

This was true even in choosing plays. Quite a few of us in the group had Communist 
leanings and we were thinking of doing Ionesco’s The Lesson, not because we understood 
the absurdist philosophy or were steeped in the absurd drama movement, but only 
because we thought it anti-establishment. We 
h a d 

read about the 
drama movements abroad and were trying to understand 

several new concepts that were taking shape in the West. Ajitesh was very keen to do the 
play. Ajitesh sent Pabitra [Sarkar] and me to have a long discussion with Udayan Ghosh, 
the translator, to justify whether Nilima (I think that was the name of the play) should be 
produced. After lengthy discussions with Udayan Ghosh, almost in the manner of a 
central delegation of MPs we ‘reported’ to Ajitesh, complete with Pabitra’s academic 

wE ALL know ThAT GEniUS CAnnoT BE CrEATEd oUT of A workShop, BUT ThE pArTiCipAnTS CAn BE EQUippEd wiTh A CErTAin kind of ExpErTiSE, ThEY CAn GET A SEnSE           of dirECTion And pErSpECTivE, idEnTifY ThE 
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justification. So that is how it used to be done and it was healthy.
Again, some of the things Rudra was pointing out—unspoilt utopian ideas about 

politics, human relationships, in organizational matters and finance, and with this the 
pettiness of the middle class and its tradition of idle gossip . . . Sombhu-da used to say 
derisively, if one member of the group has a green coconut, it becomes the democratic 
right of all the others to have green coconuts. This was our idea of democracy. It is true 
some of us were disgruntled, but for other reasons—Ajitesh not giving him a meaty role 
in a play, or just pruning away the character that he was playing—there can be thousands 
of accusations against the director. It is quite inevitable. They were just waiting and 
jumped on to the bandwagon at the earliest opportunity. There was an alliance. 

So we came out and Satyen-babu and I decided that in our new organization we 
would follow an extremely democratic norm.

ruDrapraSaD Sg: If you remember, Bibhash, you were quite active in the 
organizational aspect of Nandikar, including publicity, and you used to handle it very 
well. Perhaps you can recall another incident. It was sort of taken for granted that all we 
did not cancel the membership of even those members who did not attend regularly. In 
that meeting where we decided on Kashi Vishwanath Mancha, we raised this point. The 
members had the right to exercise their voting rights and decide on the outcome of a 
very serious discussion. The question we raised was, do they have the moral right? They 
were preoccupied with other things like their jobs—there were quite a few stalwarts 
among them. But they somehow joined the bandwagon too. [Laughs] How did you 
accommodate them?

BiBhaSh C: That’s right [laughs]. When we formed Theatre Workshop, we decided 
from the beginning that we would take precautions against this and whatever the 
provocation, we’d try to protect ourselves. We drew up the Constitution and I became 
famous as a constitution maker [laughs]—I altered the constitution of Theatre Workshop 
twice, formulated the constitutions of CRT [Calcutta Repertory Theatre], Natyasanghati, 
Nilkantha consulted the constitution of Theatre Workshop when he founded his group, 
Theatre Commune. One of the salient features of this constitution was the importance 
given to unanimous democratic decisions, even in directorial decisions, but one realizes 
the pitfalls only when working. You see, all of us were more or less in the same age 
group with a lot of untested potential. Personally I have an inclination for leadership, not 
exactly a greed or a tendency to grab power, but just a kind of natural inclination and a 
tendency to make people see the points I put forward. On the other hand I am peace-
loving (as Rudra pointed out). So, putting the two together, I firmly decided never to 
project a high profile. I took up as a director primarily due to Satyen-babu’s insistence. 
The first few years were very difficult for me because I had to manage so many people, 
who were often better than me in acting capabilities and even academic qualifications. I 
feel I was able to keep the democratic atmosphere intact, at least for quite some time. 
After Satyen-babu passed away and the talented crop gradually left, I realized that a few 
people, by just exercising their voting rights, would wreak havoc on important decisions. 
Chinu [Chinmoy Roy, b. 1944, theatre and film actor, acted with Nandikar, then left to 
form Theatre Workshop] had tried to revive the project of producing Malancha, which we 
had planned in Nandikar, but couldn’t do. There were several plays I couldn’t do just 
because the group did not reach a unanimous decision. There were several plays among 
them I now feel should have been done.

I slowly realized that this couldn’t go on and I changed a few provisions and 
formulated a new constitution, where we pruned down certain blanket rights all 
members enjoyed. Frankly, that is when I realized that the constitution actually meant 
nothing, it had no value. Even if we take the example of Bohurupee’s constitution, we’ll 
see that the values with which Bohurupee started, all those lofty ideals and utopian 
thoughts gradually came to be changed as a result of certain practical problems which 
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were not envisaged when the constitution was framed. Leaders become rigid and this is 
the root of all problems. If one can remain democratic, there’s nothing like it, but most 
often it doesn’t happen that way. 

In the case of Sombhu Mitra and Bohurupee, initially there were stalwarts in the 
group, but later on, no one of their stature remained. In any case, it was always Sombhu 
Mitra who took decisions about doing plays. I would say there was a guided democracy 
in Bohurupee and this is essential for any organization. This was very much present in 
Nandikar. Compared to Bohurupee, Nandikar had many more such intellectuals who 
were equally capable and that’s why there was more democracy in Nandikar.

Going back to the changing of the constitution, it often happened that between Ashok 
[Mukherjee] and me, we could carry a decision through. But when it came to doing 
election plays, it was different, as I didn’t want party politics to destroy our organization 
by compelling it to toe the line of a particular political group. Most of us were supporters 
of the CPI(M) and a few like Ashok were CPI loyalists. There were heated debates on 
whether we should do election plays and it was my opinion that the group as a whole 
shouldn’t do election plays. However, Bimalendu [Ghosh, actor], Nemai [Ghosh, actor] 
and I (Ram Mukherjee had not yet joined us) did poster plays independently, not as part 
of the group. I wanted to keep the identity of the group distinct and I didn’t want politics 
to vitiate the atmosphere of our group, but there was a . . . 

The disagreement among members in Theatre Workshop centred round the dispute—
was the theatre group more important than theatre itself? It is true we couldn’t do the 
kind of plays we should have because of certain practical difficulties like not having the 
right kind of actor to do the role. There was another reason as well. The members of the 
group would only work with Bibhash Chakraborty and no other director. This entire 
identification of a group with the director has been a kind of a tradition here. I strongly 
feel, if Sombhu Mitra hadn’t remained with Bohurupee all his life, he would have been 
able to do much more. If Utpal Dutt didn’t have to carry a huge contraption like PLT 
even in the last years of his life, he would have been able to do much more work. I 
realized at that point of time I wouldn’t be able to do a great deal with the existing 
resources of the group. So I proposed that we bring in actors from outside our group. I 
argued that we were constantly bringing in people from outside to do the lights, sets, 
sound/music, and paying them as well, because we were not capable of tackling these 
ourselves. We were also bringing in actresses who were not group members. So why was 
it that in the case of male members we were bound to do plays with actors, however 
incapable, just because they happened to be members of our group? It may have been 
fallacious, but this led to a feeling of insecurity among several group members who felt, 
now that Bibhash-da has made it , he’ll chuck us out and use the name, goodwill and 
finances of our group to bring in people from outside. Personally, I could never come to 
terms with this illogical distinction between a male and female member, or between a 
technical hand and an actor. I understood the situation and proposed—let’s do theatre a 
little differently.

Around this time I wrote an article ‘Group theatre-er group’ in Desh [Bengali literary 
journal of the Anandabazar Group], in which I discussed the contradictions and 
anomalies in theatre groups, and the dexterity/cunning in our efforts to keep up 
pretences—to keep up the ‘group’ character. All these years we used generic definitions 
like ‘nabanatya’, ‘satnatya’ and the like. The ‘group’ concept was totally new. It was 
noticed that whenever a group was on the brink of collapse, the ‘group’ character was 
underscored with a vengeance, as if to tell the world—our theatre is a ‘joint’ endeavour. 
If you have a vote in the group, I have a vote too. But we have to introduce a certain 
amount of craft for the smooth functioning of the group. Satyajit Ray could manage to do 
this in films professionally. He could take in someone for one of his films, then take 
someone else for another film. But in theatre this equation is totally different. Bohurupee 
was a group, Nandikar was a group, Theatre Workshop was a group. But we must also 
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identify and understand the elements which unified these groups. We realized that 
theatre meant so many things all together—working out the finances, selling tickets for 
the show, running to some place to deposit money for the show, carrying the sets from 
one place to another, assembling the sets before the show and so many other details. In 
my article I had written about how we merely use the name ‘group’ but actually don’t 
operate in the collective spirit. We have taken some concepts from the West and changed 
them to suit our own needs. The concept of the Third Theatre was something totally 
different in the West, but Badal-babu has given it quite a different meaning.

It can’t be denied that in theatre people are drawn into a group because of the name 
of the group or because a theatre personality has been with the group for a long time and 
the group tends to identify with him. If that is the case, why should I not take in people 
from outside the group, I argued. There wouldn’t be any sort of financial responsibility, 
we wouldn’t have to give any subscription, there would be no fund-raising, no loans 
(which we used to give in both Nandikar and Theatre Workshop). We only wanted 
someone who would do theatre seriously and with a professional attitude. We had 
actually started work on those lines. But there is a danger in everything.

DeBaShiS m: Bibhash-da, were you going into a third alternative as far as the 
organizational structure was concerned? Because you had once started work after 
leaving Nandikar and keeping certain things in mind as far as the organization was 
concerned, then certain practical considerations made you change your organizational 
structure, but when you want to do a play, you feel this organization can’t give you your 
requirements.

BiBhaSh C: That’s true, but it would have been ideal if the organization at that point 
of time could have absorbed the suggestions and change constructively. But there was an 
inherent contradiction in it. 

DeBaShiS m: May I point out something? The times were changing and we were all 
feeling that things were no longer as they used to be. I remember reading in one of your 
articles your concern about the limitations of the organizational framework in theatre 
and how we could not break the shackles despite our best efforts. 

BiBhaSh C: That is true. We couldn’t change with the times; neither could we modify 
the ‘constitution’ of our theatre groups to suit the needs of the times. We weren’t true to 
ourselves; we lacked commitment somewhere. We did not bother to review our work. 
The dynamism was lacking. 

DeBaShiS m: You had also discussed the political aspect very strongly in your 
article—something that has formed quite a substantial part of our discussion since 
yesterday. 

BiBhaSh C: Exactly. I had mentioned that even in terms of political commitment, the 
members of Theatre Workshop were free to toe their own political line. Because you have 
a preference for the Left, it doesn’t necessarily follow that you have to behave like a 
sycophant, hanging on every word that is uttered by some Left leader, or don’t take a 
stand against them when you see grossly unjust acts being patronized by the Party. It 
wasn’t, for example, necessary for any of our members to actively join a rally or a 
demonstration that the parties in the Left were organizing. There were differences of 
opinion in our group. There were some who supported the decisions of the Left quite 
openly (perhaps this was from a sincere commitment to the ideology and not from any 
personal motive). I felt at that point of time that I should move away from the scene and 
I did move away. Perhaps it was not a right decision on my part; but you just can’t help it 
at times. I feel Rudra had rightly stuck on to the group, he didn’t quit out of a sense of 
frustration. He remained within Nandikar, stayed on through the turmoils, organized the 
boys and did a lot of constructive work with them, and is with them even now. He has 
kept alive the tradition of the group; and simultaneously gone on making subtle, 
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constructive changes to keep apace with the times. The objectives have changed, and so 
have the goals; but all this has worked together to improve the group. 

In my case, there has been a lack of continuity whenever I have come away from 
something. The dynamism and force generated when one is working uninterrupted for a 
long time somehow suffers a setback with these interruptions. At least I have felt it this 
way. One must also take into account the frustrations of the director who watches 
helplessly as the young boys he has trained leave one by one and he has to start from 
scratch once again, keeping up a brave front, trying to put together a vibrant group who 
can translate his vision of the play into performance on stage. Time and again one has 
had to face this crisis. One gets tired of all this after a while and then the fatigue sets 
in—the kind of fatigue that Utpal-da suffered in his last days, when he was trying 
desperately to hold the group together, trying to put together a certain standard of 
performance in his plays, even as actors/actresses turned their backs on him. I don’t 
know how Sombhu-da must have felt when he took the decision to quit; but I can tell 
you that a certain fatigue does set in. It is inevitable. 

ruDrapraSaD S g: I have always been curious about the fact that in your group some 
people have consciously participated in political activism, while some stayed in the 
group just out of a human concern. Now this freedom/option of saying ‘yes’ and ‘no’ 
that each of you have given to the other, does not happen all of a sudden. In other words, 
there was a sort of an engagement, a close involvement. Like you are saying today, that 
your option might not have been the correct option. You feel there could have been other 
options. 

At one point in Nandikar, when we—Ajitesh and I—couldn’t see eye to eye, I tried to 
establish some sort of communication even when Ajitesh chose not to respond. There 
were several members in Nandikar who had reservations about the way Ajitesh handled 
a few things, but did not protest. They just kept quiet. They feared they wouldn’t be able 
to face Ajitesh after they protested and wouldn’t be able to stay on. Rudra was a rallying 
point for them. Exasperated, I had asked them, ‘Have you come here just because Ajitesh 
or I happen to be around? Don’t you have any commitment of your own? Don’t you 
believe in any higher truth? Why don’t you start from scratch once again to reinstate and 
preserve democracy in the group?’ They had given me an ultimatum, threatening to 
leave. At that point of time I felt that I hadn’t been able to help some people who had 
tried to face the truth . . . even my decision not to go to Ajitesh’s house, I realized later, I 
was using as a ruse. It wouldn’t have mattered, I know, because by then the group had 
split beyond repair. What really happened after a year was this—I lost the elections at 
Nandikar by one vote. The events came a full circle. In other words, I hadn’t practiced 
democracy to the hilt. In my heart I had a soft corner for all those members who had 
raised some sort of a protest . . . maybe I found it convenient to think that way. In the 
following 9 months, 90,000 rupees from Nandikar’s coffers went down the drain, another 
circle was completed and everything was started anew. Were you successful in engaging 
all the members of your group ?

DeBaShiS m: Bibhash-da, when you became skeptical about the democratic 
foundation of the group and you were thinking of starting afresh, you were also having 
doubts about how far you would have been able to continue under the prevailing 
circumstances in the same organization when democratic rights were becoming a 
travesty. My question is, would you have been able to continue within the organization?

BiBhaSh C: I’ll answer both Rudra’s and your question together. I have observed you, 
Rudra and I’ve noticed that you can follow something to its end, you have the grit, you 
can continue the engagement. Unfortunately, my temperament is a little different. I will 
go up to a certain point, after which I either withdraw or hit back. Besides, if you flip 
through theatre history, you’ll see I was in great company. A founder-director leaving his 
group is a common feature in theatre history—Sombhu Mitra, Utpal Dutt, Shyamal 
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Ghosh, Sekhar Chatterjee, Shyamal Sen, Jochhan Dastidar, Ramaprasad Banik. I am not 
implying that the directors who don’t quit are not good directors! [laughter]. Jokes apart, 
I could have continued [in my group] if I wanted to, but I didn’t. There comes a time 
when the founder director cannot understand why some members of his group suddenly 
start doubting his intentions. That becomes very painful. I was extremely confident of 
my position and I knew I had nothing to gain or lose even if I quit. I was aware of things 
going on behind my back. All this was petty and silly, because I wanted to bring 
everything into the open and thrash out the confusions and doubts. That wasn’t 
happening. The directors who move out of a group do so more out of a sense of pain and 
futility than anything else. 

ruDrapraSaD Sg: Sombhu-da knew nothing more could be done in Bohurupee. He 
told me so. Did you feel the same way when you quit? 

BiBhaSh C: No. I didn’t feel that way. You have just spoken about a loss of 
communication, an engagement that never happens. I could sense something brewing 
against me. I just can’t imagine myself working in a place where I can sense people who I 
have worked with so closely saying things about me behind my back, conspiring against 
me. It is a very painful and claustrophobic situation. When you work in theatre, you 
gradually develop an uncanny sense and can almost feel it when a play does not work 
and the audience rejects it. It is the same kind of feeling when you realize that you have 
become dispensable to your own organization. Working in a theatre group is a whole 
time job. You have to be completely involved. That is a necessary condition, an 
imperative. You must never allow the group to slip out of your grasp. You must always 
keep your eyes and ears open and coordinate the activities of your group. 

I had joined Doordarshan in 1974. It is such a time consuming and demanding job, 
that I couldn’t concentrate on the organizational activities of the group as I used to earlier 
and I take full responsibility for it. I just couldn’t spare the time that a group demands 
and I had to give up certain activities/decisions which depended on me. And then there 
was that external threat, that odd comment now and then . . . suppose you see a play I’ve 
directed and then pass a stray comment: Bibhash is finished as a creative person; he can’t 
produce anything worthwhile any more. This affects a young member of the group and 
it eats up from inside; he starts losing faith in his director. There are people like this and 
they are dangerous. I’m not referring to the odd incident here and there—this is a game 
played out at a more organized level, starting from the outside and gradually extending 
its tentacles into the group by working on the psychology, spoiling the team spirit. It is 
such an imperceptible process that you don’t realize it is happening, and then one day, 
before you can do anything about it, the damage has been done. In the late 80s, I used to 
hear comments like, why do you invite Bibhash for seminars? He speaks all rot. All this I 
said in reply to your question. I realized that Theatre Workshop would definitely 
continue doing plays, but I wouldn’t be able to continue in theatre as part of Theatre 
Workshop.

In Anya Theatre there was another kind of danger. I had taken certain things for 
granted, like professionalism and discipline. Unfortunately, these qualities had never 
been there at all! When I’m talking about professionalism, I am not suggesting that a 
professional can juggle several assignments with equal competence. It is not possible. 
You can’t be performing in any number of places, doing sundry other things, acting in 
television serials and also acting in a theatre group. It is just not possible. There was a 
very bright young actor I had recruited for one of my plays. He came and told me one 
day that he couldn’t act on 2 particular days because he was on a contract with a group 
and if he missed those shows, he would be in a severe financial crisis. I told him to quit 
for good though he used to act in an important role and he used to act rather well. Now I 
would have to train somebody who would be able to keep up that standard of acting. 
Where would I get somebody as good as him? That was one danger of working with 
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‘professionals’. In our country ‘professionalism’ has a very confused definition. Anyone 
who leaves his old organization and joins another which pays him 5 rupees more is 
called a ‘professional’ these days.

I’ll give you another example. Our show was to start at 6.30 one evening and we were 
still waiting for one of the actors to turn up. He did, finally, at 6.20. When I asked him the 
reason for his delay, he told me that a certain dada wouldn’t let him come because a 
shooting was in progress. I lost my temper that day. I warned him that the theatre wasn’t 
a place for tomfoolery. I asked him why he couldn’t just walk out of the whole damned 
thing and come to the show on time. 

So you see there was a basic difference in outlook and I was coming into confrontation 
with a new way of thinking that prevailed. I agree that it is a very practical problem the 
present generation has to face: deciding between what you have to do to keep body and 
soul together and being part of a movement, which has its own demands. So I made one 
mistake after another. One usually learns out of one’s past mistakes; but I don’t think I 
have.

nilkantha S g: Rudra-da, Bibhash-da, Sangramjit, Debashis, Bratya have raised 

Theatre Workshop’s production of Schweik Gelo Juddhey (1981). Adapted from Bretolt Brecht’s Schweik in the 
Second World War.Photograph © Nemai Ghosh
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certain issues and the discussion has been quite extensive and has covered about 90 per 
cent of what could have been said. I will just put before you certain observations about 
my group. Initially the spirit of democracy, the spirit of working in a team with a director 
could be maintained from 1972 to 1978 in Theatre Commune. It is true that in our group, 
we didn’t have to go into a direct vote count on every little thing that the group members 
wanted or didn’t want, policies in the group on money matters, organizational decisions. 
This was the situation in our group till the time that Dansagar and Prastuti were 
produced. When Dansagar had been performed for quite some time Debashis, Dwijen 
[Banerjee] and others broke off and formed Sudrak. That came as a great shock. Was it 
because it had something to do with the organization, or was it a philosophical or 
ideological issue—I still don’t know the reason. 

When I was starting a new theatre group, a long interview was recorded at Natya 
Shodh Sansthan. Khaled-da [Khaled Choudhury, veteran stage designer], Pratibha-di 
and Samik-da were present. Samik-da asked me: when the 12-14 people broke away from 
Nandikar and formed Theatre Workshop, they were already known faces in the theatre 
world and they had had an intensive exposure to theatre over the years. They could 
think of forming another group, because they were equipped. But when you came out of 
Nakshatra, you had only acted in 3/4 radio plays and in one or two plays for Nakshatra. 
How did you think of forming a group at that stage? How could you take 3 days off a 
week from your job as a government official and devote yourself fully to theatre? 
Perhaps theatre was an intense passion at that time. One was young and passionate 
about a cause, I guess! I was watching the likes of Shyamal Ghosh, Ajitesh 
Bandyopadhyay, Rudraprasad Sengupta—the former closely and the latter from a 
distance. I was seeing performances of Oidipous in Biswaroopa from the last row in the 
balcony; meeting Mohit Chattopadhyay when I was only 19/20. On another occasion, I 
remember Ajitesh-da, standing at the Muktangan counter on the road, in deep discussion 
with Buddhadev Basu 10 minutes before a Nandikar show. Being part of this 
intellectually charged milieu was a tremendous inspiration in itself. Whether one 
understood anything of it or not, or how much one has been able to take in, is not the 
point. What really mattered a lot was the process of seeing stalwarts at work, trying to 
understand their ideology, trying to follow their way of working, and letting all these 
experiences sink in.

I had never been the sophisticated elite type who had a regulated lifestyle, nor did I 
have the habit of saying measured, precise, ‘politically correct’ things. I had always 
thought I’d do theatre with boys who had nowhere to go, nothing to fall back on, and 
were even unwanted in their own families. I used to out at 7.00 in the morning, return at 
3 o’clock in the afternoon, go out again at 6.00 in the evening and return at 2.30 the next 
morning. No one at home bothered about me.

The split in our group in 1977 made me look at things in a new light. I realized that 
the frank, informal, unfettered, simple setup that we had, or even the kind of honesty in 
our dealings with one another, needed to be put into some sort of a discipline and 
regimentation. All of us put  a lot of our time and energy into the organizational aspect. 
If Debashis was supposed to do something, it would be done. This applied to all the 
members of our group. Today, after Theatre Commune has successfully staged 30/35 
plays, I feel the time that I had spent in organizational activities, would have been better 
utilized had I invested the same time in doing theatre. 

I don’t know when this category called ‘group theatre’ came into existence, but it has 
become part of our vocabulary and I too find myself using the term in some of my 
writings. And talking about government support for theatre, I’d like to put it on record 
that in my 27 years in Theatre Commune, I have received Rs 31, 000 from the Left Front 
government. I haven’t ever received a single paisa from the central government in the 35 
years that I’ve been in theatre. 

Samik-da, you remember, perhaps, that I wanted some funds before we decided we’d 
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do Caesar [Julius Caesar-er Shesh Sat Din]. I went to you for your advice on where I should 
apply for a grant. Samik-da asked me to apply. I didn’t get it that year. Samik-da asked 
me to apply again the following year and assured me that Theatre Commune would 
definitely get it this time. I told him that Theatre Commune had been able to accumulate 
Rs 72, 000 over the past one year and wouldn’t need money for the next 2/3 years. 
Samik-da told nearly everyone who mattered in the theatre world that here is a singular 
instance of a theatre group who can turn around and say we have enough money in our 
coffers and don’t need any more for the next few years. 

Rudra-da has told us about his experience of the Rangana days when Bhalomanush 
was playing to packed houses. The total cost of production, advertising and other 
expenses were calculated at Rs 3000 and Ajitesh-da was very happy because all the 
shows were sold out. Rudra-da pointed out that this was a miscalculation, because a lot 
was actually being subsidized. It is the same story for all groups working here. It is a 
matter of simple calculation: supposing I can work in the theatre for 45/48 years, I’ll be 
able to stage 35/40 plays of which only 7/8 will be really successful; the principal 
amount that will accumulate as a result can be anything between 15/25 lakhs; the plays 
which are not that successful will have to be subsidized from the accumulated capital.

As long as there is a theatre group, plays will be staged. It is almost as inevitable as 
the birth of a child. At the end of the gestation period, a child will be born. How can I 
predict whether the child will have the intellect of a Satyajit Ray or a Phata Keshto [well-
known Calcutta gangster of the 50s and 60s]? How can I predict a hit or a flop? A director 
cannot withdraw a play which is a hit.

BiBhaSh C: I’d like to differ on that. Handi Phatibey was withdrawn after 9 shows, of 
which 7 were ‘house full’ shows. 

nilkantha S g: Why?
BiBhaSh C: Because I didn’t like the play.
nilkantha S g: You should have thought about that when you were selecting the 

play. The selection was faulty.
BiBhaSh C: You have just said, no successful play has ever been withdrawn. 
nilkantha S g: As more people come to watch your play, you get more invited 

shows, there is a perceptible increase in ticket sales, you just cannot withdraw your play. 
Secondly, you cannot continue subsidizing a production that has flopped. 

ruDrapraSaD S g: There is always an endeavour to subsidize a not-so-successful 
production. You have done it yourself.

nilkantha S g: Everybody does it. I just want to put on record that we never 
bothered about how much money other groups got from the central government. The 
only time I applied for a central government grant was when I didn’t get it. That was the 
end of the episode. Anmol Vellani from Ford Foundation sent me forms thrice, but I 
chose not to apply because Theatre Commune had enough in reserve. 

I find it extremely painful and unfair that some groups have access to a lot of 
information regarding grants, which doesn’t percolate to others. I also know what the 
normal reaction to this complaint will be: ‘you should be better informed’. But the point 
is, we have never really bothered about these things because theatre to us was an 
indomitable passion, something we couldn’t live without. I hope the younger generation 
of playwrights and directors won’t have to go through a lot of struggle. Things will 
perhaps be more comfortable for them. They will perhaps be able to wrest their right by 
force. 

Samik B: In our pre-lunch session Rudra, Nilkantha and Bibhash have shared their 
views with us. To maintain the continuity, I’d like Ram [Mukherjee] to respond. It is 
interesting because Ram moved out of Theatre Workshop and hence is an important link. 
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ram mukherJee: I joined Theatre Workshop in October ‘66 and I remained till ‘91. 
Bibhash-da left in ‘85. I worked with him on several productions in Theatre Workshop, 
and also directed a few plays for the group while he was there. My training in theatre I 
owe solely to Bibhash-da, because I had the privilege of working with him as assistant 
producer on many of the plays. I have nothing to add to what he has already said about 
the organizational aspect of Theatre Workshop. I stayed on for 5 years after he left, and 
then for some reason I felt I couldn’t continue, and then I left and in 1991 . . .

Samik B: Ram, please don’t brush aside the reasons as ‘some reason’. That is what we 
are trying to find out; the reasons why a director quits a group, what leads to it, the 
relationship between the director and the group—all these things should emerge.

DeBaShiS m: May I put it a bit more clearly? When Bibhash Chakraborty left Theatre 
Workshop, you supported the group [that was anti-Bibhash Chakraborty] for some 
ideological reason, maybe, and stayed on. Five years later you too move out and after 
dilly-dallying for some time, you started your own group. 

ram m: I never had faith (and still don’t) in the idea that we’ll establish a group and 
some people from outside will come and act in our plays and walk away with the cream. 
So when Bibhash-da left, I was against him. I still believe that if you have a theatre 
group, you must do everything with members of your group. I have nothing against 
Bibhash-da, he has been a wonderful guide. He even taught me how to speak clearly, 
with proper intonation. Whatever little I can do is all because of him. Of my 24 years in 
Theatre Workshop, I have worked with him for 19 years. In the 5 years that I was in the 
group in the post-Bibhash Chakraborty phase, three plays were staged: Bela Abelar Galpo, 
Mohit Chattopadhyay’s Alibaba and Bera. I was opposed to the idea of doing Bera right 
from the beginning. Bibhash-da mentioned earlier that there was a Marxist orientation to 
all the activities of Theatre Workshop. Only when all of us agreed about a play was it 
considered for production. The majority of our group members decided on Bera and I 
was left with no choice but to agree. Ashok-da isn’t present today; he should have been 
here. I left the group soon after the play was premiered, probably after the first  few 
shows. This was the primary reason. My personal relation with Ashok-da hasn’t . . . 

harimaDhaB m: Was the difference of opinion only because of a play? You see, most 
of us have been very frank and candid—Bibhash has said things quite openly . . . of 
course we won’t insist if you find it uncomfortable.

BratyaBrata B: You may not like to name the people involved, but the trends should 
be spelt out.

BiBhaSh C: We are trying to look at the trends, the ideological standpoints that led to 
the differences. 

Samik B: We are trying to understand the organization. That is our focus. So please 
feel free to point out all the relevant details that we need to know in that particular 
context.

BiBhaSh C: May I interrupt and ask a few questions? I know I shouldn’t 
because Theatre Workshop is being discussed here. 
This is just to help . . . we 
w e r e discussing certain 

specific aspects like the role of the director, the 
role of the director vis-à-vis others in the group, the director and the 

group as a whole. We are not 

bringing in the name of 
the director at all. We are trying to identify the trends; the individual need not be 

brought in at all.

TrAininG in ThEATrE wAS rEdUCEd To how ThE dirECTor EnviSAGEd A pArTiCULAr ACTinG STYLE And ACTorS USEd To BE inSTrUCTEd ACCordinGLY.iT hAS BEComE

 A SorT of A riTUAL. A pLAY wiLL BE rEAd in ThE GroUp, ThErE wiLL BE ThE roUTinE diSCUSSion, And if AT ThE End of iT ALL, ThE dirECTor dECidES To Go AhEAd                  wiTh ThE prodUCTion, hE wiLL do So.
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ram m: I was opposed to the trend that was being followed in our group. It started 
from the time that Alibaba was produced.

Differences started from the time of Alibaba over the structure of the play, certain 
directorial decisions. I had reservations about Bera  right from the beginning. In fact I had 
made it quite clear when the play was first read in the group. But most of the members 
liked it and the group decided to go ahead with the production.

DeBaShiS m: Bibhash-da mentioned some time ago that the group had a certain 
political perspective. In the 5 years that you were present in the group, did this prove to 
be a hindrance, or was there any other reason why you were opposed to doing Bera?

ram m: Because of political reasons. The play did not in any way conform to the 
political ideology of our group.

DeBaShiS m: Bela Abelar Galpo was okay?
ram m: Yes. We were doing the play 12 years after Mohit Chattopadhyay had written 

it and most of the issues had lost relevance. 
DeBaShiS m: I think it is within my rights as the first publisher of the play to put 

across certain facts. When we published the play [the play was first published in Sudrak, 
a theatre journal edited by Debashis Majumdar], I remember you were thinking of doing 
the play and Bibhash-da telling me, ‘I’m so relieved that someone is going to stage it 
now; it has been lying around for far too long.’ So this was the background. People were 
still finding the play relevant.

arun m: Plays were also done when you were part of the ‘majority’ in the group. My 
question is: if another play is decided upon by the same democratic process, will you 
choose not to participate in the play? Will you move out of the group?

ram m: But I participated in it.
arun m: You didn’t like the majority decision and you didn’t like the play. Did you 

get any sort of indication that this dislike would progressively increase? 
ram m: No, no. That wasn’t the reason. Because a majority of the members liked the 

play, I had to be a part of it as well.
arun m: That is why we are finding it extremely difficult to understand why you 

quit. Bibhash has said very clearly that after a point he was finding it extremely difficult 
to continue as part of the group and so he left. Was that why you too left?

ram m: It was the same reason. I was finding it extremely difficult to work under the 
prevailing circumstances. At that point, I hadn’t even thought of having a group of my 
own. After I came away, a few of my friends, Anjan [Deb], Suranjana [Das Gupta], Tarun 
Ghatak, Papri Basu, formed a new group and sent a message to me and I joined their 
group. I’m still around, but they’ve left. We started with the same ideals that Theatre 
Workshop had started with. 

nilkantha Sg: When we criticize a group/ the director/the policies when we quit, 
don’t we fall into the same trap in the new group we form? We in turn follow the same 
policies and ideals of the group we have left, because we realize that some decisions are 
imperative for the sake of the organization. Then why did we leave the group? To do 
theatre independently.

BiplaBketan ChakraBOrty: My coming into theatre was something of an accident. In 
my youth, I hadn’t decided what I’d do. I was doing a bit of everything—writing a little 
here and there, singing, acting in bit roles, even giving performances as a conjurer (I had 
learnt conjuring tricks). I had never even dreamt I’d form a group of my own, perhaps 
because my father and uncle had a jatra company and I used to act in it, mostly in the 
role of bibek [lit. conscience. This character functions as a commentator in the play. The 
person playing this role should be a competent singer], and also act occasionally with 
other theatre groups. But I never knew that theatre could be something serious. Yesterday 
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poster plays were being discussed and somebody said that they have a limited impact. 
They are meant to generate some sort of an awareness, but they can never come up to the 
standard of good theatre. I have reservations about this statement. I’ll tell you why.

It was in the mid-60s, probably ‘64-65 that Shibpur IPTA organized a show of Din 
Badaler Pala. Utpal Dutt, Jochhan Dastidar and Tapas Sen had come and the play was 
staged. I watched the play and I was in sheer ecstasy from then on, because I had got a 
taste of what theatre could be. I approached the IPTA authorities in Shibpur and got 
myself enrolled. It was a time when the split between the CPI and the CPI(M) was 
imminent and some of it was spilling into the IPTA as well. I had tried forming a small 
group of my own; but it was more of the foppish amateur type. And being an essentially 
timid boy from the suburbs, I didn’t venture out into the big city, Calcutta, to watch 
plays, except when I was travelling with elders. This was when Chetana was being 
formed. We have a family relationship with Chetana’s Arun-da and actually it was my 
wife who was going to join Chetana, not I. It was decided that my wife would perform a 
dance piece as the sonar harin [lit. the golden deer. According to the Ramayana, Mareech, 
in the guise of a deer] in Mareech Sambad. Arun-da asked me whether my wife would be 
willing. Unfortunately she was pregnant at that time and so I was asked whether I would 
consider doing a small role as a member of the chorus. Later on, the leader of the chorus 
became very irregular and I was asked to take on that role. So you see, it was totally 
accidental and unpremeditated.

Once I had entered the world of the group theatre in Calcutta, I had to train myself to 
adapt to a whole new world and this is where my training started. I tried to understand 
the ‘group’ concept. I understood the term ‘group’ a little differently. To me, a group was 
a conglomerate of several like-minded people. But this idea of mine received a jolt when 
I came to Chetana. Arun Mukherjee, the director had a certain vision and his intellect 
was far superior to the others in the group. Slowly I came to notice that the other group 
members in Chetana lacked even the minimum enthusiasm to learn new things, or even 
to keep themselves informed about what was going on in contemporary theatre. The 
group had been culled out of the Coordination Committee and there was this queer 
encumbered mentality of government clerks that pervaded the group. They couldn’t rise 
above their identity as clerks even when they were in the group. There was a strong 
resistance to learning/reading about theatre. Watching plays by other groups was 
unheard of. Writers’ Building, government orders and office intrigues would form the 
staple of their conversation even in the group. I found it extremely painful because I tried 
to see as many plays as possible and be well informed about the contemporary situation. 
As the intellect of the group members went on a retrogressive journey, the intellectual 
chasm between the director and other group members widened all the more. 

JnaneSh m: I have a question here: if they really didn’t bother about the production 
as such, how did they put together such fine plays? 

BiplaBketan C: I’ll come to that. This group consisted of people with a fair amount of 
acting talent from various government departments. They had worked on a common 
platform, could act competently, and then there was the vision of the director, which 
defined the course of the production. Chetana’s productions—Jagannath, Mareech 
Sambad—were hits, no doubt, but the group failed to progress intellectually. 
Organizational matters were mired in pettiness. People in the group had little connection 
with their contemporaries. 

I continued in this manner for some time and realized that I could act. Now I wanted 
to see whether I could try my hand at directing. This wasn’t possible in Chetana. So I 
asked the director whether I could work part time with a group in my locality (in 
Shibpur) and he readily gave me permission. I created a little space for work outside 
Chetana and continued working for many years. This is when I realized that I could do 
something else too, besides acting. 
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I had once wanted to apply for the Junior Research Fellowship for people below 40 
years of age and I asked Arun-da whether I could apply for it. He suggested that I apply 
from that group in Shibpur. Later he asked me to direct a short 20-minute play for 
Chetana. He had fleshed out the original play and at the first reading, all of us thought 
that it was an important play because it had a message to convey and had productional 
possibilities; people would like it as a play, and an important statement would also be 
made. I used to pester Arun-da about doing this play. He wasn’t very keen himself and 
asked me to direct it. All these years I was merely an actor in the group. When I took on 
the mantle of the director, I realized that the members of the group were not exactly 
cooperating with me. This was at a time when the group had expanded quite a lot. 
Besides older members, many new members had also joined. The cast comprised 
veterans in the group and young actors who were comparatively new. There was a 
strange undercurrent of cold behaviour among the seniors, who wouldn’t say anything 
to my face, but carry on with their policy of non-cooperation. I would often have to hear, 
‘Let’s not have rehearsals today; we are very tired.’ The younger group, however, 
supported me all the time. Then the play was staged in due time. The first 2 shows were 
quite good; the third was a sold-out performance; invitations for a few call shows arrived 
soon after, and then the play was withdrawn from the repertoire. I couldn’t ask Arun-da 
directly, but got to know from other senior members that the play did not ‘come up to 
the mark of a Chetana production’ and couldn’t be part of the repertoire. The play was 
very well received. Many people who saw the play liked it. Ashok Mukherjee even wrote 
a review of the play somewhere. Personally I felt hurt at the play being withdrawn and 
later on this difference in values and attitudes within the group . . . 

Two factors were responsible for my breaking away: the difference between the 
director and all the other members of the group; and my own incompatibility with the 
other group members. I just did not feel like continuing in the group and was very frank 
about my decision to quit. I was not going away in a rage; I didn’t want relations to sour. 
So I told them to find a replacement before I quit for good. I decided to leave Chetana 
because of the general atmosphere in the group where I was feeling alienated and unable 
to communicate. Even when the mental distancing had already started, I had never really 
thought of forming a new group of my own. The last 2-3 years were agonizing for 
me—feeling restless all the time, unable to vibe with the others; going to play the roles 
assigned to me, but with involvement reduced to a minimum. I was already nearing 50 
at that time, and feeling I was too old to take up any new responsibility like forming a 
new group. But all this while that restlessness was gnawing inside me. A fresh new crop 
of youngsters, all between 19 and 22, mostly friends of my daughters, kept prodding me, 
‘We want to do good, meaningful theatre. Please help us.’ 

That is how our group came to exist. I approached Arun-da directly and told him that 
I was planning to form a new theatre group. Arun-da accepted it very well. I still 
remember him telling me with a lot of genuine concern, ‘Will you really be able to 
manage? There are so many things to be taken care of!’ 

Strangely, my coming away from Chetana did not lead to bitterness. Ashok Mukherjee 
mentioned this as an example of a sweet, amicable separation. In fact, our first play was 
premiered at their foundation day celebrations. Chetana invited us to perform on the 
occasion. In this play, most of the backstage help came from Chetana members. One of 
the founder-members helped us with the sound, another Chetana member did the sets, 
and so on. 

Most theatre groups are formed when 6 or 7 like-minded members, more or less of 
the same age group, come together to do theatre collectively. Though one among them 
becomes the ‘director’, there are always a few members in the organization whom the 
director can use as a sounding board. This is extremely essential. Our group was a bit 
unusual, because I was the seniormost and also the most experienced, and all the others 
were very young, inexperienced, looking up to me as their sole guide. So I won’t be able 
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to comment on the problems/ questions raised about interaction among peers within the 
group. One feels extremely lonely at times because there’s no one to discuss things with. 
So all the credits, if any, at the end of the production are showered on you and if anything 
goes wrong . . . any little thing . . . you are the one responsible, again. There is none to 
share the responsibility. That becomes rather a load at times. You feel 
absolutely friendless, lonely, desolate, with none 
in the group whom you 

can use as a sounding 
board. So you can’t really call such a set-up a 

‘theatre group’, can you? There is one person who is the initiator and 
planner of everything; there are only executors in the group. It was heartening to know 

about Nandikar. 
But I’d like to put it on record that we have had no 

difficulty in functioning for 
the 5 years that we’ve 
been working together. So the breakdown of 
a basic relationship of trust among group members that Bibhash 
was talking about has not yet afflicted our group. The group will not split either, because 
no one in the group has the power or the resources to make it happen.

Samik B: Thank you. Suman please take on from here.

Changing the language Of tODay’S theatre

Suman m: I think the basic line of our discussion has been theatre vis-a-vis 
organization—theatre as a creative/ philosophical institution and how the organizational 
aspect balances the creative aspect in Group Theatre in Bengal. We have rightly diverted 
from the main course of our discussion and several new questions have come up. This is 
how it should be. 

As far as my experience goes . . . I’ve been doing theatre seriously from 1986 . . . it is 
12 years now. I’ve been lucky enough to be able to work with an established group from 
the very beginning. I’ve been observing the changing trends within the group itself and 
there have been areas where I had doubts. The doubts led to questions and it is some of 
these questions I shall try to raise within the scope of the discussion today.

I would say, Bangla theatre has reached a sort of economic stability. The internal/ 
organizational structure of the Bangla group theatre from the 1950s (if we consider 
Bohurupee as a landmark) through the end of the 1990s has not changed one bit. There 
have been experimentations, as Bibhash-da pointed out, most of them sporadic, failing to 
have any sustained effect on the movement as such. The basic mode of operation for all 
groups was the same. I realized this when I was working with Anya Theatre. 

I find it very hard to understand how a group can function in the same manner for 50 
years. All over the world organizations are changing their method of functioning, their 
media planning is taking a new turn, the economics of running a group has changed 
drastically over the last 50 years. How can an organization continue to function in the 
same old way? I just fail to comprehend this. 

Young, intelligent people, who can talk, who read a lot, people with interest in the 
arts, who have innovative ideas, don’t join theatre groups these days. We want people 
who can raise questions, relevant, pertinent questions, who can participate in discussions. 
Where do we get them? Theatre needs bright thinking minds to take it forward. 
Bratyabrata and I often have these long discussions on the telephone; but I cannot do the 
same in my group. That is my problem. 

We have never taken theatre training seriously. It started initially 50 years ago, but 
gradually became irregular and discontinued. Training in theatre was reduced to how 
the director envisaged a particular acting style and actors used to be instructed 

moST ThEATrE GroUpS ArE formEd whEn 6 or 7 LikE-mindEd mEmBErS, morE or LESS of ThE SAmE AGE GroUp, ComE ToGEThEr To do ThEATrE CoLLECTivELY. 

ThoUGh onE AmonG ThEm BEComES ThE ‘dirECTor’, ThErE ArE ALwAYS A fEw mEmBErS in ThE orGAnizATion whom ThE dirECTor CAn 
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accordingly. This has been the story for the last 50 years and we are the inheritors of this 
glorious legacy! It has become a sort of a ritual. A play will be read in the group, there 
will be the routine discussion, and if, at the end of it all, the director decides to go ahead 
with the production, he will do so. Nothing else matters. This is the dictum. The 
director’s decision is final even in terms of the general planning of the play, including the 
design. Training has, for all practical purposes been negated. The awareness about 
theatre, including intellectual and philosophical training, physical training, voice 
training—these are certain essential prerequisites. 

We claim to practice a different kind of theatre; but have we tried to formulate new 
strategies for this supposedly ‘new’ theatre? Have we, for instance, changed our media 
planning? Advertisements are issued just as before! Nothing has changed. You have 
spoken about the caption, Koushik, but you are inserting a two-column advertisement 
for Pratham Partha. Supposing I don’t consider the caption an important factor at all. My 
question is, why should anyone choose to publish a two-column advertisement? Can the 
economics of our group support it? For the kind of theatre we do, what we need is just a 
short notice in the newspapers to let people know where we are performing because 
everybody knows where Bangla theatre is performed. What does it point to then? We are 
trying to fight the market economy, but we have remained in a confused middle order, 
unable to confront the market economy, or to effectively manage the economics of our 
theatre. These are some of the questions that have bothered me. I feel we could have 
taken a decision to constitute an alternative media planning. 

There is another new trend in Bangla theatre today—performing frequently at a 
particular venue, just to popularize it. This has really no utility, because anyone watching 
a play in Bijan Theatre knows that he can enjoy the same play much more in Academy. 
One has to plan a production which will work for Bijan Theatre. And here one has to take 
a decision not to stage it anywhere else: that we’ll keep aside some plays for a particular 
auditorium and not perform it elsewhere. Couldn’t a decision be taken along these lines? 
If you want to popularize an auditorium, you have to have a plan for it. Gaji Saheber Kissa 
is a case in point. Perhaps it has not been a super hit . . .

BiBhaSh C: . . . but it didn’t have a bad run either . . . 
Suman m: Exactly. I know because I assisted you. I would like to reiterate that we 

haven’t changed with the times. Koushik heads a group, Bratya another, I operate within 
an established group, but I have to keep the general framework in mind and somewhere 
deep down, we haven’t been able to reject those ancient formulae which won’t work any 
longer. The hierarchical/hegemonic structures are the same. We cannot operate beyond 
that and this is where the confusion is. Disintegration has to happen. A new alternative 
media planning must be enforced and all theatre groups should abide by it. 

So what happens to the philosophy we started off with? I am not suggesting that all 
groups should have a uniform philosophy. Groups must differ in their ideological/
philosophical/political positions, but should be faithful to the cause of Group Theatre, 
where we believe in certain values, of doing theatre from a common platform. All groups 
have been involved in promoting theatre with a philosophy and this is healthy. I am not 
saying that impetus was lacking. Many senior directors have been supportive. Bibhash-
da and Nilkantha Sengupta have written long reviews of my plays. Some of you may 
have read them. 

If you have decided to fight it out, you have to fire. You can’t take a Gandhian stance 
in a field of war saying, ‘I will kill no one’. Our idea of winning a war is being 
comfortable with the market economy. We are being led to believe the totally 
undifferentiated philosophy it professes. We are not, for once, trying to break away from 
the structure it is providing. Take the example of an Academy-centric theatre: if you have 
to compete, go for it full steam. You can’t back out and say ‘I don’t believe in 
commercialization’. If I have to depend on across-the-counter sales for my shows, I’ll 



115

115

definitely use all the implements of market economy, because my theatre depends on it, 
and I advertise only to ensure higher sales. If I don’t believe in this system, I should 
change my policy totally. There is no use making half-hearted attempts. All of us have to 
keep on doing theatre under extremely difficult situations. We cannot avoid this reality 
and it is time to raise these vital issues and address them. This I say with due respect to 
all the elders. The younger generation of theatre workers are being threatened all the 
time with ‘there are hard times ahead; our days are over—see what you can do now’. I 
feel we have to grapple with the reality and that is why addressing these crucial 
problems have become so essential.

A joint forum of theatre artists has become a necessity. Like this discussion here. It is 
so refreshingly different from the other purposeless discussions we are used to attending. 
We are expressing our views without inhibition, and it is just what a discussion should 
be. Naveen Kishore was telling me that he is willing to give us this space, where we can 
build up a true forum for theatre—a forum to address issues relevant to the existence and 
survival of theatre. Bratya and I have long, serious discussions; but I’m often compelled 
to tell him, ‘Bratya, of what use is this discussion? It leads nowhere!’ What use is our 
discussion to anyone else? What difference does it make because we have read a couple 
of books? How are we being able to enrich all the other young theatre workers 
intellectually? I write a play and discuss it with you much more intensely than the others 
in my group. Of what practical use is it to me? I haven’t been able to enrich my group 
members one bit, because I don’t get feedback. I must have sounding boards in my 
group, who will understand the points I am trying to make and come up with their own 
suggestions. You see, they have to have a certain intellectual discipline. My point is, if I 
am unable to establish an intellectual link with my group members, it is not helping me 
in any way, because members of my group don’t improve their intellectual standard by 
interacting with me. Enriching my own private intellect is not my sole aim. If I have to 
work with 10 other boys in my group, they have to come up to a certain standard. This is 
where I envisage the role of a rigorous and methodical intellectual training. 

BiBhaSh C: Exactly. The chasm between the director and the other members of the 
group becomes unbridgeable. 

Suman m: The present generation of young, intelligent boys from colleges don’t join 
theatre. They may not be trained in theatre, but they have opinions, they think, they can 
retort if necessary. We don’t get good material to work on and hence cannot build a good 
theatre group. A theatre group is not like the local club, for instance. I have to take certain 
creative decisions within my group and I need thinking minds, who have a certain 
ideology and hence will be able to help me when I take a particular ideological decision. 
My role as a theatre worker does not end with being happy with the activities of my 
group. There are several groups which are smug and complacent merely if they have 
been able to put up a certain number of shows in Academy, ticket sales have been 
satisfactory, and fairly large advertisements have been published in the leading 
newspapers.

We have to crack open the structure of the organization. What does theatre in Bengal 
have to offer these boys? It doesn’t guarantee adequate media coverage, neither is it 
economically rewarding, nor is it glamorous. What does he gain in the long run? The 
much used/misused ‘theatre for a social cause’ just does not work these days. Life has 
become hard and demanding. Lofty ideals don’t give you your daily bread anyway. So 
what’s the use? I know it is sounding crude, but this is a fact. 

We have to reach out to people, experiment with different forms, both within the 
organization and in theatre as a whole. A young undergraduate, fresh out of college, will 
modify his language to suit his needs, because he knows exactly what will impress 
people. We, theatre workers, are still talking in the idiom of the 60s. By modifying the 
language, I don’t mean litter your conversation with weird interjections like ‘arrey yaar!’ 
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The language is the final . . . 
Samik B: . . . expression of the society. 
Suman m: Exactly, and language is changing. The language of poetry has changed, 

novels are being written in a different language, even the form has changed. Cinema too 
speaks differently these days. My question is, has the language of Bengali theatre altered 
in any way? The structure I am working in, is the same old structure of the 60s and 70s. 
This needs a total renovation . . . 

BiBhaSh C: I don’t agree that nothing has changed. Maybe not to the desirable level, 
but certain changes have set in.

Suman m: What changes, pray? We are talking about specific problems: the cost of 
advertisements, rentals of theatre halls, or even the problem of attracting people to a 
play. Manoj-da has talked about the intellection of a free, thinking mind in theatre, but it 
took 10 years for this theatre to be ‘liberated’. If we consider Shesh Sakshatkar and Madhab 
Malanchi Kainya—revolutionary productions in the history of theatre—it has taken 10 
whole years for this revolution to happen. I don’t think it has anything to do with the 
Left Front government coming to power in West Bengal. It was only a reflection of what 
was happening in the larger international scenario. I don’t agree with the general opinion 
here, that the Left Front coming to power helped the theatre movement in any way. What 
happened between 1977 and 1988? Madhab Malanchi  is 1988.

BiBhaSh C: I think it would be pertinent to add on the question of professionalism in 
this context. 

Suman m: I am speaking about definite decisions and strategies. The discussion 
should have focused on the strategies and procedures that need to be changed, rather 
than on the theories. This is necessary if we really want to impart a social role to our 
theatre. By this, I don’t imply that the plays have stopped having a social role as such. I 
firmly believe that no play is divested of a political statement. Even an apolitical play has 
a certain kind of politicism about it. Living and working in the present age, we have 
anticipated certain dangers and we want to find a solution. Let concrete suggestions 
come up about ways of rejuvenating our theatre. We want to learn, so that we’ll be able 
to find some kind of direction in our pursuit of theatre.

kOuShik S: Samik-babu asked us a few questions pertaining to the discussion today. 
He underscored certain points. When we had formed our groups, we had a model before 
us. He had also rightly pointed out that we haven’t reached a definite recognizable 
stature as yet. Swapnasandhanee was formed in 1992, with a specific reason. I was 
working as an artiste in Star Theatre in those days, in Ghatak Biday directed by Soumitra 
Chattopadhyay. I had joined the professional stage not so much out of love for theatre, 
but because I was in dire need of a regular monthly income. While I was working on the 
professional stage, I had a feeling that this kind of theatre could not continue for long. 
That’s what happened at the end. Even a seasoned actor like Soumitra-kaku couldn’t 
carry on. It was when he was directing Nyaymurti. The general attitude had become 
extremely unhealthy and hostile. The man in charge of cueing the music didn’t play it 
properly and Soumitra-kaku blasted him. The technician retorted with, ‘If you are not 
satisfied, why don’t you go ahead and do it yourself?’ The change had set in several 
years ago, very subtly. When I joined, I felt something was amiss and I had proposed to 
Soumitra-kaku that I would start a group of my own. Those of us who act on stage, as 
well as in television serials and films, we gradually build up a position for ourselves, 
where we can take certain advantages. We are free even to reject a few roles.

I found I was doing quite well on the professional stage; I was acting in a number of 
serials, and I was also acting for Salil-da [Salil Banyopadhyay, theatre director] and his 
group, Theatron. I was working very hard and finding time for everything. But I just 
couldn’t accept what some of my contemporaries in theatre were doing. They would 
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shoot even beyond 6 o’ clock in the evening, without the slightest protest, which meant 
they would easily sacrifice theatre. If I had agreed to whatever was imposed on me by 
the serial-wallahs, I wouldn’t have been able to do theatre. Theatre is a time consuming 
affair. You have to be completely immersed in your role, because you are analysing the 
role all the time, thinking of new dimensions that can be added to it. I start with a 
premise that I am no great actor and I don’t perform in brilliant plays. But even for 
mediocre theatre, I have to give just the same time. 

For Tapaswi o Tarangini, we used to have a minimum of three rehearsals before a 
performance, two before Pratham Partha, we couldn’t have any rehearsals for Tiktiki 
because Soumitra had an extremely busy schedule and couldn’t spare the time. But for 
all the other plays, I had to allot time for rehearsals and the shows. Since theatre is at the 
top of my priority list, I have to constantly fight for my space with the producers of 
serials. I make it very clear to them that they have to let me off at 3 o’ clock in the 
afternoon on the day of my show and the time can be extended to 5 o’ clock at the most; 
and not beyond that. I love this confrontation.

Our group does not have an executive committee. It had been decided that everything 
pertaining to the group would be brought out in the open and discussed among group 
members. This may perhaps appear illogical and this mode may very well fail and 
disillusionment set in; but it hasn’t happened yet. We have taken care to keep everything 
transparent. Every member knows the financial condition of Swapnasandhanee, its 
capital reserve and working capital. We organize meetings and rehearsals in my house, 
and a basic attitudinal difference develops gradually. Something as insignificant as 
watching the World Cup matches together proves to be a bonding factor among group 
members. I don’t claim that it enriches my theatre in any way. I can understand what Lal 
means when he says that at the end of it all, he is very lonely. It is hard to come by people 
in a theatre group who have a certain philosophy and who will vibe with you, or even 
question you, argue with you. For example, after I read Sankha Ghose’s Kaler Matra o 
Rabindranatak, I found a chapter, ‘Samayer Desh’, which had some relevance to Pratham 
Partha and discussed it with the members of the group. When I tried to bring the topic up 
in the group again, after a week, I found to my dismay that no one responded. So I can 
understand Suman’s agony. But I won’t give much importance to impediments at this 
point of time, because I have not been forced to take up acting as a profession. It was of 
my own free will that I decided to take up theatre and it is simply no use complaining. 
When one’s daily existence has become so problematic and ridden with uncertainties, 
how can one expect that theatre will be a bed of roses? What is important to me is that 
the group of young boys and girls have stayed on with me through adversities. 

There was another group which had come to Swapnasandhanee because they wanted 
a short-cut route to the world of serials and films. They expected me to put in a word for 
them here and there. So they were not serious about theatre. They wanted to use theatre 
as a rung in the ladder. Since people from various professions join theatre groups like 
ours, it had become necessary to take certain decisions. It was decided that each one was 
free to pursue his or her own career, and the group would also allow long periods of 
leave if necessary. This gave rise to another problem. A member of our group, who was 
an income-tax lawyer, wanted to act in a serial. It was just one of his fancies; and he 
wanted to take off from his stage performance. This was unacceptable. So we asked him 
to give up this group as well. There are some others in our group for whom acting is 
their only mode of income. In such cases, the group allows them to take off on the days 
when they have a shoot for a film or a serial. I would like to put it on record that no 
member ever feels isolated in our group. I feel it is vitally important to ensure that they 
remain in theatre. That is why I try to be of some help (most of the members are my age 
group) to the boys in my group. 

One last comment about the two-column advertisement for Pratham Partha. It wasn’t 
Suman’s intention to generalize. He was trying to indicate certain trends. I will try to 
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explain the logic. 
When Soumitra Chattopadhyay agreed to perform in Tiktiki, it was decided that we 

wouldn’t place any advertisement which would say: ‘Soumitra acts for the first time in 
Group Theatre’. Similarly, as the play became popular . . . 

Suman m: Koushik, I didn’t mean to say that . . .
kOuShik S: I’m trying explain the logic of giving fairly large ads. 
Suman m: The size isn’t the question at all! I too give large ads. I was . . .
kOuShik S: I don’t think most of you know about this: when we decided to perform 

at Bijan Theatre, it was a surprise to discover that the groups sent their secretaries to 
negotiate with the theatre for bookings; none of the directors went. I had proposed that 
in our effort to rejuvenate this auditorium, let us, for a change, give ads in newspapers 
other than Anandabazar Patrika. Not a single theatre person agreed with me. I am stating 
certain facts, which must be taken note of, and the reasons cannot always be ignored. 

Lal has talked about decentralization. We have tried it ourselves in our group. We 
have performed at Sarat Sadan in Howrah and sold tickets all on our own. But Sarat 
Sadan and Uttam Mancha were getting rather expensive and we had to try out other 
halls as well. 

Suman m: Koushik, I don’t think you got the point I was making about 
decentralization, because you were operating within the same structure. When you 
decide on performing at Sarat Sadan, you have to give 2 more advertisements. Actually, 
there is hardly any decentralization happening. 

kOuShik S: I understand your point. But tell me, how often do we meet in a year? Do 
we get the time and space to sit together and really thrash out problems? We operate all 
by ourselves. I don’t claim for once that I have taken the correct decision, but there was 
an honesty in the effort. The need for decentralization had already been felt, but my 
thoughts were perhaps not as mature. We visited colleges, schools, offices, met people, 
spoke to them about our plays, and sold tickets. What was more important to me was the 
fact that all the members of our group were participating equally in this project, all of us 
were equally busy, all of us were meeting so many people. How often do we meet people 
these days? 

If Lal’s plan takes some kind of a shape, it will be a wonderful thing for all of us. I 
agree with him completely. But what are we supposed to do until it happens?

JayOti B: Suman has expressed his frustration about the intellectual incompatibility 
among group members. I have pondered quite often—can the younger generation of 
theatre workers improve on the theatre tradition that has been handed down to them? 
Can they think anew/critique/question? One has to explore new areas in the language 
and content of theatre. One cannot do theatre in isolation. The ideas cannot take concrete 
shape if the people you are working with do not have the maturity to appreciate and 
understand the philosophy. If the boys you have to work with are untrained, it is your 
responsibility to train them up. The responsibility of a director does not end with 
production. Training is an indispensable part of keeping theatre alive.

kOuShik S: You see, my group is only 6 years old. When I decide on a totally different 
play after Pratham Partha, no one contradicts or questions me. I find this very disturbing 
and I think it is something Lal faces too.

JayOti B: What I’m trying to say is, you have certain ideas which you think can work 
in a theatre. The difficulty is, who will help you transmute these ideas to the performative 
level? Where will you get the standard of acting that your ideas demand?

kOuShik S: I’ll have to make do with the boys and girls in my group.
Samik B: I think I should intervene a little. One thing we must all guard against—we 

must not generalize. The situation of the groups and the individual directors is very 
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specific. Hence the problem is common, but the priorities will shift. 
For Suman and Koushik, the situation is somewhat similar. When they decide on a 

play, they know they have the acting support and the technical support to do it. Suman, 
you have grown up within an existing group and you have developed a certain 
relationship over the years. For Koushik it has been different; but both of you 
have this basic advantage—you have a steady group you can work 
with. You surely cannot decide something as absurd as: 
I will stop and take stock of my relationship w i t h  t h e 
g ro u p ,  p ro v i d e  r i g o ro u s training, bring in a certain 
intellectualization, and then get back to work. This has 
to carry on simultaneously. Survival, group character, 

the small tensions and worries that 
are part of the daily 

survival of a group, are 
something every group in the world 

has to go through. No group is given the time, space or 
opportunity to recede into a period of non-action for 7 years, rejuvenate its intellect 

and then return to performance. If a state provides such an opportunity, I would say it is 
ill-advised and unhealthy. We shouldn’t depend on that. NSD had been provided that 
opportunity and it has been NSD’s undoing. 

Now take the example of a director who has only 10/12 enthusiastic actors gathered 
around him/her, who are keen no doubt, but lack the basic competence to deliver the 
goods. What happens to him/her then? You don’t give up your idea of breaking up the 
existing structure. But as long as you can’t do it, you have to work within the given 
structure, accepting the logic of the structure. You’ll move towards a new system 
gradually. So it is a priority for you to accept the structure for the present, and also 
question and subvert the structure from within.

Suman m: Koushik has just repeated my own opinions. I have also not suggested that 
I want an intellectualization of theatre workers divested of practical training for a certain 
time. Our group has very few senior members at present. For Gantabya, I had to work 
with a new crop of untrained actors (except a few who were senior members). It is 
essential for the internal training process to harmonize with the interaction between the 
groups.

BiBhaSh C: This is a question to both of you. You [Suman] have had the experience of 
working within a group that already had a certain history; and for Koushik, it was 
working with a group he had to form. We have crossed this stage: having to form a 
group, train up the actors, going through the whole paraphernalia of an organization, the 
teething problems. During my years with Ajitesh I had observed his method of training 
and internalized it. Suppose you start work with 10 boys and some of them leave after a 
while. You have to bring in actors to replace them and go through a system of training 
them afresh. This process of training up new entrants is continuous and unavoidable. 
Unfortunately, we have never been trained to handle the economics of the group, nor 
have we been able managers at the organizational level. 

Koushik has said that all the members of their group sit together at meetings and that 
everything is transparent. From whatever little experience I’ve had in Group Theatre, I 
can claim without any hesitation, that there is one individual in Group Theatre, who is 
above everything. He is the director. He has achieved a lot, hence has expectations of the 
group, has been through the ups and downs in the group, the one who stays on. 

But is there anybody competent enough to negotiate a good character role in the 
group theatre these days? You will hardly find anybody. Who is responsible for such a 
situation? You are in a mess if your play demands a middle-aged male role. You have to 
take a skinny boy and make-up is your only weapon. Even then, it is a pathetic exercise. 

 onE hAS To ExpLorE nEw ArEAS in ThE LAnGUAGE And ConTEnT of ThEATrE. onE CAnnoT do ThEATrE in iSoLATion. 

 if ThE pEopLE YoU ArE workinG wiTh do noT hAvE ThE mATUriTY To ApprECiATE And UndErSTAnd ThE phiLoSophY. if ThE BoYS YoU hAvE To work wiTh ArE                       
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During the formative years of Group Theatre, the voice, the physicality and stage 
presence, coupled with intensive training in theatre, made an actor. It was a different 
game in those days. This is after all, show business. You cannot do meaningful theatre 
out of sheer camaraderie: ‘come one, come all, let us all get together and do theatre’ is an 
absurd proposition. How long can you sustain this kind of a theatre? 

In the 40 years that I’ve been in theatre, I’ve seen what bad substitution can do to a 
play. In Theatre Workshop, my Madhab Malanchi Kainya altered beyond recognition 
because time and again one actor had to be substituted with another, who failed to 
deliver the goods. The same thing happened with Narak Guljar. In plays with a small 
cast, Ashok, Maya, Manik and I managed to keep up a uniformly high standard of acting, 
because all of us were very serious about theatre and we put all our efforts into making a 
production successful. 

Seema m: May I intervene? I feel, whenever there is a movement towards breaking 
up, there is also a counter movement working somewhere else, in the same field, which 
acts as a catalyst to and a necessary condition for this breaking up. It is almost an 
axiomatic truth. Lal, Bratya, Koushik are thinking in their own ways, but each one is 
operating in his own field, it is all very disparate. I face this dilemma all the time. I had 
to discontinue my play Alor Phulki because I couldn’t get a satisfactory cast for the play. 
It is extremely heartening to note that young theatre workers like Lal and others are 
thinking about alternate ways of facing the situation, making the best use of the 
resources available to them. 

BiBhaSh C: The younger group has suggested that the areas in theatre which have 
been neglected and taken for granted over the years need to be explored afresh, the 
problems identified, and possible ways of tackling those problems implemented. It is 
useless blaming one’s fate and hoping something will turn up, or hoping an odd play is a 
‘hit’ among predominantly indifferent productions. 

You must not forget that the doyens of theatre had taken enormous risks in their 
personal and social/public life to be able to achieve something. You must have the 
courage and strength to take risks and be prepared to give up a lot in your personal lives. 
Without this, no new direction can emerge. 

manOJ m: The ways you have suggested, Suman, have been tried in different ways 
earlier. Let us take the policy on advertisements, for example: the decision not to go for 
large advertisements, or not to depend on a particular newspaper, has been tried time 
and again. Badal-babu [Sircar] has totally rejected the newspaper and devised a form of 
his own. You have suggested that certain plays should be performed at certain halls and 
an auditorium can be popularized in this way. This has also been tried. For a long period 
of time, certain groups used to perform only at Muktangan, just to make that space 
popular. The economics of theatre today are such that it just isn’t possible to keep a play 
aside for a particular performance space. The problems you have raised don’t strike me 
as new or unique in any way. When you are doing a collective work such as theatre, it is 
not possible that the people around you will have the same intellectual prowess. It is 
wrong to expect this. You are left with no choice but to make do with whatever you have 
at your disposal. These problems were there right from the beginning. If you can break 
away from the existing mould to create an atmosphere conducive to the new ideas you 
have been suggesting, it is most welcome. 

Suman m: So are you suggesting that things will continue as before and we can do 
nothing about it?

manOJ m: That is not what I meant. All I want to say is, an alternate solution is by all 
means desirable, and you are welcome to do it. As for me, I can say (and this is a candid 
confession) that in all these years, I really haven’t thought about the organization and the 
intricacies involved in making an organization function properly. I am perfectly happy if 
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I don’t have to go there for a few days even. I am not an efficient manager.
In my salad days, I tried to form a theatre group. I realized soon enough that I 

wouldn’t be able to do theatre. We discussed here the circumstances that lead to a 
founder-member walking out of a group. In my case, I dissolved the group and to ensure 
that I didn’t blunder into forming a group again, I even gave our room to Bibhash, telling 
him, ‘Enough is enough; running a theatre group is not my cup of tea.’ I can’t keep track 
of the organizational and managerial aspects. I really don’t know and don’t want to 
know either. I am not contradicting you, Suman. It is essential and desirable for a group 
to have economic and intellectual freedom in a balanced proportion. All of us have, in 
some way or the other, tried to locate/ build such a scenario. Time and again, Bibhash, 
Arun-babu and I have tried getting together, discussing, floating new ideas. But have we 
really succeeded? 

I would like to add just one more thing. Listening to various opinions/experiences on 
the breaking up of groups, the relation between the director and the group, the 
immediate condition that precedes a split in the group, I can’t help adding some 
observations of my own. It so happens that the director is usually the most talented 
person in the group, there is an almost abysmal gap between the director and the other 
members of the group. As a result, the director gets increasingly lonely and starts having 
a solipsistic view of life—he starts believing that ‘me and my ideas constitute the whole 
truth and there is nothing very much beyond it.’ He also starts expecting that all the 
others in his group will play second fiddle to him, and support him in all that he does. I 
have seen this happen. Directors derive a certain satisfaction from the fact that they 
exploit people and gloat over this power. I fail to understand why this attitude should 
prevail.

But there was another group of people during the 60s and 70s who used to slog for 
theatre, not because they wanted fame, honour, or glamour of any kind. They worked 
quietly, all on their own, just for the love of theatre, and they were perfectly happy doing 
this kind of work. I feel that these people simply wasted their time, health, energy and 
money. But even they don’t complain that they have never received anything in return. It 
is directors who are never satisfied. Why? Theatre is a collective endeavour: 30 people 
work on a production and there is a creative pleasure in it for every man. 

arun m: Bibhash has raised some vital questions. Directors don’t stay on in a group. 
Why? What makes them leave? There have been instances in our group when I’ve had to 
tell some boys that theatre is not their field and they shouldn’t waste their time here, 
because even with the most rigorous training I could see that they weren’t being able to 
deliver the goods. But our problem lies elsewhere. We, being part of the ‘group’ theatre, 
keep anybody who comes to us, hoping they will be of some use to the group in some 
way or the other, and they stay on. There is a reason behind this. Knowing that this boy 
does not show the slightest creative or technical promise, we ask him to stay on, because 
of the structure we operate in. The extremely unstable economics of group theatre 
necessitates such decisions. Bibhash had tried another way, but he too failed because of 
the economics. When you invite an actor to perform for your group, you cannot expect 
him to be behave like a group member, to sell tickets for your group, for example; nor 
can you expect him to contribute to the group’s fund when there is a shortage, because 
s/he is not part of the group. But you can ask a member who cannot act or be of any 
technical help to contribute in times of crisis.

Sombhu-da had said long ago that good people are not necessarily of any help to 
theatre. They must primarily know how to act. The system within which we operate is 
unsteady, and hence the problems that Biplab put before us today. A lot of things Biplab 
said today were new to me. It was my failing not to have assessed him better. 

There is another bit of information I ‘d like to share with you. All the members in our 
group, including senior members, who are acting in ongoing productions in our 
repertoire, still attend every rehearsal. Subimal-babu, our president, is over 71; yet he still 



122

122

comes to rehearsals every day. He has only pleaded that he won’t be able to act in a new 
play anymore.

Biplab has pointed out certain things regarding organization. I’d like to add a few 
more. Our group and its origin had a very positive aspect. The organization had been 
formed earlier out of the coordination committee. It is I who has had to adjust to the 
needs of the organization. Biplab has observed that it was good as an organization, but 
uneven in its creative/ intellectual aspect. Several other groups are facing this problem. 
The secretary and manager have formed a coterie within a group. With the fast changing 
times and escalating costs, it is becoming extremely difficult to maintain a group and 
keep it going. The cost of an evening’s performance has gone up to Rs 10,000 and just to 
maintain some kind of an economic balance, it is becoming increasingly necessary to 
recruit people who are enterprising. This may be of various sorts: grabbing as many 
dates as possible at the Academy, collecting advertisement subscriptions, convincing 
sponsors. Such people are becoming indispensable in a group.  

The problems that Suman’s generation has to face, for example, need to be analysed. 
You have to put out a fairly large advertisement in order to get noticed. It is unavoidable. 
If a revolutionary change has to be brought about, what should it be? I think the proposal 
was, if the younger theatre workers can think of something, will we, the elders follow 
them?

BiBhaSh C: There is no reason why we shouldn’t. I was trying to underscore the fact 
that pioneers have had to take tremendous risks to change the prevailing order and this 
risk has to be taken. This is true not only of Bohurupee, but also of all theatre groups that 
were formed during that time. And Badal Sircar is another example of a man who had 
taken an enormous risk when he started his kind of theatre. One cannot change the 
system by staying comfortably within it. I’ve been saying this for over 10 years to 
younger people who feel they are at the end of their tether—maybe you won’t have 
anybody by you when you start, but you must have faith in your work and the belief 
that like minded people will slowly and steadily join you. The truth is no one among us 
has the guts to work against the established order.

BratyaBrata B: Just a small factual correction. My group has been around for quite 
some time. In fact it was there long before Ram-da’s or even Biplab-da’s group had been 
formed. I joined the group much later. Our group was established in 1989, though it is 
true we weren’t very active in the initial years. I joined it only recently, in 1991. 

Samik B: Our discussion today has reached a very interesting 
point. We have been able to complete a 
survey of 50 

years in the last 2 days. The 
discussion has been quite candid and frank. Manoj has rightly 

pointed out that sporadic attempts at finding solutions to the problems in the last 50 
years have not yielded positive results. Again, when you are talking of the structure, I 
would say that one particular structure has worked for 50 years and it is time to rethink, 
relocate the structure within the present conditions. 

When we look back in retrospect, our stocktaking of the those 50 years reveals certain 
cracks and fissures. Now that we have left that span of time behind us, we can look at it 
in a certain perspective. We are referring to the Bohurupee model again and again. 
Historically Bohurupee created the structure of the group theatre which was non-
professional in the sense that neither the actors nor the director was earning anything 
from it. All of them had some alternative means of livelihood; they were coming to the 
group only after a long day’s work and were giving only two hours or so for the group; 
sometimes if other engagements were important, they wouldn’t even come to the group. 

If we take a look at the theatre history of the last 400 years (or perhaps a little more if 
we also include Shakespeare), we won’t find another example like this—a totally 

ThiS iS AfTEr ALL, Show BUSinESS. YoU CAnnoT do mEAninGfUL ThEATrE oUT of ShEEr CAmArAdEriE: ‘ComE onE, ComE ALL, LET US ALL GET ToGEThEr             
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voluntary, non-professional endeavour. In other words, then, theatre demands quality. 
For a long time, it was a carefully worked out project to draw attention to the penurious 
condition of these non-professional theatre groups; to underscore the fact that these 
groups continue doing theatre despite all the difficulties; and also to make people aware 
of the tremendous power there is in their theatre, and to appeal to the audience to 
graciously overlook the flaws in the production because this theatre is a hallowed project 
of utter self denial. But those of us who were watching it from outside, who were 
promoting this theatre informally—going to watch one play several times, getting other 
people to see it, even selling tickets, writing about the play or speaking about it—have 
been apologists for this theatre. This has basically been our role. If the audience was 
foolish enough not to distinguish a good play from a bad one, we wouldn’t point it out 
to them. We would continue praising the play.

If we seriously take stock of what has happened in Bohurupee in these 50 years, one 
thing comes across very clearly—Sombhu-babu’s most significant work was between 
1952 and 1964. After Oidipous and Raja, both of which were flawed productions, the 
group starts breaking down, until Sombhu-babu realizes he can’t deliver the goods and 
retires. This kind of an arrangement doesn’t work for more than 10 or 12 years. And it 
exists for those years because of all the people who have come together with their youth 
and spirit and who support the group as best as they can. All of us must own up, at least 
in this informal space today, that this kind of a theatre cannot challenge the really big, 
professional theatre because it is an absurdity: a totally voluntary, non-professional setup 
with no money in it, you give 2 hours in the evening for a role in a play, and you are 
supposed to give a superb performance with perfect body movements, excellent voice 
control. How can you? You just can’t afford to give your best because you have a job to 
slog at during the day. For those of you who have been able to break free of the fetters, it 
is different; but even there you haven’t been able to get all your group members. 

All I have to say is, even with all the difficulties, all the limitations, you must be able 
to train your members, bring up their performance standards as best as you can. I 
understand the point that Jayoti was trying to make. It is true that a workshop for 8 or 10 
days can’t make an actor out of you. Nobody expects it either. We all know it isn’t 
possible. But do you have people in your group who are willing or can afford to go 
through a rigorous 3-month-long training process? No one can afford to spend this time 
either in the suburbs, or in Calcutta; but you still can keep aside 7–10 days a year to go 
through some kind of a training. Suman, you have seen, in your experience abroad 
(which is also a source of your strength) how these methods have become more scientific 
these days. When we talk of globalization, these methods have become rational, scientific 
and in those 10 days you can teach certain skills, because there is a definite methodology, 
a definite system. You can afford to take your whole group through this training process, 
a system can be defined, the methodology shared. There are certain models which are 
followed abroad. We have to think of a system suitable for conditions here, and we have 
to put our heads together to formulate the methodology. This is where I find your 
proposal of a forum very interesting. If 5–6 groups are willing to share this expertise, it 
becomes a kind of an input. 

There is another absurd attitude in circulation, that anyone from the Group Theatre 
doing a stint in films or television serials, is regarded as an outcast. In the initial years of 
Bohurupee, Sombhu-babu went away to Bombay to shoot Jagtey Raho at a time when 
Raktakarabi was being performed regularly and he had to be replaced by Radhamohan 
Bhattacharya. This happens and the group accepts it. No one has ever given a 
rationalization for it. If Sombhu-babu had succeeded in films, we don’t know what 
would have happened. It is quite another matter that he failed in films and returned to 
theatre, never to leave again. 

If we come to terms with this, we can think of some formula which can sustain a 
similar kind of arrangement within the structure here, perhaps not blindly imitating the 
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system abroad (where there are several instances of groups doing one production a year, 
and doing it well, and the director working in 2/3 films a year), when we can sustain/
support a group of 20 or 30 people by doing a serial, or taking up a film assignment, but 
ensuring that all members of the group get adequately trained in skill development and 
professionalization. We have to stop cribbing about theatre workers going in for film/
television assignments and stop treating them as untouchables. What I dislike is the way 
a kind of hate campaign is generated: X is also working for the TV; hence he is lost to 
theatre. Let us face it frontally and say: yes, we’ll do it. 

We know that all the actors who used to work with Ingmar Bergman or Tony 
Richardson, were originally people from the theatre; and we know what tremendous 
commitment they had and what fabulous actors they were. The theatre there doesn’t run 
on state subsidy and they could do theatre because they fed theatre with funds generated 
from films. We could explore possibilities like these. It won’t work according to the same 
formula, but we can think of ways and methods which can work within our structure. 
We have to rethink professionalization and reformulate the training process. Suman, you 
have raised these two points and I have developed on them. We should think of more 
such inputs and ideas which could contribute to making a total structural revolution. 
And with the structure, there has to be a reconnaissance of the ideology of theatre—for 
whom am I doing this theatre, the relationship between the theatre and the group, the 
group and the director—bringing it within an ideological framework, a common 
philosophical reference. Something that hasn’t been done all these years becomes a 
necessity in the present context when we are trying to find a new structure. 

It is an excellent suggestion that this space and the resources be used for discussions,  
and if Suman can take the initiative we could get together and see that something 
emerges out of the brainstorming sessions. Manoj has rightly pointed out that 
suggestions/possibilities have been tried out/explored, but somehow they haven’t 
added up to anything tangible. It is time to make a fresh start.

Suman m: I’ll be only too glad to take up the responsibility of the forum. I think the 
theatre world here will respond if something like this emerges. What is necessary for this 
venture to succeed is total participation from everybody in the theatre fraternity here.

BiBhaSh C: Samik, I’d like to make a point. We are quintessential cribbers. We crib 
about the electronic media which is ‘devouring’ theatre, we crib about advertisement 
rates going up, but we still choose to remain in this setup, without seeking means of 
changing it. This I find extremely irritating. I tell them, they are perfectly justified in 
hiking up the rates. Pay up if you can; and if you can’t, just shut up and forget it. This is 
a kind of idle discussion I hate. If you think of this in another way, the media lives off 
people like us. Whenever they want something on Brecht, for example, they come either 
to Rudraprasad Sengupta, or Samik Bandyopadhyay or Bibhash Chakraborty and fill up 
pages. Talking about advertisements, they don’t care whether theatre ads are published 
or not. They can do very well without our ads. We can form a syndicate (like the press 
syndicates) and declare that every interview, discussion, article or essay on theatre has to 
be syndicated through this forum. The syndicate then can take up the role of imposing 
some kind of a pressure on the media in the interest of theatre. 

kOuShik S: If such a forum comes into existence, can all of us get together and resolve 
not to give ads exceeding a particular size? 

BratyaBrata B: Or perhaps give a one line ad?
BiBhaSh C:  This cannot be implemented, Bratya, for the simple reason, there will be 

an invisible line of demarcation between the haves and the have nots. A person who has 
a fabulous turnover from his group, why will he agree to cutting down on costs of ads? 

BratyaBrata B: In that case, what is the use of having a forum or syndicate?
Suman m: What is the function of the syndicate, then?
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BiBhaSh C: News/literature related to theatre should go through some kind of a 
control, for example, no magazine/newspaper will have access to anything by Manoj 
Mitra unless it is syndicated. 

Samik B: Bibhash, there will be a different kind of problem here. Supposing an 
important critic comes down from Delhi to interview Manoj Mitra—how can you stop it?

BiBhaSh C: You can, if Manoj wishes. 
Samik B: Why should he object? As you have suggested a little while ago, why 

should an individual/group that is self sufficient, take the help of the syndicate at all?
BiBhaSh C: Let us try it out, let us explore. I think we must call it a day. We have 

succeeded in tiring out our hosts, who have been so thoughtful in providing us the space 
and been wonderful hosts in every sense of the word. On behalf of all of us I thank them 
for allowing us to participate in such a warm, friendly exchange, which is rare. We hope 
this is just the beginning of an ongoing process. Thank you once again.

(Translated and transcribed by Vikram Iyengar and Sunandini Banerjee.)



126

126



127



128

Samik BanDyOpaDhyay: From my exposure to/experience of theatre in other parts of 
India, I have felt that women in Group Theatre in Bengal have had a major role to play in 
the organization as a whole even when they were not acting or directing, as distinct from 
theatre in other parts of India. I have noticed this sometimes from my seat in the 
audience; but often because I have had the privilege of knowing these groups quite 
closely. This particular aspect is never discussed or written about, and it is largely 
unacknowledged or unrecognized. Over the years I have observed their roles during the 
formative years of a group. However, when the group becomes established or successful, 
the women gradually retreat from the foreground, becoming less central, and the group 
carries on, with its own momentum. If we could define this role, articulate the change—
that is what we would like to discuss. And in that role, how far have they been able to 
progress as they desired? Have they been able to make the group move in the way they 
would have liked? How far have they realized their dreams, their wishes, aspirations? 
That is what we want to know. Because when the group is considered as a whole, these 
desires and dreams are often lost or subsumed. 

Secondly, we would also like to know, in their roles as directors or actresses, apart 
from their roles as members of the group, how far are they able to achieve and express 
themselves as women? Are they at all able to express their sensibilities as women, or 
even as actresses, or do they have to accept and submit to the directives of a male 
director or a male actor? Are there clashes when one feels something instinctively about 
the role, but the director demands something else and the director’s authority being 
greater, it is understood that his decision will be final, and for the sake of the play, these 
directives have to be accepted? If you could share some of your practical experiences 
from your perspectives as actresses, not from a theoretical point because some of these 
finer details cannot be explained from that angle. Where you wanted to do something 
but were unable to do it, because the play, the director and your co-actors demanded 
something else. 

Day One:  21 auguSt, 1998

ChAndrA dASTidAr kETAki dUTTA UShA GAnGULi mAYA GhoSh indrAni mAiTrA BAiSAkhi mArjiT 

CoLLoQUiUm Two: womEn in GroUp 

CoLLoQUiUm Two: womEn in GroUp 

 iShiTA mUkhErjEE SEEmA mUkhErjEE BABY SArkAr ChiTrA SEn SohAG SEn 
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There are a large number of women directors in Bengali theatre. It is a matter of great 
pride for Bengali theatre that there are so many of them working independently, a 
phenomenon which is not found in the theatre of any other region in India. If we look at 
the history of contemporary theatre the world over, even in great cities like Berlin or 
London, nowhere are there so many women directors working at the same time. Why 
have they become directors? I have often felt that it was out of a sense of lack of 
fulfilment in their roles as actresses, where they wanted to do something but were foiled. 
And from that experience, they have been obliged to take on the mantle of director. Is 
this true, I have often wanted to know. And even as directors, are they achieving all that 
they had wanted to achieve? Because they have to work within the constraints of the 
group, the theatre itself has its own rules, demands and constraints. How far are they 
able to achieve their sense of self and individuality even after becoming a director? 

Our last question was, as an actress with an independent sense of self, how much 
happiness, independence and fulfilment do you achieve in your relations with the family, 
society and the group? 

When I formulated these questions, I drew on my experience in the theatre and my 
personal friendships with many of you, my acquaintance with your work and your work 
environment. I have seen many of you from close quarters, especially Maya, Usha, 
Chandra-di, Ketaki-di, whom I met later but for whose work I had the greatest 
admiration long before I even got introduced to her, and Chitra, whom I have known for 
a long time. The rest I have met later. I have drawn up the questions on the basis of what 
I have come to realize and know from observing their work. We will proceed on the lines 
of these questions, but I am sure you will have much to say beyond the scope of these 
questions. If we can capture some of the experiences of those who are working now in 
Bengali theatre our purpose will be served.

If any of you have any questions or anything to add . . . My role after this will be 
minimal. You will be the ones doing the talking, I will merely remind you of some of the 
issues that I want to raise, and guide the discussion along those lines. 

I want to start with two people here who have played a significant role in their 
respective groups and taken on many responsibilities for many years. It is because of 
their extensive experience as organizers and their seniority that I want to begin with 
them: first Chandra-di, and then Chitra. They have worked with 2 or 3 groups, left the 
groups, started work with others, and at least in the case of Chandra-di I know, since the 
time that Charbak was formed, Chandra-di’s responsibilities from an organizational 
angle have increased vastly. If you could tell us something of its history and it problems. 
After which, I will turn to Chitra . . . Then we will have some sense of perspective and 
we can begin the questions. 

ChanDra DaStiDar: I began almost 40 years ago, when I joined a group called 
Baishakhi. Everyone there was new and unfamiliar to me then. That was my first 
performance in theatre—in 1958. They were planning to stage Dui Mahal for a 
competition. I was taken there because of my appearance, to do a particular role. I did 
not know anything about acting. Naturally when they put me straight on the stage for 
the competition, I got a zero. There were a lot of disputes, they were unable to accept me 
and asked me to leave. So I went away. Later, when they needed me again, I went there 
again. I was then just an actress, an outsider to the group. And I used to think of myself 
as very insignificant. There were other actresses like Shikha Roy and I used be scared of 
them. I did not know anything about acting, they gradually taught me, especially 
Jochhan Dastidar. After Dui Mahal, the next play that they were doing was written by 
Jochhan. There was a difference of opinion in the group on whether I would be able to do 
well in a particular role in the play. Jochhan insisted that I would be able to deliver the 
goods, much to the consternation of some other members in the group.

A large group of us broke off from Baishakhi in 1960 and formed a group called 
Rupantari. My role there was primarily that of an organizer. I used to do everything: 
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booking halls, selling tickets, securing advertisements for the souvenir. Not that I did not 
get a role, I did, and I did act but I wanted (I was very young then) to do work that 
would bring me recognition. I wanted to hear that something had been achieved because 
of me—she is the one who has done this. But because it is a male-dominated society, 
those in power were always men. 

Looking back on those years I feel a lot of them had a lot less talent than I did. It was 
they who hogged the limelight and I never got any recognition as such. But nevertheless 
I stayed on. I wanted to act, and besides, I had decided to marry Jochhan. We used to 
love each other and that was fine, but it was different when it came to acknowledging 
something I had done.

Even after our marriage, I continued with that group, putting my heart and soul into 
whatever I did, trying to establish the group on a firm foundation. All my concern and 
aspirations were centred on the group. It was my only source of relaxation. Our life was 
a hard struggle, financially, but still, theatre was the centre of our lives. But even then I 
never received any recognition for my achievements. It is true that I acted in whatever 
plays I got a chance to act in. Nobody ever praised me as a good actress. I don’t know 
why. Possibly I was not an impressive actress. That is why, perhaps, I never really had 
the self-confidence; it never grew within me. 

After some years there was again trouble with the group. This time it was political. 
Jochhan was always Left-oriented, and there were disputes with the extremists. Again 
there was a change of groups and Jochhan founded Charbak. It was after I came to 
Charbak . . . I was a lot older then and I had learnt to assert myself. For the first time 
people listened to me and I realized that my opinions were beginning to be valued. 
Earlier, my opinions really didn’t count. I enjoyed working in the group. I did many 
plays one after the other without having to wait. 

Samik B: What was the first play you wrote?
ChanDra D: The first play I wrote was Sati. That, too, was motivated by necessity. I 

never had any intention of writing plays. The group was without work, there were no 
new plays, and it was very urgent [to find a play]. Therefore I wrote Sati almost while 
discussing the ideas. But after I wrote it, there were disputes at home and in the group 
because the director and the playwright happened to be part of the same family. The 
tension and unpleasantness came to such a point that I tore up the script a couple of 
times. After that, the group was still sitting around. Then one day our director, Jochhan 
Dastidar, said, ‘Where is the play that you wrote? Take it out, let us start rehearsing.’ 
Then I timidly wrote it out and gave it to him. As I had written it out several times, I 
knew it all by heart. After rehearsals started, he directed it in his own fashion. I was not 
unhappy about that, thinking that at least my play was being produced.

After that, I wrote another play called Pratyasha. I had not written that in the form of 
a play but of a serial. Jochhan liked it very much, so he said that next January we’d 
produce a play based on it. I said, ‘No, I will not give that to you.’ There were many 
arguments and recriminations because of this. After that, he forcibly staged Pratyasha. 
Everybody praised it. I did not feel any sorrow because I got a role worth playing. 

To tell you the truth, I never had the opportunity to play a truly fulfilling role before I 
wrote one for myself. I never acted except with my own group. So I did not get that 
opportunity. I acted in Pratyasha and Sati. After that I felt strongly that I should write 
more plays. 

Then I wrote Banjara where the characters were all familiar to me. I wanted to select 
the music director myself because the play required a specific kind of music. I felt the 
music did not quite suit the character of the play, though the person who did the music, 
Dinen Choudhury, is a very talented man. I wanted to direct the play myself, but I saw it 
slowly drawn out of my hands. He said very gently, ‘You will direct it too. This play is all 
yours.’ But suddenly I saw the music director appointed, without my knowing it, the 
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dance director arrived. Because he was my husband—and of 
course my director—I could not say anything in front of 
everyone. I would just sit quietly and rage, but I did not have 
the power to say anything. The dance director arrived, the 
dances were selected, the songs were done, my play was 
transformed, my ideas were disregarded and Banjara was 
staged. Those who saw it liked it so much that we were 
flooded with call shows. It was very entertaining, they said, 
and praised it to the skies. I did not act in it. I had not kept a 
role for myself in it. I had thought I would be the director, so 
there was no role for me. But I was deeply grieved. He had 
become very sensitive about it. If I went into the rehearsal 
room, he would choose any pretext to pick a fight with me so 
that I left the room. He had become very childish. I would 
leave, but I was very sad. 

After that was Mukhamukhi. It was written for the group, 
because I had to do it. That was the time when he was 
gradually falling ill, my director, so I had to do it. And I am 
still doing it.

Samik B: What is the situation now? In one sense, the state 
of the group is such that you are obliged to take the helm.

ChanDra D: Exactly. I have to do it now. You see, there is a 
right age for everything. When one is young and strong, one 
feels the desire and zest to do things. Then one can plunge into 
any project without fear. Now I do not know how successful I 
will be as a director, or whether I will be able to straighten my 
back again and stand upright. But I still want to. I will 
definitely not give up. I will try to do something. But the play 
we are now rehearsing is one Jochhan Dastidar left more or 
less all the directions for. And it is in his honour, dedicated to 
him. We hope to stage it in September. He even wrote down all 
the directions and compositions. The rehearsals were not 
complete and that is what we are doing now. I do not know 
what play I will do after that. I have not decided yet. But I 
know I will definitely do something. 

Samik B: One last question for now. What do you feel now 
about the group? Jochhan–babu is not there any more; how is 
your understanding with the group?

ChanDra D: I have a very good understanding with the 
group. Even when he was here, we had that. Because whether 
or not he was there, the welfare of each of the boys, what each 
of them should or should not do, in which direction they 
should walk was my concern—nobody did anything without 
my permission. Every one of the boys, regardless of how 
senior or junior he was. They always accepted me as the leader. 
Jochhan was the guru, they kept him in the seat of honour. But 
what might be called the managing director, the one who 
would guide all of them, that was always after the formation 
of Charbak. I have no grief or regrets there. I have received 
immense cooperation and love from them.

Samik B: Chitra, before Theatre Guild came into being you 
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were already acting with several other groups, and you were 
already an established actress.

Chitra Sen: Baishakhi was the first group I worked for. I 
don’t know whether there was any connection between 
Chandra-di and Jochhan-da then. A group of boys, 
undergraduates at the Government Art College, put up a 
performance for their annual day, and women were not 
allowed to act. I have heard stories from them that the actor 
who played Aparna in Bisarjan was a disaster. He fell down 
and it was revealed that he was a man, and there was an 
uproar about this. Then the professors and students all 
clamoured that henceforth they should have actresses too.

When all these boys graduated, we formed a group called 
Lokabharati. Jochhan-da was in that group, so was Buro-da 
[Tarun Kumar, popular stage and screen actor], and a lot of 
painters. We performed a play called Uloo, which won the one-
act competition. While we were doing all this, Jochhan-da 
formed the group called Baishakhi. I was called to play a role 
there. Later I heard—I was very young then—that this was the 
role that Chandra-di had played. I was often reminded that this 
was her role. Anyway, I have been in group  theatre since then: 
that was 1955/56. 

After that I was there right at the start of Sundaram, when it 
was dominated by Parthapratim Choudhury. Manoj–babu used 

Chandra and Jochhan Dastidar in Charbak’s production of Mukhamukhi. Photograph © Nemai Ghosh
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to come there, but because of other work, he could not participate all that much. I was 
there for many years. There was what now feels like a peculiar lack of any system. On 
the days when Partha was there, the rehearsals were full-fledged. But then Partha used 
to go off on a romantic rendezvous, and there was no rehearsal. And about 30 other boys 
used to leave with him, and I used to sit and wait. Where had he gone? Well, he had gone 
to meet that girl. I didn’t like that naturally: I had been preparing for the rehearsal since 
morning. And then when I arrived, there was no rehearsal! That was how matters were 
run there. All the plays that I did there were more or less done like that. 

I joined Gananatya Sangha [IPTA] in 1957. Jnanesh-da took me there. I was there for 
several years. While I was there, I went abroad. The police once raided my house because 
of my political affiliations. I was at that time in Dhaka on a shoot. That was my second 
Bengali film. We had completed about 15 days’ shooting, when one morning there was a 

knock 

at the door of the place where we were staying. There 
were many policemen there, and they said that I had to leave Dhaka (Bangladesh hadn’t 
become an independent nation) within 24 hours. When I asked them why, they said, 
you’ve been to Moscow and China and your name is on our records. You are a 
Communist; leave at once. I said, the film is still incomplete. But they did not let me stay, 
they sent me back. I have no idea whether the film was completed afterwards.

After I came back, I again worked in Sundaram and we did plays again. After that we 
started a new group that we named Theatre Guild. My role there was only as actress. I’m 
not very good at organizational work. I’m very emotional: I might show preference to 
someone, which would be very bad from the group point of view. And I sympathize with 
the joys and sorrows of other people so much that I have landed myself in some very 
awkward and even painful situations. Anyway, I always found acting such a pleasurable 
job that I never had any desire to be a director or participate in running the group. I have 
done organizational work in my own way—taking care of boys [of the group] who 
would always stay in my house. If that is organizational work, then sure, I have done 
some. But to me, it was more like a normal human response. 

When I was with Theatre Guild, Sunil Mukherjee (he is quite famous now), stayed 
with us for over 2 years. It was at a time when we were planning a production of Brecht’s 
The Good Person of Szechuan, adapted in Bengali as Bhalomanusher Meye by Shyamal [Sen, 
her husband; actor and director]. We needed a huge cast for it. That was when Sunil was 
brought in and since he did not have a place to stay, Shyamal suggested that he should 
stay with us since we had so many rooms. He asked me, ‘Why are you objecting?’ My 
objection was because we were a joint family, and I had to tackle everything. Later it 
reached a point where Sunil would wake up at 10.30, and I had to bring him tea and 
cajole him, ‘Wake up! Wake up!’ I had to make him drink the tea and persuade him to 
leave the house. The group used to pay him a lump sum for food. Later we would also 
have our meals together. There was just one reason for this: ‘he is a very good actor and 
we have to keep him!’ This was one side to it. The other side was all the complaints that I 
used to face from the family members who did not like this arrangement at all. Everyone 
at home was telling me, ‘Talk to Shyamal about this. How can this go on? There is an 
outsider eating and sleeping at our house regularly!’ I was the person who had to face all 
of that. I don’t know if you would describe that as organizational work. 

Samik B: Of course!
Chitra S: This was what I had to cope with. The first problem with group work is 

money, of which there always is a shortage. We had to devise new ways to find money. 
We never had much, but we had once made some ornaments, as apparently I could not 
go out into society, or to weddings [without] a few bangles and earrings. And he said, 
‘What! Are you going to sit and wear these? Who is going to see you? Give them to me. 

 i hAd To  wArm ThE food, CLEAn ThE kiTChEn, do EvErYThinG And onLY ThEn CoULd i Go Up And hE  woULd  BE in  A  rAGE ,  ShoUTinG                                        from UpSTAirS if i wAS LATE BY 10 
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We need the money.’ So I gave all that away. After that my mother-in-law would say, 
‘What is this! You go to weddings and you don’t wear any jewellery!’ ‘It’s all there, 
mother, it’s all there.’ He had a couple of rings which my family had given him. He said, 
‘What does one do with rings? Who 

wears them?’ My son was 
given a couple of ornaments, you know, chains and buttons. They have all gone to 

sustain the group. My house in a constant state of pandemonium. Every night, 2-4 of the 
boys . . . ‘You don’t have to go home. Stay and eat with us.’ This became a habit with us. 
This is how I have been associated with the group all my life. 

Other than that, I have never had very severe objections from my family. The only 
problem was one that would be natural, to a housewife.There are 12-14 people in our 
household. I run the household, and only after finishing my work there have I done 
plays. And I have had to listen to adverse comments because of that. But not too many—
to ensure that, I have had to bear a lot of personal suffering. Once I had pleurisy. I was 
very ill, bedridden for about a year. That was because of the group. There were pressures 
from both sides. I was on the ground floor, the rehearsal room was on the first floor. 
Before going there I had to warm the food, clean the kitchen, do everything and only 
then could I go up. And he would be in a rage, shouting from upstairs if I was late by 10 
minutes. ‘Rehearsals started at 6 pm. Why have you arrived at 6.10? Everybody is 
waiting for you.’ It was this pressure from both sides, which was not anybody’s fault. At 
least that is how I look at it. 

That is how I have done plays all my life . Even now, at my advanced age, I am doing 
plays the same way. Even this morning before coming here, I finished all the cooking and 
everything before I came. There are other people, but you know how it is. One feels one 
is indispensable. 

About complaints . . . well, if one lives in a family, there are always misunderstandings 
among one’s own people. Even with Baban [Koushik Sen, her son] about direction. I 
suggest one way, he says no, often backed by a good argument which I counter with 
another argument. But this is just healthy argument. I have had such arguments with my 
husband, with my son and with outsiders as well. Perhaps less when I am working with 
outsiders, when I have no other responsibilities except my own acting. 

The important thing is that I love doing my work. If the love was not there, there 
would be no compulsion. When the love is gone, then there is no desire to stay or to do 
work. I don’t know how long I will be able to work in future, as long as the love stays, I 
guess. My battles with myself are my own problem, I don’t want to implicate anyone 
else. These are my experiences. 

My temperament is like that. I want to work in such a cultural world because I love 
the work. I do not want to dominate others. Discussions are healthy, because this is how I 
feel something can be done well, and everyone can work together. 

Samik B: Maya [Ghosh], you have worked with many groups. And at one time, when 
Theatre Workshop was being formed, to an outsider, at least, it seemed that you were 
very closely associated with its formation and organization. After a while, however, after 
playing a very important role, we saw that you dissociated yourself from it. Then for a 
while you were not with any group. You have been through many different kinds of 
experiences, and perhaps you could tell us something about them. About Nandikar, 
Theatre Workshop. 

maya ghOSh: It was totally unplanned—my coming into theatre. I felt I had to do 
something. My father was ill, my mother had died when I was very young, all our 
savings were spent. So I felt I had to do something. It was out of this desire that I met 
some people who were working in the neighbourhood theatre and did a couple of shows 
here and there. 

 onCE i hAd pLEUriSY. i wAS  vErY iLL , BEdriddEn for ABoUT A YEAr. i wAS on ThE GroUnd fLoor , ThE rEhEArSAL room wAS on ThE firST fLoor. 
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My first play was Tai To, by Bidhayak 
Bhattacharya, and I played the younger sister 
Mallika. Because I had been brought up by my 
father from an early age, my feminine 
mannerisms were limited. I used to like 
spending time with boys, maybe it is still so. I 
used to laugh a lot, laugh uproariously at the 
slightest provocation. I laughed on stage as 
well. There was a point when I had to slap 
someone. Every day I used to mutter to 
myself, ready, steady, now slap. When I was 
on stage, I actually did deliver the slap but I 
also said, there, smack. That is how I started in 
the theatre.

While I was still doing neighbourhood 
plays, it was our good fortune that we got to 
do Ajit-da [Ajitesh Bandyopadhyay]’s plays. I 
consider myself fortunate to have come in 
contact with a wonderful guru within 3 years. 
Most people do not have such luck. Anyway, I 
made that contact and I joined Gananatya 
Sangha. It was Ajit-da’s play, and under Ajit-
da’s direction, I started work on the play. After 
that I was sitting around again and doing 
neighbourhood plays. At which point, Ajit-da 
called me again. Ajoy Ganguly (he is not with 
us any more), came to my house and said Ajit-
da had asked me to go see him. The play was 
Bidehi [Ajitesh Bandyopadhyay’s adaptation of 
Ibsen’s Ghosts]. I did it. I was very thin then, I 
had a rather boyish appearance. I have become 
slightly more feminine with age. Anyway, that 
was a feminine role, I did it but it was not very 
good. The play was not good either. The 
mother was played by Jharna Chattopadhyay, 
daughter of Shefalika Putul [1925?–1974, 
leading actress, singer-dancer, played major 
roles under Sisir Bhaduri’s direction in 
Rangmahal and Natyaniketan, also acted in 
other theatre groups and several films, 
popularly known as ‘Putul’]. Jharna-di did not 
memorize her lines at all, which was such a 
misfortune. Nandikar’s first play, Bidehi was 
being performed and Satyen-da [Satyen Mitra] 
(who is no more) was deputed at the wings to 
prompt her. It was simply disastrous. 
Nandikar’s first play had to be prompted and 
all because of Jharna-di! 

At that point of time I did not know what a 
‘review meeting’ was. Ajit-da (he used to call 
me ‘apni’ though I was a lot younger than 
him; later of course he would call me ‘tumi’) 
told me to come along. I went along quite 
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The Bohurupee production of Char Adhyay (1951). Adapted from Rabindranath Tagore’s novel of the same name 
by Sombhu Mitra. Photograph © Nemai Ghosh
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cheerfully. I was a bit late. Actually I had younger sisters and brothers and it was only 
after I had taken care of them that I could do theatre. It was very difficult. So I went 
along. I was late and the meeting had begun. And just when I was about to go in, I heard 
Darika say (a very dark gentleman, I don’t know if he is still alive) that those who had 
seen me were saying that I was not a woman at all, that I was a boy who had come on 
stage wearing a sari. As soon as I heard that I came straight back home, I did not enter 
the room. Ajit-da later called me but I did not go. I resolved not to do theatre any more. 

In the mean while Ajit-da came to my house again. They were then doing a number 
of small things, they were going to do Char Adhyay with Keya. He came to my house and 
said that I had to do Ela in Char Adhyay. I left the house then. I just did not go home. I 
spent my time lurking in my friends’ houses. Ajit-da kept coming to my house. They 
were doing call shows for Char Adhyay. From childhood, I have had a great inclination to 
read books and plays. I knew that Ela was a character that I could not do. I knew that 
there were certain roles that one could not play because they simply don’t suit you. I feel 
the same way even now. You simply cannot master certain characters. I think some 
characters demand a physical presence which I lack. You simply cannot overcome 
everything with good acting, can you? Tripti Mitra had made that role [of Ela in Char 
Adyay] famous, but that is another matter. The role of Ela demanded a physical beauty 
that I did not possess. Ajit-da was insistent. I tried to explain it to him. Ultimately, I gave 
them the slip, did not go to the rehearsals and the show never took place. 

Then it was Natyakarer Sandhaney Chhati Charitra. They kept calling me occasionally 
for their call-shows for Setubandhan and other plays. I did little bits here and there. I was 
playing the mother in Natyakarer Sandhaney Chhati Charitra. I was boyish again. Ajit-da 
explained that it suited the character because the woman had struggled a lot. So there I 
was—very pale and very thin—playing the mother. He whitened my hair, dressed me in 
a widow’s coarse sari. It suited me, he said so himself. She did not have enough to eat, 
she was thin, looked as if she were in a state of penury. He put dark shadows under my 
eyes, which contrasted with the pallor of my skin. All that was taken care of, but my 
acting was still very bad. How could I empathize with the role of a mother? I didn’t 
know what being a mother was! I failed again. Dejected, I returned home. 

After about 3 months (this was in October), in January or February, Ajit-da came to 
my house again. I used to live on Sahitya Parishad Street. There was just a room. The bed 
was raised to accommodate my brother and sister, my father used to sleep on the bed, 
and all of us below it. Anyway, Ajit-da came along. There was a small chauki along the 
side on which everyone used to sit and talk. Ajit-da sat on that, his head was practically 
touching the bed. My father was lying on the bed. And he was explaining to me how I 
should play the daughter. I said, ‘I couldn’t do justice to the mother’s role; how can I 
now play the daughter? How is that possible?’ He said, ‘No, we’ll tackle the role 
differently.’ The more he tried to explain it to me, the more I would not listen. Then he 
said to my father, ‘Why don’t you explain this to her?’ My father was lying on his side. 
Ajit-da was explaining the role to me and coaxing me for over an hour and a half. He 
said, ‘I’m telling you, you will be good in this role.’ And I kept on arguing, saying it 
surely wouldn’t suit me. A woman who has to sell her body to make a living has to have 
some physical charm at least. I was so full of the way Keya [Chakravarty] used to play it. 
However, Ajit-da would not let it rest. He explained the role in great detail and made me 
do a few rehearsals at his place. I wouldn’t even say he ‘explained’ the role, it was as if 
he etched a portrait of the role within me. Those who have worked with Ajit-da will 
know this, it was a fascinating experience. It was a picture of the woman from when she 
was a child. Later my brothers said that I had done that character with all my body. Can 
one just do a role like that with one’s body? Such a great role, with so many dimensions? 
Maybe . . . I don’t know. What Ajit-da said was that the girl was completely lost. She sells 
her body for a little money. Which is what Keya could not convey. Keya was good-
looking, her voice was good, she was educated; you could understand that from her 
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voice. He made me totally raw. I have always been quite raw [laughter]. And he said this 
girl sells her body for just a little money, how can she have any beauty in her body? 
Those who have seen the play know, I was given no make-up. Those who have done the 
play later have dressed up for the role. There was an order that I could not comb my hair 
after shampooing it. I had a lot of hair then, and the tangles were needed for the role. The 
girl never used to comb her hair. And dark circles under her eyes. This is how I used to 
go on stage. The sari was a good one though. It was expensive, made of pure silk. I 
consider it my misfortune, that after 113 shows I left Natyakarer Sandhane Chhati Charitra. 
The reviews were good and it was after this play that the group achieved recognition. 

Anyway, I did that role. What is called learning to love the theatre. That I could do 
something, that my appearance . . . Ajit-da explained to me, ‘See, Maya, I have something 
to tell you. If you can act well, then people will just look at your face. It is just within that 
little area that their eyes will wander. And as soon as you start acting badly, their eyes 
will start to wander, to see how you walk, your eye makeup, your hairdo, your earrings’ 
. . . If you act well, then when they come out, if you ask them, ‘Tell me, what sari was the 
girl wearing?’ they will not be able to tell you. Ajit-da taught me that. That is what I have 
a l w a y s 

striven to do. 
God made me ugly. There’s nothing I could do about that. Therefore, I always try my 

utmost to become the character I am playing. Regardless of whether I am working with a 
big group or a little group, in Calcutta or outside. I have worked with at least 100 groups. 

In May, I 

did a play for Spandan—Sandhya Chhaya, a 
Jaywant Dalvi play where I played the mother’s role. It is about an old couple and I was 
playing the old woman. Actors and actresses from the Hindi theatre came to me after the 
show and asked, ‘How did you do that role? Did you read the original play by Dalvi?’ 

Whether with a small group or a large one, I always look at the role, whether there is 
anything in the character to develop. Rehearsals, for actors, are like the reyaaz [practice] 
that singers do every morning. Theatre is also like music, one needs to cultivate it, to 
practise it.

I have always thought that I do not need to worry about what others are saying. I will 
do my work in my way and do it with the maximum dedication. Which is why I am very 
alone in the theatre today. I have no friends. The good thing is that nobody disturbs me, I 
can work in my own way. 

The problem is, I do a character my way with my heart and soul in it. As a result, my 
role seems to overshadow everyone else’s. Nobody likes this—the big dadas and the 
small ones dislike it equally They think, I wrote the play, I financed the production, yet 
she is the one who is getting the fame. How can this be? This is not good. So they 
continued to ask me, ‘Maya-di, why did you do this?’ or ‘Why didn’t you do that?’ I said, 
‘Listen, you wrote the role for an actress who acts in neighbourhood plays, and it’s being 
done by Maya Ghosh. Remember that. If Maya Ghosh is doing it, the role is going to be 
of a certain dimension.’ However, as is to be expected, they cannot accept that.

Coming back to what I was saying, the next play I did with Ajit-da was Manjari Amer 
Manjari—and Ajit-da’s masterly teaching technique! I was boyish, I spoke too fast, 
walked in a masculine fashion, Ajit-da kept pointing these out and correcting me in 
Manjari Amer Manjari. During Natyakar, he had not said anything. But in Manjari Amer 
Manjari, he said, ‘Maya, you have to get rid of these.’ Again he drew a picture and 
explained the character to me. The character was older—30/32 years. She manages an 
entire estate all by herself. She gets up very early in the morning, before dawn, does her 
daily chores, puts oil in her hair and ties it up tightly into a knot, ties a gamchha around 
her waist, eats some panta [boiled rice, soaked in water overnight] and then she leaves, 

if  YoU  CAn  ACT  wELL  ,  ThEn  pEopLE  wiLL  jUST  Look  AT  YoUr  fACE .  iT  iS  jUST  wiThin  ThAT  LiTTLE  ArEA  ThAT  ThEir  EYES  wiLL wAndEr .                                                 And  AS Soon  AS  YoU STArT ACTinG BAdLY, 

i hAvE ALwAYS ThoUGhT ThAT i do noT nEEd To worrY ABoUT  whAT oThErS ArE SAYinG.  i  wiLL do  mY                                         work in mY  wAY  And  do iT wiTh ThE mAximUm 
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with a stick in hand. Where is she going and why with 
a stick? She goes to the orchard to chase cattle off her 
grounds. This is the picture . . . I felt a strange 
transformation as the role gradually sank into me. I 
automatically became older and much more 
responsible, like the character I was playing. And then I 
felt that I could really do it. Just think of the 
situation—a gutsy woman leaving home with a stick 
while it is still dark. Samik-da praised my role in this 
play in Parichay [literary periodical] and pointed out 
that I had worked on a lot of minute details.

Ajit-da said, ‘Do whatever you want to. If it does 
not look appropriate, I’ll tell you.’ As I said before, I 
had an excellent guru. That is where I learnt the 
‘in-between acting’. That it is not merely a matter of 
dialogue. Any actor/actress can memorize and rattle 
off lines. But this ‘in-between acting’: the relationships 

Bibhash Chakraborty and Maya Ghosh in the Theatre Workshop production of Manoj Mitra’s Chak Bhanga Madhu (1972). 
Photograph © Nemai Ghosh
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between characters, are best expressed in the 
silences. It was in Manjari Amer Manjari that I 
first learnt to do this. Ajit-da never gave rigid 
instructions. I did what I felt the dialogue 
demanded. 

I have always had a habit of listening to 
plays with my eyes closed. I swallow every 
word of it; I can feel every character. Then I 
read my character. Nowadays the girls and 
boys have no time to watch rehearsals, they 
are too busy, they are outside chatting and 
smoking, discussing what happened on TV the 
previous day, but to us, watching rehearsals 
was part of work. I used to watch all the 
characters closely, and I could learn a lot from 
comparing how Ajit-da spoke a particular bit 
of dialogue and how an actor spoke the same 
lines. From listening to others, the ‘in-between 
acting’ would emerge. There is not much 
dialogue in Manjari Amer Manjari, the acting is 
not written down, I used to develop it. 

After Manjari I acted in a few other plays 
before we took up Jakhan Eka  [Ajitesh 
Bandyopadhyay’s adaptation of Roots by 
Arnold Wesker], Phul Phutuk na Phutuk, a one-
act version of Roots, Prastab. These plays and a 
few others used to be on our call show 
repertoire. It was after Manjari Amer Manjari, 
that people felt I was getting too big for my 
boots, and that I must be stopped. It is not 
good for women to be so important, is it? It is 
not possible to cut somebody down until they 
have risen. 

SuranJana DaSgupta: That’s the bitter 
truth. 

maya g: So then the move was on to cut 
me down to size. It was decided we’d do 
Jakhan Eka and I would play the elder sister, 
not the heroine. The play is very wordy and 
dialogue based—unlike Manjari. It was done to 
cut me down, instead it made me more 
famous. I was asked to speak in dialect, but 
audiences here lap up dialect. My character 
had to speak with the sibilants prominent, 
which audiences loved. There was a lot of 
controversy and unpleasantness. Apparently I 
had grown too big. I was overshadowing Bithi 
[the central character], which was bad for the 
play. Amidst all these disputes, I left the group. 
There were a lot of malicious things said. I 
could never take much part in group activities, 
because I had young brothers and sisters and 
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an invalid father at home. I concentrated on the rehearsal but after that I used to rush 
home. However, when the group was in deep trouble, you have no idea of the 
circumstances under which we performed. The present day actors won’t be able to 
imagine how hard we worked. We performed Natyakarer in Dumdum for 200 rupees, 
where there were mosquitoes as large as me. We had to pay 10 rupees for hiring Ajit-da’s 
coat. The remaining 190 rupees were for the group. 

When we were performing at Muktangan, there were 4 performances a month . . . 
Chitra S: When there was a full house, we used to get tea and a chop to eat. 
maya g: Yes. Now I am old and can’t eat them any more, but then I used to eat them 

with great relish. When the play seemed set for a long run at Muktangan, then the group 
did not have to worry, but before that we needed some cash in hand. Ajit-da asked us to 
give what we could afford. I did not have anything to give, but my mother had left me 
some jewellery. I pawned that, and I gave the group 2000 rupees. I’m telling you this 
because this money was left in hand in case there was no sale of tickets. We carried on 
doing the 4  shows for a very long time. No group will dare take such a risk.

Chitra S : What play are you talking about?
maya: Natyakarer Sandhaney Chhati Charitra. 
Chitra S: Later, you were not there.
maya g: No. I left after one or two shows of Jakhan Eka. Ajit-da would accept every 

single invitation for call shows. We went to Asansol to do a show. Now normally one 
goes to the station in a rickshaw. Then, to save even 5 rupees was important for the 
group. We walked from Chittaranjan to get the train. And we even walked with 
enthusiasm. When we reached the station, the last train had left. All the boys were 
talking. The girls swathed themselves from head to foot and lay down on the platform. 
When any cars passed, they pushed the girls forward, hoping people would open the 
door for us. But nobody did. The cars passed, one after another. In the morning, we 
caught a train back. Can you imagine, five girls sleeping on the platform? No one can 
imagine that today. It is because I worked so hard for the theatre that I am still alive. I can 
still work for another 10-15 years. I have the stamina. I learnt at the beginning to work 
hard.

Now about Theatre Workshop. Initially my name used to feature as the first name in 
the list of actors: Maya Ghosh. Later it was pushed to the second and then third position. 
Then it was listed among the actresses, then it went into the general list. 

Chitra S: Then it was gradually wiped out [laughter].
maya G[laughter]: Yes, wiped out. It used to wander in the crowd of names, I had to 

search for it. That is why I am still alive, because I am wandering among people. I used 
to be everything. I am not ashamed to say it in front of Samik-da, but my name mattered 
more than anyone else’s. It was called Maya’s group. 

Chitra S: Maya was then the star
maya g: Yes, I was the star, and my name was exploited for publicity. We did Lalita. I 

said the character did not suit me. But then the situation demanded that I fight on 
because it was a question of the survival of the group. There was just one female 
character, we could not take more women. I did it, but I did not like it, the play was a bit 
weak. The character was unsuitable. It was again the role of a woman compelled to 
become part of the flesh trade. Anyway, she had a character which could be understood, 
and I did it. There is one point in the play when she throws down the broom and says, 
‘bhaddarloker mathay bari’ [I defy all the gentlefolk]. That was one good bit. I did it with a 
lot of effort to show how someone of the genteel class could be a scoundrel, and someone 
from a lower class could actually be genteel. 

After that the plays continued in their usual run, with different plays being selected. 
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Chak Bhanga Madhu, Panchu o Mashi [adaptation of Brecht’s play Lux in Tenebris], 
continued.

But it was already decided that I had grown too famous and I must be stopped. This 
was the attitude when another play was being selected. Maya-di has done many big 
roles, it’s time to do a different kind of play where more people will get a chance. Here I 
must put on record that the play chosen was a very good play. It is one of those plays 
that need to be performed. It was Ashwatthama. The production was very good, the acting 
excellent and the play itself was very good. It was unfortunate that there weren’t enough 
shows. That was the time I was dumped. I waited and waited for a role. In the mean time 
I had acted in Chak Bhanga Madhu and Rajrakta. And then I left the group. 

For many reasons. Family troubles. As I said, if the love is there, many things can be 
tolerated, many pains can be borne. When I was lying huddled on the platform, that did 
not bother me. By morning I was full of enthusiasm and energy. All those girls and boys, 
they all loved the group, they all loved theatre. Now nobody loves the play any more. It 
is considered a mere platform. Their attitude is: I will do some work, many people will 
see me, I will go from one place to another, I will spout the dialogue. Those who know 
the work know that you cannot do it that way. I have done theatre for 36 years. 

I am willing to compromise in the interest of theatre, but not for personal gain or an 
opening in television. It definitely does not mean that you go and grovel before people. 
My dadas approach people in television, begging for a role: Sir, I have a great desire to 
work in your films. I am dumbfounded at their sycophancy! You have an income of 
12-14,000 rupees a month, you don’t need more money. Just to show your face on TV, 
you are calling this man sir! It pains me to see this. So I asked myself, why do theatre any 
more? I have done enough. One needs to be free sometimes to go and act when the need 
arises. That is why I have kept myself free. The way theatre is being done these days, 
really pains me a lot. 

Chitra S: I am reminded of an incident. There was a crisis when I was doing 
Alakanandar Putrakanya. You were invited to step in for a particular role but you didn’t. 
You said you help out when people need it, but this is one time when you did not.

maya g: No, I won’t do a role which has been done by somebody else, it’s a matter of 
principle. However badly it has been done, I won’t do it again. Ketaki-di, bear me out.

ketaki Dutta: She did the same thing when they asked her to replace me in 
Mononiketan. She came running to my house to ask, ‘Why won’t you do it?’ I said, ‘Look, 
I don’t have the time now, and I’m too old.’ She said, ‘Okay, then I’ll talk to them.’ But 
she didn’t do it. 

maya g: It was an office club show. I do many kinds of roles there. They came to me 
from Duncan Brothers with a role Ketaki-di used to do for a group, for a mere Rs 100 or 
Rs 200. But now when the office had offered to pay Rs 2500, they came to me! I found it 
fishy and decided I should go to Ketaki-di first. 

uSha ganguli: Maya-di, I want to ask you something. I want to know why you kept 
changing groups. Was it from a sense of incompleteness—that you left one group to find 
fulfilment with another group, where you did not find it either? What is the dream of 
fulfilment or creativity in acting that drove you?

Samik B: I want to add another question to this. When we talked to the people who 
formed Theatre Workshop, like Bibhash [Chakraborty], Ashok [Mukherjee], and others, 
they all felt that their ideas were not being utilized in Nandikar. It was because of 
Ajitesh’s tremendous personality and power that only his opinions mattered, only his 
ideas saw fruition. Their different viewpoints were being passed over. When they 
decided on forming Theatre Workshop, they decided (and this underlies the name as 
well: ‘workshop’), that there would be no one designated director, everyone would 
contribute to the direction and every effort would be a collective effort. They claim that 
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for the first 1 or 2 plays, which were perhaps not 
very good from the production point of view, this 
arrangement worked. There was collective 
direction. They say that Maya had a role in this 
too. I’d like to ask you about this?

maya g: These were just words to delude a 
child. Collaborative work cannot happen. All of us 
have different ideas; each of us thinks differently. 
There has to be one director; what can happen at 
the most is, if there is a suggestion, it is given 
patient hearing before being accepted or rejected. 
Jo in t  d i rec t ion  i s  an 

absurdity. It  just 
cannot happen. On the other hand, 

acting can 

always be 
collaborative. I visualize a character 
one way, Usha will think in her way.

Yes, they began like that. But after a while it 
was seen that only one person was doing all the 
work. The others were just there. They would 
make one or two suggestions, perhaps suggest a 
composition or demonstrate a bit of the acting, that 
is all there was to ‘collaboration’. The real work is 
handled by one individual. Later I found that all 
this talk of ‘joint direction’ was a total lie. 

I had no role in all this. Looking back, I feel my 
role has been (in several instances) only to provide 
a kind of an anchorage through my acting 
capabilities, to give the much required boost to a 
group during its unsure, formative years, until the 
group had established itself, and then to realize 
one day that I had been dispensed with. I wasn’t 
required any more. Directors claim that they do 
not need good actresses at all. If the playwright, 
director and artistes work in harmony, the play 
will succeed anyway. Tell me, is it really possible? 
Then why have there been no Tripti Mitras or Keya 
Chakrabartys? Why not? Why is the theatre in 
such a state today? Why is it so hard to come by 
moderately competent acting talent? Because 
artistes are born that way. They are born talented. 
The directors give them the space and the 
necessary boost. The rest is done by the artiste. 

Initially they used to call me. Later I found that 
activities in the group were going on without me. I 
spoke on financial matters (I was in the group for 
23 years) after 19 years of working without 
accepting any money from the group. I used to 
struggle very hard to be in theatre, because I had 

 BUT i  CAnnoT LivE  wiThoUT ThEATrE.  pEopLE  hAvE SEvErAL rEASonS To  LivE: 

     fAmiLiES ,  rELATionShipS  And  SUndrY oThEr ThinGS.   ALL  i  hAvE  iS  ThEATrE. 
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Maya Ghosh in the Theatre Workshop production of Bela Abelar Galpo. Photograph © Nemai Ghosh
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to somehow make both ends meet and I had an entire family of dependants. I had to act 
for office clubs, often bringing in money for the group, when the group was going 
through a bad patch.

When I left the group, I had 8 months’ subscription deducted (the subscription was 10 
rupees in 1975). I left in May. Right after I left, there was the anniversary production on 
11 July. But they did not publish my name in the papers as a member of the group. I said, 
you kept my 8 months’ subscription, I am still a member, where is my name? They 
said—gentlemen are never at a loss for excuses—that was a mistake. I said, you forgot 
Maya Ghosh’s name? Am I so insignificant in the group? I had decided I would not do 
[theatre]. But I cannot live without theatre. People have several reasons to live: families, 
relationships and sundry other things. All I have is theatre. 

Chitra S: May I recount an amusing story? Remember Mamata-di? [Mamata 
Chattopadhyay, 1933–1993, actress] She had already sized up the situation and she 
would say in her inimitable way, ‘Each of these groups will keep on splitting up further 
into more groups; and that is good for us. We are not being divided up, are we? After 
each split, we’ll get flooded with as many offers! We’ll always be in constant demand this 
way.’ [Laughter]

JayOti BOSe: Maya-di, for a period of time you were the president of Theatre 
Workshop. When was that? Weren’t you were taking your earnings to pay for the group? 

maya g: Of course I was bringing money to the group, and I was the president. You 
are made a president, or an office bearer, only when you are financially sound! That is 
the rule, isn’t it? [General laughter] When you cannot provide things, you are redundant. 
This is true, both in one’s life and in one’s profession. Whether you provide it with your 
acting, or with finances, you have to be constantly providing. Later, I found that the 
designation was just an eyewash: nobody asked for my opinion at all. Even when they 
started paying me Rs 150 (after 19 years), it was the same constant amount, whether it 
was 20 rehearsals or one. In group theatres, you all know how much rehearsing is done. 
But there’s one thing I won’t ever deny—they would always drop me home in a cab after 
a show. 

When they first started giving me the stipend, I suggested that some stipend also be 
given to other artistes in the group who didn’t have proper jobs to fall back on. I told 
them: it would be perfect if you gave me just 50 rupees, and give two other artistes 50 
rupees each. This was brushed aside. I continued receiving the same amount. Among the 
women artistes, some got 75, some 50, some 40. I have no clue to how they did this 
grading, who gave them the authority. But I was a ‘big’ actress, wasn’t I? So I got 150 
rupees and I was very content with it. 

Gradually, I realized that my opinions were being ignored. They would apparently 
agree with me, and then do exactly as they pleased. The group had broken up into 4 or 5 
coteries. I ask you, would you call that a group? They knew me. I am a very direct person 
and I don’t take very kindly to tattlers. They would never confront me directly. They 
would forever say things behind my back. 

inDrani maitra: Maya-di, did you, as a woman, take any steps to change this 

situation of males getting precedence at an organizational level?
maya g: Yes, of course. 
inDrani m: I’m assuming they did not work and that is the reason for your having 

these complaints, or even the reason why you were compelled to withdraw from the 
group. Even after leaving, you could not formulate something as an alternative to show 
them what you were capable of. Where, as a woman, did you encounter obstacles? Did 
you not find other women to work with you? Had you been isolated? If we believe that a 
woman is that good at organizational work, she should be able to convince other men 

if wE BELiEvE ThAT A womAn iS ThAT Good AT orGAnizATionAL work ,  ShE ShoULd BE ABLE To ConvinCE oThEr mEn wiTh hEr inTELLiGEnCE And hEr                                       
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with her intelligence and her arguments and her capabilities that she is superior to them. 
This has not happened in Bengali theatre. Could you tell us why?

maya g: When I said that the money should be given to everyone, even if it was just 
10 rupees, it was my suggestion that everybody be paid. They said, you need it. Yes, of 
course I needed it but I had been doing without it. But nobody was paid. Later when we 
had these shows and the group made a lot of money, even then it was not done. Then we 
did Chhayay Aaloey on radio (and you know they pay well), and I was offered 100 rupees 
from the group. I had said, if you pay everyone, only then should you pay me any 
money. I did not take that money and later I heard that nobody had been paid. It was the 
same in the case of Bela Abelar Galpo. They were giving me 500 rupees. I said, you will 
pay everyone, won’t you? They said, yes. But I found out later that they had not paid 
anyone. They would circulate the fact that I worked for money.

inDrani m: Why were you not among the decision makers? You were the president. 
Who decided about the distribution of money?

maya g: No, I was never asked. 
inDrani m: Did they never ask you? Such decisions (especially financial decisions) 

are usually taken in the executive committee meetings because all the important 
members, including the president, is there.

maya g: Meetings ultimately served no purpose, because the decisions taken were 
not followed at all. Later on I just stopped going to meetings. 

BaBy Sarkar: When were you president of Theatre Workshop? 
maya g: 1972–74
BaBy S: In 72-74, the condition of women in a theatre group was worst.
inDrani m: I started working in theatre from 1975.
BaBy S: Yes, and you started from a position of influence within the group. When 

Maya-di began her work, she had to put up a fight at every stage just in order to exist. In 
such a situation, if you give her the position of the president, she feels that she has 
achieved a lot. It is actually just a ploy to lull her into a false sense of security (or even 
superiority), she is not actually granted the powers that a president enjoys within a 
group.

JayOti B: I feel that the term ‘president’ implies an ornamental role. The irony is, if 
you study the history of the groups over the years, you’ll deduce what actually happens. 
The very few women who do achieve an organizational post in group theatre do so only 
because they have been with the group for so long that they just can’t be ignored. So she 
is made the president of the group. The point to note is, she is never the director’s wife 
or even the chief actress and in most cases she will be made the president and not the 
secretary, or the treasurer, or even an important member of the executive committee.

BaBy S: The president is, in other words, a ‘sleeping member’ 
inDrani m: Baby-di, there is one point I want to clarify. I am criticizing the role of 

women here. In all these incidents which have occurred in succession, I cannot accept 
that we women have merely been victims of somebody else. There must have been 

something that one could have done in that situation . . . 

Chitra S: When we came into theatre, women’s freedom and rights had not 
become important issues at all. Our awareness level was zero. We had no clue as to what 
our rights were. Hence we were bullied to a certain extent and told: if you have been 
made president, be satisfied with it. Even if we felt we should speak out, we somehow 
couldn’t, because we did not know how to protest. We were all much younger then and 

      whEn wE CAmE inTo ThEATrE, womEn’S frEEdom                                      And riGhTS hAd noT BEComE imporTAnT iSSUES AT ALL. oUr AwArEnESS 



147

147

it is now, at this age, that these ideas are 
stirring us. When we listen to the younger 
generation, we feel that we were really 
stupid, or rather, lacked awareness. For us, 
just going to act in plays was rebellion 
enough. Until a few years ago, if I came home 
at midnight, the neighbours used to peer 
through their shutters and say: so our 
neighbour’s wife has come home. I 

can now disregard it because I am old. When 
I was young, I would take a quick look up to 
catch a fleeting glimpse of a neighbour 
standing behind a window, watching.

uSha ganguli: I started working long 
after most of you. Two women in theatre who 
influenced me the most and inspired me as 
ideals were Keya-di and Tripti-di. There was 
one point when Tripti-di began to break 
down. During the rehearsals for Hajar 
Churashir Ma, nobody was coming. I told her 
not to come, not to do it, but she could not. 
On the other hand I have seen Keya-di. From 
early in the morning, I would see her doing 
everything—from gathering advertisements 
to collecting money, she used to do 
everything. Sova-di [Sova Sen]’s role in PLT 
[People’s Little Theatre] was similar. Women 
do have a very strong role in Bengali theatre. 
I know there is no picture of Keya-di in 
Nandikar, it  has been removed, that 
recognition is not there. Today I keep thinking 
of her. She really understood the organization 
of group theatre, and she did it very well. She 
played a very important role in her group. 

JayOti B: She did have a role, Usha-di, but 
how much say did she have? Even when 
these women are working with their heart 
and soul, how much say did they have? In 
the earlier colloquium, when Rudra-da was 
talking about his disputes with Ajit-da, he 
did not mention Keya-di’s role. I just do not 
know how much say she had. I have seen at 
meetings that she always fought for her 
beliefs, which I think needs to be stressed. 
Maya-di has also fought. The reason why this 
is not recognized is that there are usually 
only 2 or 3 women in the group. The place of 
the majority is important, which we have 
forgotten. When we want to fight, if it is not 
recognized by the men, then we always lose 

       i Am TrYinG To diSCovEr whErE wE AS womEn or AS hUmAn BEinGS, hAvE BEEn diminiShEd or diSrEGArdEd. how did SomEonE GET ThE powEr                                                     To do ThiS To US ? 
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due to numbers. It can just be covered up. 
SuranJana D g: Being a women does not automatically mean that one understands 

and sympathizes with other women’s problems. This is a big issue.
JayOti B: No, I am not saying they will understand automatically if they are women. 

But I was in Theatre Workshop after Maya-di, and apart from acting I also did 
organizational work. Yet after 4 years, they could hand me a letter saying I was expelled 
for anti-group activities, without citing any reason. What could I have done then? 
Because the decision was taken by the executive committee. I could have said something, 
but I knew if I protested, they would have justified themselves. I still would have been 
expelled. There were never more than 2 to 3 women in the group  . . . 

Frequently it is said that the theatre lacks serious and dedicated actresses. If you ask a 
theatre director to list 10 problems of group theatre, he will say that it lacks serious 
actresses. What if I ask a counter-question, why have all the actresses who are 
acknowledged to be serious and dedicated been driven to leave the group after a 
particular point? Maya-di, Tripti Mitra, Mamata-di . . . there are many other names. To 
return to what Indrani was saying, in order to fight (as Maya-di too discovered), the 
issue of majority and minority becomes crucial.

inDrani m: That was my question from the beginning. Was it because we were not 
aware? Or was it because there were not very many of us? Or was it because we did not 
understand the extent of our rights? I don’t have to make only women understand my 
point of view, I can also make a man do so. I am not thinking of it only as a woman, but 
as a human being concerned with the welfare of the group. Behaving badly with me 
means ultimately harming the group. The way in which I love and will work for the 
group is different from the way that a new girl can, as it would take at least 10 years to 
train her to that extent. The group will lose these years. If I don’t play an actually 
harmful role in the group, then my departure will be detrimental to the group. That I can 
explain to any man. My question is, why has this understanding not grown? This is what 
I’m trying to find out. I’m not trying to say that what Maya-di did was wrong or that she 
should have done something else. I am trying to discover where we as women or as 
human beings, have been diminished or disregarded. How did someone get the power 
to do this to us? If I don’t get acknowledgement for the work I am doing, it means 
someone is withholding it from me. Indeed, why should it be someone else? I too have 
something to contribute.

uSha g: Indrani, the theatre, or for that matter any organization, is no different from 
the society we live in. We see this continuously in society itself. There are so many 
attempts to lower you, remove you, marginalize and discard you in society. 

ChanDra D: It is a male dominated society. Let’s face it. 
uSha g: It is the society we live in. It is happening in many ways at home, as 

Chandra-di has pointed out. It has always happened and it will continue to happen 
unless there are major changes. 

Chitra S: It was quite a problem earlier; but there has been just a little relief, as 
women are protesting these days.

Seema mukhOpaDhyay: I feel the times have not changed much. I can tell with my 
own group. I have been working with them for a long time. From Maya-di’s words I can 
comprehend that things are exactly as they were. They have not changed at all. 

Women are different from men by nature. When they are constrained to withdraw, 
perhaps another factor works within them. [They feel] after I have done so much, I still 
have to draw back. Women give enormous amounts of themselves to the work at hand. 
Therefore, withdrawing represents a huge step for them, and they break down. Men 
perhaps do not give so much of themselves. That is why they can adjust easily. Okay, 
leave that person out, take that person in: they can do that. But women give so much of 
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themselves, become so involved . . . When they get a blow, they are shattered and 
withdrawing and retreating seems the only option. It sounded like that in Chandra-di’s 
case too. I am in a similar position after all these years of running my group. It is an 
experience I have not had before. I’ll talk about that later today; but let Maya-di 
continue.

ketaki D: The situation that Usha mentioned is still the same today. It is just a bit 
more polished now. We are never in the majority in any group. This is done in a planned 
manner because men know they won’t have any power in the face of a women’s majority 
in the group. That is why we are never given that option. 

JayOti B: We have been talking about the group and organization vis-a-vis the actress. 
Is the process of rejection the same in an organization run by a woman director, or an 

actress-director?

uSha g: No. It can be different.
JayOti B: But it can be the same too. 
uSha g: The people working for you are male.
JayOti B: No, I am just talking about the actresses. Supposing I’m the actress in an 

organization . . . As you were saying, only the director has the power to ‘lower’ someone. 
Only he has the authority to do so, by not giving a good role and so on. In the interplay 
between actress, director and organization, the problems that we suffer from normally. In 
my experience, their operation is essentially the same even when working with a woman 
director. When I worked with Sohag, if there were differences, the way it was wiped out . 
. . I had no such experience when I was working in Theatre Workshop. I want to know 
from Ketaki-di and others if they have experienced anything different. Does that mean 
that there is no difference between men and women after one takes on the role of 
director? 

ketaki D: I can’t tell you about theatre . . . No, that’s not quite true. In fact I can. But 
that was a very bitter experience. It is perhaps not right to describe it. 

maya g: You have to say it. Nobody has as much experience in theatre.
inDrani m: We can learn from your experience, because it is part of history. We can 

benefit a lot from it.
ketaki D: I have been acting for more than 50 years now. This is the fifty-sixth year. I 

have been in group theatre since 1954/55. There were small groups then, like Srimancha 
and Nandik. Srimancha was very famous in those days, but that is a long story so I will 
not talk about it. 

Towards the end of my career, I had this experience which relates to the question of 
whether men and women are the same when it comes to directing. I have been greatly 
honoured in the Nandikar festival with Kamalkamini. Today her name is on the list of 
participants: Ishita Mukherjee. I worked under her direction. Ritwik Ghatak’s daughter 
took me to her first show because I was told it was based on historical fact. I knew many 
of the incidents depicted, which is why I went to see it, because I wanted to see what the 
facts were. Sandhya Chakrabarty was acting. But she had failed to bring out the finer 
nuances in the character she was playing and I had to tell her later, you have not thought 
about the character and you have not analysed it. 

Ishita came to me right after that and asked me to do the role. I told her, look, I am 
old, my memory fails me, I cannot do the one-and-half hours alone on stage. And to tell 
you the truth, I have always been afraid of solo performances. Tripti [Mitra] was very 
famous for her one-woman pieces. So I said: ‘No, I simply can’t do it. Tripti Mitra is 
infinitely better than anyone else.’ Ishita kept on prodding me: but Saoli is doing it too. 
After about 15 days of coaxing and cajoling, I finally agreed on condition that she would 
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have to give me 2 months’ time to memorize a solo piece. She gave me that time and I 
did it. I accepted it because I was touched by the enthusiasm of this young enterprising 
girl so much younger than me. 

I told her to tell me exactly what she wanted and she told me. At one point she said, 
‘Mashi, this does not seem right to me.’ I said, ‘Okay, you do it and I will listen.’ I listened 
to her and then did it. And she said again, ‘Yes, mashi, now it is right.’ I told her, 
‘Whatever you ask me to do, prepare me, and I’ll do it. You are the director, you are both 
director and playwright. The playwright has a mental picture when he writes a play and 
we give form to that. If the playwright finds that the character portrayed does not 
correspond to his vision, he has the right to say so. Because he has visualized it one way 
and if I do it without comprehending that . . . If I get under the skin of the character and 
do it that way, my performance will be much better. But if I don’t do it that way, it will 
not be good.’ That is how I began working with her. And I have given her tremendous 
respect at every point, because she is a young woman director working in a new era, and 
I wanted to establish her in a place of honour. Many famous artistes came to the 
performance. I said to each of them that all the credit was hers. 
Because she 

was the director and the playwright. 
Maya has suppressed a lot and hasn’t told us the whole story. I know if I shoot a film, 

I will get a 1000 rupees; if I do an amateur production, I will get only this much money. 
The group theatre cannot afford to pay much money, at least at the rate at which we 
work . . . It is true that I now fall into the category of a professional artiste. In group 
theatre, it is only after working with a group that I can become a part of it. When she 
said, ‘Mashi, I can’t pay you too much.’ I did not take money into consideration. I agreed 
because I am an artiste and I liked the character, I wanted to act. I said, ‘Pay me whatever 
you can.’ She gave me 300 rupees [per show] and I said that was fine. Even when she 
said, ‘Mashi, there is less today,’ I accepted it. ‘That’s okay, whatever there is,’ I said. 

The conflict arose when everyone came flocking to me after a show saying, Ketaki-di, 
what an exquisite performance! Now, Usha if you were the director, you would have to 
understand why everyone is flocking to me. You have to comprehend that. The play you 
are doing is associated with me, the many experiences of my long life are intricately 
woven with it. Which is why my acting in that play seemed so lifelike. A vivid character. 
The playwright definitely deserves credit, but greater credit is due to the actress who has 
brought it to life. There is no cause for anger or jealousy here. 

Chitra S: Moreover, the director in question is not male.
ketaki D: The question that needs to be addressed is: does the situation change with 

a woman director at the helm?
uSha g: The question Jayoti has raised has brought us to a very grave issue which we 

need to discuss. In directing there is no question of male or female. That is an area which 
pertains to one’s attitude to the act of direction. It is a matter of viewpoint. What is the 
manner in which someone directs? What is the way in which one wants to do theatre? 
Does one think of the director as a dictator or does one believe in equal rights for all in 
the group? Is one trying to run something else under the name of democracy? Does one 
get supreme importance? That is another matter. What is the nature of the group or the 
work, what is the attitude behind the work? When women become directors, they do not 
abandon their feminine sympathies and become demon-like. This transformation does 
not happen as soon as they become the director. When you, as director, say something, 
someone else gives a reference, yet another person gives another . . . How does the work 
happen? What are they thinking? I can name quite a few directors who say they think the 
director should be the dictator; unless you are a dictator, you cannot run the group. Yes, 
they run groups, but they do not believe in a democratic group of equals which is the 
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essence of group theatre.
JayOti B: What we experience in society, of which the family is a reflection, of which 

the group is a reflection . . . I wanted to point out that women have some role in the 
family and society. Are we conscious of it? Does the director’s role or an organizer’s role 
fit in with one’s female self? Does it contradict it? 

uSha g: Whether a director is a man or a woman, how s/he does theatre depends on 
his or her attitude. This is one area where the individual always wants primacy, in the 
matter of creativity. 

Chitra S: Then the dichotomy should not exist. When I see a woman director, or 
when a woman director sees an actress, there cannot be a difference there. Yet there is an 
area of conflict. Why?

inDrani m: If we assume that the director is the supreme power and the direction is a 
reflection of what he is thinking and affects the whole group, then can we draw an 
analogy? That whether the monarch is male or female, the essence of his character is the 
same. 

uSha g: Indrani, that is exactly what I am saying. Whether we accept the director as 
a king or not is the question. When the director becomes a king, then the theatre is like a 
monarchy, not like a democracy. But we are doing group theatre, how can we take the 
director as king? Suranjana and I have done a recent production together. Does that make 
me the king and she the princess, because she has some standing in Bengali theatre? Was 
this the relationship of king and queen?

inDrani m: No, that is not what I was saying. What I was saying is not a matter of 
kings and queens. All the work is within the group, with all the artistes. The actor is an 
artiste, the director is an artiste, and so is the playwright. Now among all these artistes, I 
feel the one who is in charge of directorial work is the one who has to understand the 
play before everyone else, understand the acting. In that sense I am giving him a 
supreme position. It is because he comprehends it all before I do that he is able to give 
me directions. 

Chitra S: I have often been told: you have such an illustrious career in acting, why 
don’t you direct? Direction does not come naturally to me. I agree that I have worked 
with many great artistes and directors, but that does not mean that I will be able to direct. 
A director has to have some special qualities. That is why we grant him special 
concessions. I would not call that compromise. I have to follow what he says at certain 
points for the sake of the play.

inDrani m: Is it just for the sake of the play? 
Chitra S: Well, you have to do it for group work as well . . . 
inDrani m: No, I’m not talking about organizational matters. I’m merely pointing out 

the aesthetic considerations.
Chitra S: Because I am an actress and not a director, I have to grant a special place to 

the person who is directing. Isn’t that so? And how far he utilizes this place or whether 
he oversteps the margins, that is where the conflict really begins.

JayOti B: Suranjana and Dolly have both had the experience of working with both 
male and female directors. 

SuranJana D g: What I feel is that the conflict is not a matter of knowing more or 
knowing less. When I am acting, I know I have to obey the director, even though the 
director may know much less than me in a particular instance. My style of working is 
similar to Maya-di’s—I act  many different groups simultaneously, with many different 
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directors. Sometimes I have felt that I have thought a lot more about the character than 
him. I have had to adjust. Why am I adjusting? The question that Indrani-di raised at the 
beginning, about why we are working like this with so many groups;  or why, for 
example, such a situation arises that we have to leave a group and go and join another.

inDrani m: What was the idea or goal that drove you . . . 
maya g: If a play demands that we take up an 

insignificant role, surely we will, for the sake of the play.
SuranJana D g: Exactly. Those of us who are only actresses have a special problem. 
Chitra S: Just a point here, Suranjana: right from the beginning I knew in my heart 

what my capabilities were. It has happened that during rehearsals I have made detailed 
suggestions on certain techniques which might make the exposition of ideas in the play 
more communicative. I have never attempted to direct a play, because I knew where 
exactly I would be able to provide some useful tips and where I wouldn’t. But this I 
knew deep down, that to be a director you must have certain special qualities. This is 
true of both men and women who aspire to be directors.

SuranJana D g: Another thing is the desire to do many different kinds of roles. If I 
am only going to act, and if I work with just one group, that group will do one play a 
year, or one in 3 or 5 years, and I will become superannuated just doing those few roles. 
This was the idea behind my decision to work with a number of groups simultaneously. I 
don’t believe in a particular ‘gharana’ of acting, or for that matter following a ‘guru’ in 
acting. I have felt that good acting is good acting, whether I learn from Sombhu Mitra, 
Utpal Dutt, Usha Ganguli, or Bibhash Chakraborty. 

Maya-di said: ‘I learn something even from acting in an insignificant play. Maybe the 
director cannot help me that much, but I learn something from the work itself.’ Every 
person has this desire to learn. The issue of who is big and who is small does not matter. 
Whoever is the director has a particular concept of the play, and there is always the style 
in its totality that rules a play. I am merely a participant. 

Chitra S: That is exactly what I’ve been saying.
uSha g: When women are directors, their individual beings play a very large role . . . 

but this matter of masculinity . . . when an actress becomes a director does she have to 
take on masculine traits, according to what our society has identified as ‘masculine 
behaviour’? I want to know whether this happens. Because I believe it is the work in the 
play, the attitude towards the work that shapes the director, not whether he is a man or a 
woman. 

SuranJana D g: What we are calling ‘masculine’ is actually the tendency to 
dominate. Even when a woman does it, it is called masculine. It is not right to confuse 
the matter in this way. It is a matter of how one perceives theatre.

JayOti B: When we were talking about male directors, we did not grant them this 
concession. What I want to say now is, that it is a matter of how each one wants to work. 
Whether one is male or female, what is being debated here is the attitude, the thought 
behind the work. It should be the same for men and women alike. Only in the case of 
women are we talking about their attitude to theatre, not in the case of men. I don’t 
understand this. We were recounting our practical experiences

uSha g: There is indeed the issue of practical experience, of societal truth. There can 
always be offences, but I feel that when there is a woman director, there is more scope for 
sympathy than with men and boys. I don’t know, that is what I feel. I don’t think, 
however, that such empathy works where there is pride. 

JayOti B: Maybe what you are saying is from your particular position; but Ketaki-di 
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was telling us about her recent experience [with] a 
woman director from the younger generation and the 
sisterhood—what she felt when she decided to work 
with her, her disillusionment at a later stage (which is 
contrary to what you have been trying to say about 
empathy) or even from a personal experience . . . I 
h a v e  a c t e d  w i t h  B i b h a s h 

Chakraborty, I have learnt from Manoj-da, but 
I have learnt a lot more from Sohag [Sen]. With a 
woman director, I have been able to communicate a 
lot more, I have been able to grasp a few more 
elements in acting.

But when it comes to the director’s role, when we 
fall into that role, how we fulfil it . . . When I was an 
actress in Sohag’s group, I had a certain identity. I 
have done my bit for the group, I had also taken on 
quite a few responsibilities from an organizational 
point of view. Later, when a certain distance 
developed between the two of us and I decided to 
move out, I did not find that episode very different 
from what I had encountered when I left Theatre 
Workshop. 

There are two sides to being a woman working in 
theatre. We are raising questions as women on the 
role of the actress—as a victim of inequality, playing a 
predefined, constricted role in a group, being 
prevented from voicing her opinions, or at times 
having her opinions  dismissed indirectly. When, on 
the other hand, we are changing roles and becoming 
directors, how consciously are we trying not to 
emulate the role models (of the stereotypical director) 
in our actions? This is a question we all have to ask 
ourselves. 

uSha g: There is a place beyond masculinity or 
femininity where our artistic selves are. I feel bad 
when I am described as a ‘mahila kalakar’ [woman 
artiste] or ‘mahila nirdeshak’ [woman director]. I feel 
I am being demoted in stature. A director is a director; 
a male director is not called a ‘man director ’. It 
suggests our places are separate. That men will be 
directors and women are different. That is one place 
in the artistic world where we rise above gender . . . 

Seema m: I came to writing plays out of necessity, 
several years after working with the group. We had 
also worked with directors who were not members of 
our group. There too, after some problems, because I 
wanted to work, out of a sense of deprivation, I came 
to direct plays. When Rangroop was becoming 
slightly well known, we performed Je Jon Achhey 
Majhkhaney. Chitra-di here knows how hard we 
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worked. There was a person I brought into the 
group because I found he was immensely talented. I 
felt his talent had not been fully utilized. After 
bringing him into the group, I gave him full 
responsibility so that he could work freely because 
he had not received the opportunity he deserved. I 
did not stop him in anything and I had no problem 
leaving it all to him. But as a result of allowing him 
this degree of freedom, the activities of the whole 
group have come to a standstill, and so has his own 
work. When I delegated the responsibility to him, I 
was still the director; but I didn’t have any difficulty 
in handing over responsibility.

This is where I agree with Usha-di. It is not a 
matter of being a man or a woman, it is a personal 
attitude and thinking. Here you cannot distinguish 
from the point of view of gender. It is just a matter 
of who utilizes whom in what manner. How much 
power I grant to others and how much I will use; or 
how far I will put my artistic self to work 

Chitra S: It is when there is no moderation that 
the trouble arises. We were talking about male 
directors; but in the case of Chhor-di [Ketaki Dutta] 
it was a woman director. 

Chitra Sen (left) and Seema Mukherjee (right) in Je Jon Achhey Majhkhaney. Photograph © Nemai Ghosh



155

155

uSha g: When we work, do we cover up our artist selves merely to gain importance 
or do we work for something bigger? It is not an issue of male or female. It is a question 
of preparing ourselves for the thousands in the audience, something to be shared, it is to 
give precedence to the work.

BaBy S: Chhor-di [Ketaki Dutta] is here today and she knows everything about me. I 
am indebted to two ladies who have guided me and been my inspiration; who have 
helped me become an actress. They are Geeta Dey and Ketaki Dutta. 

ketaki D: Now that’s unfair! Why didn’t you say my name first? [Laughs] You used 
to sleep right next to me at night . . . 

BaBy S: I grew up in Ketaki-di’s house. I used to eat whatever her children ate. That is 
how I grew up and that is where I got my first training in theatre. I have seen what 
affection they have for their juniors, how they taught them, often standing aside, letting 
them come into limelight. We also had the responsibility of respecting our seniors. I feel 
this is sadly lacking these days and we are moving away from it.

uSha g: This is a matter of attitude. I remember when my son was 6 months old, I 
felt very bad going to rehearsals, I was saying, ‘No, I cannot go.’ Keya-di said, ‘No. When 
he is old, what will you do? Are you going to leave theatre for the sake of that child?’ It 
was Keya-di’s firm hand . . . 

Chitra S: Keya-di told you this, but I had no one like that near me. That is why I 
used to bundle Baban [Koushik Sen] up and take him along. There were no luxury buses 
then. There was a small van, I used to spread straw and Baban would lie happily there. I 
had a wooden box made in which I used to carry all his food, a stove, a karhai, a small 
pot. I couldn’t go to different places and demand that they cook separately for my son. 
So the first thing I would do after we halted somewhere for lunch, was cook his food. 
Sometimes I had some butter with me and I would just get some hot rice wherever we 
were and feed him. That is how he was brought up. I did not leave him behind because I 
did not want people to say: first they do a queer kind of theatre that does not generate 
funds, and to top it all, they work all day and leave the child behind. So I just used to 
tuck him under my arm and take him along everywhere. [Laughs] So that no one could 
say, Chitra has left her child behind. This is how I used to do theatre. Even now I 
complete all the work at home before going for a show or a rehearsal.

ketaki D: Samik was initially suggesting who should speak after whom. Now our 
majority is such that Samik has retreated into silence! [General laughter] About 
organizational matters, there is one thing I’d like to say: building up a group, and 
bringing up a child are absolutely similar. One has to put one’s heart and soul to it. A lot 
of hard work and mental preparation go into building the group, by overcoming internal 
rivalry, and the trivial, and when it reaches a stage where there is praise for it all around 
and its wings have finally stretched to their fullest span, undesirable elements slowly 
creep in, politics starts spreading its tentacles, bickerings start and gradually it reaches a 
stage when there are legal disputes and protests. It is like witnessing a child’s death. It is 
like strangling that child. 

In 1966, I produced Antony Kabiyal. I was working as a regular artiste in Rangmahal, 
which used to fetch me Rs 250 a month. I left that job, took a month’s salary, borrowed 
Rs. 200 at 10-rupee interest, took Rs. 50 from the person who was our president, and with 
the Rs. 501, booked Kashi Biswanath Mancha. I was working very, very hard to put 
together funds. In this male-dominated society of ours, they who dominate us all the 
time, some well-respected people of those days, they rebuked me in such harsh language! 
The insults they hurled at me! They had summed up my endeavour as: ‘a theatre of the 
gutter with dead stars like Sabitabrata [Dutta] and Jahar Ganguly’. Such awfully filthy 
language that I’ll never ever be able to repeat it to a living soul.

I went out in a rickshaw with my two sons with the posters [of the play]. I was going 



156

156

to paste them in Ballygunge, Howrah Station, Sealdah Station. We put up posters all 
night. That group died a slow and painful death; and the reason was this male-
dominated society of ours and I have nothing but bitterness for the men because of 
whom the organization was ruined. Weren’t we speaking of majority a little while ago? 
Truly, if we women were in the majority, maybe it would not have come to this. We might 
have been able to save it. The way I passed my days! I have waited in the street when 
lawsuits were going on in court, the rings from my fingers were at the pawnbroker’s; I 
had taken off the ring and said, ‘Go, get the money for tomorrow’s hearing.’ I’ve had the 
same experience with the two productions I have done. I agree with you that we could 
have done a lot more had we not been intimidated and coerced by the men. There might 
be a lot that we are able to do because of them, but there is also a lot that we are not able 
to do because of them. Whether that is in the aesthetic sphere, or in our personal lives, or 
in the workplace. 

Samik B: Ketaki-di, you were talking about working in an environment ruled by men; 
but I have noticed how and in what great detail you have contributed to the production 
of Antony Kabiyal, right from working out the nitty gritty of the organization, up to 
arranging for funds. But when it came to direction, you were nowhere and the 
production gradually slipped out of your hands. This happened even when you started 
working with Ashim [Chakrabarty (1933-81), actor-director]. Ashim had beat a hasty 
retreat from theatre, defeated and crushed after the temporary success of Janaiker Mrityu 
[adaptation of Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman by his group Chaturmukh] had lost its 
charm. From this position of utter defeat he went on to direct Baarbadhu. Just as Maya 
was the star of Theatre Workshop, you were then the star of Baarbadhu. And this was part 
of a larger project 

ketaki D: Yes, I realized a lot later that my name was being exploited for publicity. If 
I had known this at the start, maybe I would not have gone any further. 

Samik B: Exactly. Again with establishing the group, bringing it recognition . . . 
ketaki D: I did not have any contribution per se. It was my artistic self that made me 

take up these projects. I had this dream right from my childhood that I would do 
something. This desire to achieve something drove me to such calamity. I am two beings: 
me and my artistic self. 

Samik B: On the one hand you were letting them use your fame as a star, and on the 
other hand, all the organizational trivia, e.g. establishing the group, formulating the 
procedures of shows, you were doing everything except direction.

ketaki D: Yes, that was the exception. There, however, I had a grievance. I am 
discussing this very frankly. Ashim told me one day . . . by then there had already been 7 
Latas [the protagonist]. It involved singing every day. There were daily shows on 
Mondays, Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Fridays, and double shows on Thursdays, 
Saturdays and Sundays. In ’74-75, I was not sitting at home for a single day. My voice 
was showing signs of strain and damage. Abirlal [Mookerjee, eminent ENT specialist] 
prescribed complete rest. I said, I cannot take complete rest. I used to start the song, and 
there would be no sound coming out. That is what used to happen. Once when I was 
resting, I was told to perform. I said that I would not perform until I had rested for a 
couple more days. After I started, the play was a sensation again. And whoever watched 
it, they all cried as one at the last scene. One day I had a huge argument with Ashim 
about a trivial matter. He carried on raging, but I kept quiet. I did not say a word. At the 
end—and this is when my feminine self protested—he said, ‘If I had not given you this 
role, who would know Ketaki Dutta?’ I said,’Listen, you have said a lot of things which I 
have put up with. I have not protested. Because you are all-in-all, you are above all of us, 
I have given you great respect and honour. But know one thing: you have not given 
Ketaki her identity. Ketaki has carved her own identity from Antony Kabiyal. And you are 
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talking about the character? Your Lata, the character you created, if I had not given her 
proper form . . . why are you insisting that I play the 

p a r t ? 

Why isn’t the second person who played it playing it now? Why isn’t the third person 
doing it? Why are you insisting that I do it? My artist-self has given the character you 
created embodiment and because that is a success, people want me today.’ This was my 
protest. Because I am an artist, this was my protest. 

This group, which had no experienced players and no assets either (it didn’t even 
have as much as an enamelled plate), two plays were read at my house: Putul Bagchi 
[adaptation of Tennessee Williams’ A Streetcar Named Desire], and Subodh Ghosh’s four-
and-half page story Baarbadhu.

There were 7 men in our group, besides Ashim and me. They were not willing to do 
Putul Bagchi because it had only 4 characters, 2 of which would have to be female. The 
men in the group would have been heartbroken if they had not been assigned any acting 
role. So Ashim, after taking everybody’s opinion, asked me what mine was. I told him 
quite sternly, ‘If the group wants to sell all its possessions (comprising a few enamelled 
utensils) once again you are welcome to do it. There is nothing in your home either: you 
have sold off everything, neither do you care about your 4 children. If you want to take 
on the burden of debt, all over again, then do Putul Bagchi. On the contrary, if you want 
to make some money, decide on producing Baarbadhu. If you do Baarbadhu, you have the 
choice of casting several people, in fact all the men in the group would get a chance to 
act—there are 5 students of medicine, 2 law students, 1 retired judge, his wife, 1 child, 1 
servant, 11 in all. All the men in the group would get some work. That is how it started. 

After the play opened, I won accolades for my performance. But, even when the 
group started earning some money, none of the men were paid anything. And I was their 
weapon. ‘Chhor-di, you say something about it. Tell Ashim-da, there is so much money 
flowing in. Can’t we get something at least for washing our clothes, or the bus fare?’ I 
told Ashim, ‘You are earning money here at the theatre. The money from the call shows 
is extra. You can arrange for some allowance at least from this extra money.’ That was 
how I made an arrangement for allowances.

Ashim had this one virtue—for the production, and for the boys in his group, he 
would fight with all his heart and soul. He made such good arrangements that in the 
dressing room every member had a small fan and two lights on either side. When 
somebody left, they would turn off the lights and fan in his place. There was property 
worth 3.5 to 4 lakhs of rupees in that house alone. He made a lot of money and spent it 
recklessly as well.

We used to have disagreements because I had seen the harsh side of life already. I had 
said that we should have some savings. Yet for doing Baarbadhu, we had to borrow 
money at 15 or 20 per cent interest. After we repaid that money and got back our 
principal, I suggested that we should keep some of that money aside as fixed deposits. 
He did not have any business acumen. Whatever was earned was spent. And he used to 
feed the boys. Every day. Whether it was a snack or a meal.

But, at the end, it even reached the point when I was tortured on stage. Such torture 
that I could not carry on performing . . . There was a point in the play when he was to 
hold me tight. At that point, I was gripped in such a vice-like grip that I could see marks 
of all 10 fingers on me when I came off the stage. To top it all, it was non cooperation on 
the stage . . . I am waiting for the cue for my lines, and the cue is not given. At last I said, 
‘I cannot carry on like this. When I am on stage, I am completely an actress, my whole 
heart and soul and being are in the play. Don’t betray me there. If you do, I will leave the 

iT  EvEn  rEAChEd ThE  poinT whEn i wAS TorTUrEd on STAGE.  SUCh TorTUrE  ThAT i  CoULd noT  CArrY on  pErforminG . . . ThErE wAS  A poinT in                               

GrippEd in SUCh A  viCE-LikE Grip ThAT i CoULd SEE mArkS of  ALL 10  finGErS whEn i CAmE off ThE STAGE.  To Top iT  ALL,                                           
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stage.’ This was the beginning of my trouble with him. This conflict arose because of the 
difference between male and female natures. Because my powers and his powers, 
clashed; it was a clash of personalities. That ended it all. I could never accept it. 

Samik B: If you could also address the issue that Usha and Jayoti raised earlier, from 
your point of view . . . From our acceptance of the way theatre groups have developed, 
and from what theatre history tells us, man has always been superior, and the supremacy 
of the director has been established. There is no reason why it should always remain that 
way. We believe, at least in the case of contemporary theatre, it is a collective art, a 
collective endeavour. Every single person having even the slightest role in it is just as 
responsible. An author is free and all-powerful in his own sphere. A painter is just as 
independent. He is accountable to no one. But theatre is a collaborative art. There are so 
many different people bringing in their individual experiences—each with different 
feelings and consciousness, anger and jealousy. It is the director who can draw these 
qualities out (and the more he succeeds in his endeavour, the better will it be), internalize 
these in the play and thus create a ‘complete’ play. Here I am consciously avoiding the 
phrase ‘putting to work’ as it indicates ‘exploitation’. This is possible because one can see 
the varied experiences of so many people within it. A director is definitely not infallible 
and neither is he omniscient. Yes, he knows the art of arranging things, of setting things, 
but he definitely cannot claim to know the experiences of all the people; neither can he 
feel the consciousness, attitudes and thoughts of all those people. It is when he draws on 
all of these to make a complete play, that we honour the director the most. 

Even as he does all this, he must play another role—that is, he has to step aside and 
take stock. He has to stand back. He cannot remain all-important all the time. We must 
accept this. Chitra [Sen] has pointed out so well, that the very fact that a woman has an 
individual place and separate rights was formerly not a consideration at all. It was 
always taken for granted that it is a man’s world, that they will run things, that women 
will just come in to act. That is their work. They are good housewives at home, so they 
can keep accounts and run errands, because that is what they are supposed to do. 
History tells us that in the last 10 years, everything has changed in the world, in every 
sphere, including theatre. History is witness to the ways in which women’s freedom, 
their individual rights, had been suppressed. Rights are now being discussed openly. We 
cannot deny it, neither can history be wiped out any more.

We had expected that at least when women, who had suffered injustice and had come 
through a lot of struggle in theatre, start directing, they would behave differently; their 
approach would be different. I can say this for myself. I feel guilty about all this, being a 
man, because I feel responsible. But things are changing, and we have to take notice.

ChanDra D: Why should there be a sense of injustice? We also need male directors. 
The basic work that any director does is the same. It is the job of the director to bring out 
hidden talents and to bring out the best in each actor. The better one can discover and 
utilize such talent, the better one is as a director. I’m sure a woman would have done 
exactly whatever a man would have under the circumstances.

Samik B: What I’m trying to say is, women have taken things lying down for years.
ChanDra D: Yes, we have paid the price. But this was not only when we came to act 

i n 
plays. From our childhood we have been taught that women will always learn to adjust. 
However insurmountable the task, we would always learn to adjust. This process of 
adjustment that we learn at home, we bring with us when we come to theatre; and there 
too we adjust. It is a long process of adjusting and compromising until we reach a point 

i Am  wAiTinG  for ThE CUE for mY LinES,  And ThE CUE iS noT GivEn.  AT LAST i SAid,  i CAnnoT 
 whEn i Am on STAGE, i Am CompLETELY  An  ACTrESS, mY  whoLE hEArT                          And SoUL  And  BEinG  ArE in ThE pLAY. don’T BETrAY mE ThErE.  if YoU do, 
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when we suddenly realize, no, we don’t like it any more. Yes, it’s true we still adjust at 
home, but in the theatre we feel, why should we adjust any longer? Those of us who 
cannot fit in, silently leave the group. But we never take a stand and protest and ask: in 
what way am I less than any man? The power to say ‘no’, to protest, was usurped way 
back in our childhood, when the courage to be forthright was lost in the overwhelming 
dictates of propriety meant exclusively for women. Which is why, the ability to stand up 
and speak out, has taken us women very long. The manner in which I have adjusted, 
compromised endlessly, or the manner in which I am still continuing to adjust, I don’t 
think that my daughter will ever do that. 

Chitra S: Chandra-di, there is another point I’d like to make: we all had great 
financial need . . . In our time, and those before us who have suffered a lot, our coming 
into acting was not to carve a niche for ourselves in the creative world. Why? Because we 
needed the money. Our options were limited. We could either take up the career of a 
dancer, or become an actress. That is what you’ll find if you delve into our past. That is 
why we compromised. We had to. We were not doing any other kind of work and this 
was our only source of income. This is how we started: you need to earn money; you 
don’t qualify to teach professionally, then you can go into the theatre. Taking lessons in 
singing and dancing was very common then. You can still hear people say: ‘My son is not 
very bright; could you please take him into your group and make him useful?’ Which is 
almost like saying, even if you can’t be good at anything else, you can still do theatre. 
Any odd person who comes along is supposed to be able to do some acting. People still 
believe that. But we were there to earn a living and it is just for that reason that we 
carried on compromising until we reached the place where we are now. 

Just look at the methods of rehearsal now. Did we do so many workshops then, as 
they do now? Our rehearsals started from early in the morning until 11 pm or midnight. 
Now there are separate classes, workshops, camps with experts. We did not have all that. 
We came out of nothing into acting. 

ChanDra D: There were those who were in positions of power: I am speaking of 
Ketaki-di here. When I went to see Baarbadhu, I went backstage. I saw her—such a great 
actress, such a great singer—working there, talking to the other members of her group, 
giving instructions, I felt that she was not only working with others, she was also 
controlling all the backstage operations. 

Chitra S: But such things have never been made public, have they—that Ketaki-di 
sold all her jewellery or that I bundled up my child with me wherever I went to act, even 
in places outside Calcutta? Because we are having this discussion today, we can mention 
this amongst ourselves. How many people know of this? A male director’s background 
is quite well known, but who cares about an actress? 

I feel like laughing out when someone comes to interview me. Youngsters often land 
up at my place, wanting to interview me. They have never seen any of my work. How 
can they conduct an interview? I find it ridiculous. But if I say I will not give an 
interview, they protest furiously. You haven’t seen my work, you don’t even know the 
names. Suddenly you decide to come along, asking for an interview.

DOlly BaSu: I had thought I would not say anything today. Because, to tell you the 

truth, all of you are senior to me . . . 

what can I say to you? I thought I would not get such an opportunity again to listen to all 
of you. I have just reached the learning stage, where I can understand or try to 
understand. 

From my little experience, to me theatre is like motherhood. You can never stop being 

ThE powEr To SAY ‘no’,  To proTEST,  wAS USUrpEd  wAY BACk in oUr ChiLdhood,  whEn ThE CoUrAGE To BE forThriGhT wAS LoST in ThE ovErwhELminG                                       

 LonG. ThE mAnnEr in whiCh i hAvE AdjUSTEd, CompromiSEd or ThE mAnnEr in whiCh i Am STiLL ConTinUinG To AdjUST, i don’T Think ThAT mY                                                 
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a mother. At what stage do you say to yourself, well, I am not a mother any more? I feel 
theatre is such a thing . . . You can’t stop loving children, you can’t leave off thinking 
about what is good for them. I feel that theatre is also like motherhood. You can’t give up 
theatre. There are ups and downs, there are many kinds of blows. When you are angry 
with your children, you can say to them, did you know that I have done this for you? 
Sacrificed this and that for you?

ketaki D: Today is a day of great pride for me. However male-dominated the 
theatre is, however much men brandish sticks at us, there are many women directors. 

With them, we can now have our own majority.
DOlly B: It doesn’t matter to me whether it is a woman director or a male director. 

Direction (maybe 10 years from now I will have a different opinion) does not mean 
mounting, good light, good sets or attractive-looking compositions. In my view, direction 
is when someone gives us a firm belief. Someone, after working with whom and seeing 
whose work, I understand. That this person believes in this. He sees this human 
relationship in this way. That he has this opinion on this subject. That will give me a 
direction in my life. A meaning. If a man gives me that, I will bow down to that man. If a 
woman gives me that, I will bow down to her. To me, the distinction between male and 
female directors is not very pertinent. In fact, I will say I have received a lot more from 
male directors. I have been fortunate in being able to work with directors who had a very 
sympathetic understanding of the kind of problems women face, their agonies, their 
relationships, or even how the man of the house should treat the woman—subjects dear 
to my heart. Perhaps that is why I have enjoyed working so much.

JayOti B: You were saying just now about theatre, in your perception, being like 
motherhood. Do you think a man—whether an actor or a director—thinks/feels about 
theatre in the same terms?

DOlly B: They should think of it in those terms because theatre is not a part-time 
occupation. Even being a father . . . 

JayOti B: No, there is a difference. 
DOlly B: Our way of spending time might be different, our thoughts might be 

different. You have to think in terms of theatre as a mother. Mother means the creator . . . 
JayOti B: I agree with you. But I feel that somewhere a woman’s perception is 

different. 
DOlly B: Fathers often show that they are indifferent. They often shrug off 

responsibility saying ‘I don’t know, this is not my forte.’ But can a father really be 
indifferent to his child? 

JayOti B: Are the father and mother equally involved in bringing up the child? In the 
same way and to the same degree? 

DOlly B: When the father is the creator, he is both mother and father. The way that 
my father used to take care of me: what books I should read, what colour suits me, when 
I need to do my homework. That does not mean my mother didn’t love me or didn’t care 
for me. Her caring was different. Her caring was warm home-made food on the table 
when I came back from school, there were plants in the house, the house was well taken 
care of. My father used to take care of my other interests. Both of them in their own ways 
were constantly thinking of giving me the best. My father may have explained my 
lessons to me, but my mother, at the same time, has packed me a hot lunch for school. 
Caring can be in different ways. But to me theatre is something that is part of your life. 

from oUr ChiLdhood wE hAvE BEEn TAUGhT ThAT womEn  wiLL ALwAYS LEArn To  AdjUST.                                                howEvEr inSUrmoUnTABLE ThE TASk,  wE woULd ALwAYS LEArn To 
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You cannot say that this is my theatre and this is my life. 
uSha g: Ketaki-di, in this context there is a very important question that I want to ask 

you regarding the participation of women in organizational matters. Let me explain it a 
little: young women, especially the 90s generation, those who have come into theatre 
after you and after me as well (who perhaps are not very strongly represented here), are 
they participating in all the organizational work with the same fervour and commitment, 
and if not, why not?

ChanDra D: That is because organizational work has not been handed down to them 
as yet. It’s still being controlled by the elders. Given the responsibility, I’m sure they’ll do 
it with a lot of care.

SuranJana D g: We, who have come into theatre on our own, out of no compulsion, 
have accepted right from the start that there would be no money from this theatre. That 
is why, theatre for us was not something we could look to for a livelihood. We had to get 
a job elsewhere or do some other work to earn money. There is a very basic difference 
here. One’s likes/dislikes/anger/disgust when money matters are involved, and one’s 
reaction to unpleasant situations when the financial aspect is not involved, can be 
entirely different. 

Chitra S: There are still women in this generation who are coming into theatre 
primarily from financial compulsions.

SuranJana D g: That is what I was trying to say, still we have had to struggle a lot 
less.

Chitra S: Yes, and you got a lot more opportunities and facilities. In group theatre, 
we used to be given a bunch of tickets and told to sell them all. Now tickets are sold 
across the counter; sometimes tickets are sold out and we have full houses. In our time, it 
was imperative that we sell the entire bunch. We could not return it. All the relatives 
were exhausted. Then we donated blood at the bloodbank and the money from there, we 
used to give to the group. 

Just to give you an example: my son had to struggle from a very young age. It was 
not that he had to support the family. He had his mother and father and there was just 
enough for the basic meals. We had to somehow scrape along then. Of course things are 
better now, and he has taken responsibility for everything. 

But we had to think about both the aspects: family problems and also about the 
group. We had to establish the group and do whatever was necessary for its welfare. Yet 
we were also acutely aware of the necessity to earn a living. I know a lot of people, 
among us—Maya, Baby—who were acting in both the group and the office club. They 
knew they would earn money from the office clubs. All of us used to manage it this way. 
We knew we would not get any money from the group—let alone 150 rupees! 

Theatre now is a place for talent scouts from films. After sitting around for a month, 
young aspiring actors probably go away when they see they did not get a chance. But the 
people who were really sincere have not quit theatre, they are still around. Another thing 
I want to say about the new generation—my son, Koushik: he is young, inexperienced, 
but being born into a family of theatre workers, his attitude to theatre has been extremely 
serious all through. I have never heard him say while a rehearsal is going on: ‘You have 
to let me go at 4’ or things like that. That is why he loses a lot of other work in the media, 
which is more lucrative financially. To him, the group is always top priority. 

inDrani m: I belong to that in-between period, when the old attitude and the 
problems Chitra-di (and others of her generation) faced, had not been sorted out, and the 
new generation hadn’t made their appearance. I am speaking of the past a bit. As Chitra-
di knows, I used to be a professional dancer. ‘Professional’ in the sense that I have 
worked with Uday Shankar, and at many other places in Calcutta. You [Chitra Sen] knew 
me as a dancer. I used to do a show to bring home the money to support my family. I was 
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curious about acting and since I was a dancer, I wanted to find out through practical 
experience what theatre was all about. It was to get that opportunity that I came into 
theatre. I did not come in planning to stay, but out of a desire to know. In Theatre 
Commune, I was the only woman. 

Chitra S: [Laughs] Playwrights used to be told not to create roles for more than two 
women. 

inDrani m: That’s how it used to happen. I did the lead role in the first show and the 
second show. After that, the group proposed that Indrani should be paid. Evening after 
evening I used to notice all the people in the group contributing money from their own 
pockets to pay off the hiring charges and other incidental costs. I found somebody 
fishing out 5 rupees from his pocket, somebody giving 10 rupees—and that is how the 
rentals for the hall were being paid. So I asked them, ‘How are you going to pay me? 
From your own pockets? How could you think I’d take money from you? Then I should 
pay you too. Pay me on the day when all of you have some money to take home. Don’t 
treat me differently.’ I knew that as soon as I separated myself from the others by taking 
even 10 rupees, I would also lose my say in the group. I knew this from the very first day. 
I knew that this was not a money-making place for me. This was a place I liked and 
loved, a place I had been drawn to out of my own eagerness to learn. Which is why I did 
not have to experience what you described or what Maya-di described. I did not have to 
bear the weight of male domination. With all my limitations, I saw to it that I had my say 
as an individual. As I was saying to Maya-di, who was being paid by the group, I 
wouldn’t have taken it too kindly if I had been in her position. I would have made it a 
point to insist that I be informed before any decision on  my stipend be taken. 

BaBy S: The way that you came to theatre and the way we came into it are completely 
different. What was a profession once has become an addiction now. Ketaki-di, Maya-di 
and Chitra-di know, I started work as a child artiste. Later I worked for office clubs, I 
don’t any more. I have taken up a full-time job now and work only for Sayak. Because I 
have a steady source of income, I don’t have to struggle to make both ends meet, as I 
used to earlier. I was telling you a little while ago how theatre has become an obsession 
for me. Every day after work, at 5, I hurry to my rehearsals from Barrackpur. You know 
what state our local trains are in; and I commute daily. But I make it a point to come to 
the rehearsal on time. It often happens that I miss office or even go without pay because 
I’ve been away from office. 

inDrani m: The point I’m trying to make is, the moment women expect some earning 
out of group theatre, their opinion in the group becomes dispensable, because no male 
member of the group would take money from the group.

JayOti B: I want to make a point about what Indrani has been saying. She had a much 
better deal. When they formed Sudrak, everyone was almost the same age—in their mid-
20s, unlike the group that broke away from Nandikar to form [Theatre] Workshop who 
were all in their mid-30s. Age does matter. If a group of 25-year-olds, who are all 
contemporaries, form a group, then the scope for equal rights is always there. 

ketaki D: Baby, apart from those who are already there, is there a new generation 
coming into theatre? 

BaBy S: Of course they are coming. There are lots of boys and girls coming to our 
group. I will mention two girls especially who have come to my group, both new girls, 
Indrajita Chakraborty and Piyali Mitra, who have taken up all the organizational 
responsibilities. They had come to theatre primarily to learn acting. But they have been 
assigned such responsibilities that they have become extremely busy with sorting out the 
organizational problems and responsibilities.

But I think we are moving away from the points under discussion: what is the role of 
women in group theatre today. Women have taken up an active role in organizational 
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work but their contribution has hardly ever been acknowledged.
SuranJana D g: With the result that they have had to quietly step aside or sometimes 

even move out of the group, which is a very tragic end, actually. I want to narrate a 
rather amusing story here. Bibhash Chakraborty, who was a family friend, had seen me 
act very badly in a very bad play and (perhaps he found something in me even in that 
bad performance), he suggested that I should join Theatre Workshop. As I was getting to 
know and understand the way the group worked, I found I was also interested in other 
creative work—e.g. drawing, writing, designing, doing costumes—besides acting. I 
began to design and edit a hand-written magazine from the group. Anjan [Deb, b.1953, 
actor/mime], who later became my husband, joined me in bringing out this magazine. I 
used to note often with amusement (and sometimes also a little irritation) that he would 
always take the credit . . . It was strange, just as Chandra-di said, I did the work, but it 
was said to be someone else who did it. 

Similarly in Bela Abelar Galpa, I did all the costumes. They were not period costumes, 
just designing and colour. I did them with a lot of thought. When they decided that I 
would not act in the play and there were some disputes before I left the group, I found 
my name did not feature in the credits for costumes. I wouldn’t mind if they had just 
deleted the name from the credits; but what happened was even more interesting. They 
had put in another woman’s name instead. I was so irritated at this! I wondered how this 
was possible, because I had designed them, I had done the drawings, I chose the 
colours—these costumes are still being used. Just the wrong person was credited. That 
girl used to be the wardrobe assistant. She used to look after the costumes and iron them. 
My contribution was passed over. These things happen.

In Madhab Malanchi Kainya, I did the work, I got the award, everybody knows that. I 
find awards meaningless and I don’t attach much importance to them. But when the 
cassette for Madhab Malanchi came out, it had a list of all the awards it had received—best 
actress, best director, and sundry other awards—but my name was not mentioned 
anywhere. I don’t know how this is possible. But it happens repeatedly in our theatre. I 
think it is part of an average Bengali behaviour pattern, but there is no point in just 
abusing Bengalis. It might be human nature. 

I’ll give you another example. A production of Chirakumar Sabha [play by 
Rabindranath Tagore] was being planned and the complete female cast was being 
decided on. Nearly everyone knew that I could sing and (since the play has a number of 
songs) I would do justice to the role. And there I was, doing sundry other things—
preparing the ad copy, working on the magazine, making showcards. Nobody makes 
showcards any more, they use professional artists to do them with oil paints, with glass 
and mirrors; a lot of experimental things are done these days. The groups are flush with 
money and can afford it. When we started [acting in group theatre], we would have to 
ask for money to buy paper for the posters. They would ask you to do something but 
wouldn’t give you the cash. Then I would have to go pleading to the secretary or the 
treasurer for money. I was only a student then; where would I get money from? So I was 
doing these small peripheral jobs for the group. The work I had done in Bisarjan had 
been so bad that I thought I was just incapable of acting. Besides, I hadn’t had the chance 
to prove myself in any play. So I just sat around, waiting for a role. I saw actresses from 
outside the group being brought in to act, but I was carefully kept out of the production. 
Maya-di was the only one in the group who protested (I still remember it, though I don’t 
know if Maya-di does): how come Suranjana has been left out? She has a good singing 
voice. But her suggestion was totally ignored. 

maya g: Our opinions didn’t really have any value in the group, did they?
JayOti B: Suranjana, you were made to wait endlessly for a role. Was there any 

dispute . . .
SuranJana D g: I can’t quite explain the kind of dispute. All of us [women] who 
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come into theatre are extremely conscious of our looks and painfully aware of the faults 
in our physical appearance. When I was in school, I saw that the girls who were prettier 
and fairer than me got the good meaty roles, and being tall, lanky and dark, I was forever 
given the role of a boy. These things have remained in my psyche. The irony is, none of 
those girls who would get good roles in the school dramatics stayed on in theatre; I 
stayed on. At that time nobody took notice of me or thought me worthy of a lead role. 
But it so happened that I was resolved to do theatre and I stayed on. 

I don’t want to mention any specific incident. Maybe I was not bothered about 
endearing myself to any particular director or perhaps I was too direct with them. I have 
this habit of saying things right to their face. If I think of myself as a self-respecting 
human being, and decide not to advertise and package my exploits to attract attention, I 
feel I have won somewhere. If I make this space for myself, I am satisfied. I have never 
had any problems getting work. People have always offered me work on merit, and I 
thank my stars for it. 

ketaki D: I want to add to what Suranjana said just now. This has been the nature of 
politics in our theatre through the ages, whether in the professional circuit or in group 
theatre.

SuranJana D g: Yes, and we have to find a way even amidst these obstacles.
Chitra S: When we first started working, we did not regard this as an issue. Now 

you understand it and we are all influenced by you. Now, sometimes I feel like 
protesting, or I have done so and have been unpopular because of that.

inDrani m: I consider myself fortunate because I was able to segregate my job from 
theatre. I was a dancer with Lokaranjan [Sakha, song, dance and theatre company of the 
State Government]. That was during Indira Gandhi’s time and the Emergency period. 

BaBy S: I was also with you in Lokaranjan.
inDrani m: Yes, Baby-di was there then. I joined Theatre Commune and I had to take 

on a new name to keep my job intact, because the first play I acted in was severely critical 
of the government and if I hadn’t changed my name, and it leaked out that I was acting 
in the play, the Lokaranjan management wouldn’t have renewed my contract. So I 
changed my name to Indrani. It is not my real name.

After I had done that play, the times changed and so did the government. Because I 
had acted in Amitakshar without permission, they deducted a year’s increment due to 
me. Surprisingly, on the occasion of Calcutta’s tercentenary, the government displayed 
big pictures of citizens who had contributed to the city’s life and they included a picture 
of me in Amitakshar. So here I was, one of the sources of Calcutta’s pride, but one year’s 
increment was witheld anyway!

Chitra S: And you’re still working after that? I left because I couldn’t take it any 
more . . . 

inDrani m: I am still working. Because I want to do theatre and I have to make 
adequate provision for money if I have to do theatre. 

Chitra S: Though my family situation demanded it, I left my job. 
inDrani m: Perhaps this was because I was junior to you and I had come to terms 

with a harsh reality—if I had to make a place for myself in theatre, I had to make 
provision for money from somewhere else.

Chitra S: There is a little error in your analysis here. Where was there any ‘group 
theatre’ when we started? We wanted to act anyhow. Our compulsion to enter the 
theatrical world was also partly financial. From day one I knew I wouldn’t get anything 
out of group theatre. What about all the jewellery I had to sell off to support the group? I 
am not staying on in group theatre hoping to recover the things I lost. 

I joined Lokaranjan as an actress. But within one month, the woman who did the 
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main role in the dance department was going on vacation. They then said, Chitra can 
dance; and sent word to me. I had danced there for a year. During the Emergency, they 
needed a song before the play. They said, Chitra knows how to sing. So I started singing. 
Later, when they warned me because I was going to act outside and stopped my 
increment, I said to myself, to hell with such a job, and quit immediately.

inDrani m: You had the courage.
Chitra S: But I lost all my money. I needed it for my family, but I still left. Because 

they would not let me do group theatre.
maya g: About money . . . I didn’t take money for 19 years. It is not a question of 

money. 
SuranJana D g: We did not get money either, but we still acted in the group.
maya g: It isn’t the case that we’d lose prestige if we accepted money from the group. 

It’s a question of some favourite actress in the group who will be given a position of 
vantage in productions because she can behave like a marionette and do exactly what the 
director wants.

BaBy S: Samik-da, the question you raised was about the role of women in plays or in 
organizational work, and whether we have been acknowledged as women. I want to ask 
you this question: many directors give women a sense of great worth, valorize femininity 
in their works. Currently, I’m acting in 3 plays and all are about women. Yet, do those 
male directors in their personal lives give women a similar sense of their worth?

uSha g: In the field of creativity, it is very easy to be munificent. It is quite another 
matter in reality.

LunCh breAk

Samik B: There are three women directors here: Usha [Ganguli], Seema [Mukherjee] 
and Jayoti [Bose]. All three of them have worked in other groups, or with other directors 
as actresses. Why did they decide to become directors? Here I found Chitra’s points 
extremely interesting when she said that she had decided long ago that she would not or 
could not direct because she does not have the temperament/mentality to don the 
director’s mantle. This is the decision of an individual. Maya too, has never thought of 
directing. 

On the other hand, Usha, Jayoti and Seema, having worked in different groups with 
various directors for many years, felt that they wanted to direct at a certain point in time. 
We are curious to know why they felt the need to direct. It is obvious that they thought 
themselves capable. But, even beyond that, when someone decides to become a director 
in Bengali theatre, she perhaps needs to think that she has something more to give, to say 
things [through theatre] which other directors haven’t been able to say. If the three of you 
would share with us what you felt at that time, what you felt you could do differently. 
Whether you felt these things as women or as directors. 

In the last 10 years there has been a growing awareness all over the world of women’s 
issues, it has its place in history. This is also the time when you entered the world of 
theatre. When people started taking note of and discussing issues which were not 
previously considered important. As a man, I think that there are a few experiences in 
life which only a women can experience, sensations and awarenesses arising from these 
experiences that give birth to a new consciousness; and these are unknown to men. This 
is a biological truth. But if we try to explore humaneness/humanity, we also want to 
know and understand the part unknown to us. Reading women’s writing, we discover 
several aspects of a situation which are not experienced or noticed by men. My question 
is, whether the women directors are thinking about this—because a large section of the 
audience has developed a certain taste and hence have a certain expectation from women 
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who are directing plays. Have you thought about this and have you tried to express this 
in any way? 

uSha g: First let me say that before I began directing, two chapters were already 
closed. The first was when I began theatre—an area where no serious work was being 
done, or was being done in a very amateurish fashion. I had formal training in dance and 
I first went to Sangeet Kala Mandir when it was staging a production of Mrichhakatik. 
When I left Sangeet Kala Mandir after 6 years, I wanted to do work that hadn’t been 
done before. We were worried about the audience for Hindi theatre. A handful of about 
2000 upper-class people was all that we could bank on. The middle class people had no 
contact with the theatre. We thought about all these things when we decided to form 
Rangakarmee. Initially my role was chiefly that of an organizer; and in these 22 years, the 
organizer has helped open many avenues. 

When, at first, we decided on a play, I had two roles—that of an actress and an 
organizer. I had no training or experience as an actress or director. But, at that time, I 
think all of us actresses came to be directors more through experience than training. 
Neither did we have any specific political ideology which we could consciously apply to 
theatre. The consciousness has grown as I have been working. In those formative years 
we had no director. There were organizers, there were many new boys and girls, and 
there were actresses, but we did not have a director. We started with 3 one-act plays, of 
which one was Chekhov’s Marriage Proposal, which I directed. I did not even have the 
courage to do a full-length play after doing a one-act play. That is why we decided we 
would invite a director from outside the group. We invited Rudraprasad Sengupta, who 
directed Jakhan Eka as Parichay in a Hindi version for us. There were about 85 shows of 
that play. 

After that we called Tripti-di [Tripti Mitra], who directed Gudia Ghar [Ibsen’s A Doll’s 
House]. She told us very honestly on the first day that she would do what Sombhu-babu 
had done, and would not introduce anything of her own. We did not hear this from the 
others. Both M. K. Raina and Rudraprasad Sengupta directed plays they had already 
done once before, and when they went away after directing, I had to do everything from 
conducting rehearsals, to collecting advertisements and hundreds of other organizational 
duties. Hearing the others speak today, I could relate to them so well because all of us 
have the same history. All of us have done organizational work, sold off our jewellery, 
faced the same battles. In spite of all this, I couldn’t muster up enough courage to direct 
plays for my group.

I had a lot of contact with Bengali theatre. Keya-di [Keya Chakrabarty, major actress] 
was a very close friend. As a group we had an excellent rapport with all the Bengali 
theatre groups. I’ll never forget the way each of these groups helped us build an audience 
for our theatre. Indrani is here today and I’m sure she remembers how we would go 
around distributing 10/20 tickets to each of these groups and they would help us sell the 
tickets and thus we would get a Bengali theatre audience watching our plays.

I felt that theatre must have a unique language of its own, which is far above the 
different vernacular tongues. I saw the plays which were being performed: Rajdarshan 
was being done in Hindi, Pagla Ghora was being done in Hindi, Jakhan Eka was done in 
Hindi. The idea of the same play being done in two languages in the same state was 
disturbing. We wanted something new. Another thing was making our own plays in our 
language according to our own desires. We were in a Bengali-speaking state, where along 
with our regular audience, we had to attract this audience. 

Over and over again I was told that I would achieve more fame if I acted than if I 
managed my own group well. Three or four major groups repeatedly sent me invitations 
to join them and I was also told that Rangakarmee would never manage to get a sizeable 
audience for their plays. Feelers were sent to me indicating that if I wanted fame and 
recognition, I should join their group. 

Another thing—as we gradually established an identity for ourselves as a group with 
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the 3 one-act plays, we moved from Kala Mandir 
to Netaji Mancha, in an effort to concentrate on 
developing a different segment of audience. We 
were going to universities, colleges, factories, to 
the ordinary man and trying to create an 
audience. By then we already had our own 
identity.  

We were quite close to Nandikar, and there 
was a proposal that we become a Hindi theatre 
wing of Nandikar. But all the boys, especially the 
younger boys felt that we just had to maintain 
our identity as a group. From the time that we 
stood up and tried to preserve our own identity, 
from the time we moved away from the ‘shelters’, 
differences started cropping up. You were 
recounting your experiences as actresses within a 
group when you were treated brusquely, or you 
felt slighted. As directors, we see the same 
behaviour inflicted on us, the only difference 
being, that it is done on a more sophisticated 
scale, with disguised barbs. 

We learnt a lot in terms of group production 
from M. K. Raina and Tripti-di. Tripti-di used to 
create an awareness from within, especially about 
acting, the place of acting in theatre—she created 
that in her rehearsals. Tripti-di was ill at that 
time, but would not miss even one rehearsal. She 
would insist on attending every rehearsal and if 
one sat away from her, she would invariably say: 
‘Come, sit by me.’ She was such a warm human 
being. The human touch is so vital in theatre and 
essential in holding a group together. I am 
grateful to both of them because they have taught 
me so much. 

From Mahabhoj to Holi is a long journey—12 
years. With Mahabhoj, Court Martial and Holi, I 
never thought that because I am a woman 
director, my primary object of concern is women. 
I thought, if men can do plays about the country’s 
political situation and political consciousness, 
why should I not be able to tackle the same 
issues, because, after all, I am an educated 
woman, I am a teacher. After Mahabhoj, Court 
Martial  and Holi ,  I  directed Rudali ,  and 
subsequently Himmat Mai. For Beti Ayee, we used 
the form of a street play. In Rudali I disproved my 
mother ’s words, that a woman is another 
woman’s greatest enemy. I do not believe that a 
woman is another woman’s enemy and this I 
wanted to show through the play. I have always 
felt that the understanding between two women 
is something unique. Nineteen girls act in Beti 
Ayee. We started with 4 women and now there are 
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34 of us in our group, acting, doing 
organizational work—working as a team. 

I am perhaps fortunate in functioning 
with a large group which hasn’t broken up 
because of ego-clashes. I do self-assessments 
from time to time, to ensure that people 
within the group don’t become estranged. 
When we named the group ‘Rangakarmee’, 
the idea was to function as a group where 
all are equal—each one a ‘karmee’, a worker. 
We have tried to preserve the strength of the 
group, the collective strength, in a 
democratic way. As an organizer and as a 
director, I have tried to do this. I don’t 
believe in a ‘guru-shishya’ setup, where one 
person commands and others carry out his 
ideas. When we work, we sit in a circle, all 
opinions are taken into consideration. We 
have taken up the scheme of a workshop 

Keya Chakrabarty as Antigone in Nandikar’s production of Antigone (1975) adapted from Sophocles’ play. 
Photograph © Nemai Ghosh
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production, where a new crop of young directors from 
within the group is taking charge, and men and women in 
our group work together. I am not a feminist in the 
conventional sense. I do not want to deny the role of men. 
I believe that it is by working with both the masculine and 
the feminine that we will, at a point, reach harmony. 

I believe very strongly that it is our attitude to theatre 
that is the real issue. I do not believe that I should make a 
new boy wait for six months, or make him fetch tea. After 
a week, the new boy has a place in the group. We’ve tried 
to break away from the old theories of administration in 
an organization, just as we have tried to change many 
conventional ideas of stagecraft and movement. We have 
tried to formulate our own grammar, and everyone in our 
group has contributed towards it. However, there is one 
matter on which I never compromise—discipline. Keeping 
the group together is a concerted effort and discipline is 
the key.

In these 22 years, we have had people, both men and 
women, wanting to become members of the executive 
committee (of our group) just by virtue of their financial 
status. I have not allowed anything of the kind to happen, 
because how can a person who has no feeling for the 
group or its ideals and does not care about how it 

Scenes from the Rangakarmee production of Usha Ganguli’s Rudali (1992). Right: Usha Ganguli as Sanichari and Yama Shroff 
as Bhikhni. Photograph © Pronab Basu
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functions, become a member of the executive committee? 
Yes we did have to struggle financially; but whatever 

funds we have been able to build up, we have tried to use 
in terms of providing some sort of 

a n 
infrastructure (within our group) to theatre workers 

who are serious and want to make a career in theatre, 
bringing in more people to theatre. One has to sort out a 
recurring problem within the group—the problems of 
women who have children and families to look after. I 
understand the kind of hard work they have to put in. 
Sometimes I do get impatient with the younger generation, 
who are always in a hurry, unwilling to put in that extra 
bit of work, even organizational work. It is my duty to 
make them aware about the various responsibilities in a 
group and after they see the logic of it, they do take up a 
lot of the work, but they need that initial coaxing. I don’t 
know how far I’ve succeeded, but I do my best.

Seema m: I’ll start with the questions you asked: 
whether an endeavour to put together any new 
perceptions prompted me to become a director.

I should actually begin from Sanlap, which is where I 
started in group theatre. Before that, I used to act in office 

i n  r U dA L i  i  d i S p r o v E d  m Y  m oT h E r ’S  w o r d S ,  T h AT  A  w o m A n  i S  A n oT h E r  w o m A n’S  G r E AT E S T  E n E m Y.  i  d o  n oT  B E L i E v E  T h AT  A  w o m A n  i S  A n oT h E r  w o m A  n’S  E n E m Y                      
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clubs and take on other professional acting assignments primarily to earn money. After 
Sanlap I came to Rangroop. I worked there as a regular actress in some plays, but mostly 
in times of crisis. As Suranjana here can tell you, in Madhab Malanchi, Suranjana was ill 
and could not appear on stage and so I was asked to do the role. I got just two days’ 
rehearsal. When I went, I found Suranjana was already there. I somehow managed that 
show, but I was terribly hurt when I heard later that she had said that she could do it. 
After that, they got someone else to do it without even informing me. I have seen this 
happen in various other places.

My father-in-law used to be the director in Rangroop. He was getting old and I was 
also feeling a void, something lacking in my development as an actress. I would question 
myself again and again. Since I had the experience of working with various directors, I 
noticed one thing repeatedly—each one of them cultivated the personality of ‘the 
director’ which was very different from their real selves. And I started doubting their 
ideology—which was, I felt, something put-on, fake—and the kind of theatre this 
ideology promoted.

My writing plays began from this perception. At some level I wanted to do theatre to 
purify myself, as it were. So I thought, if I could write my own plays, I could even direct 
them, because no director would be able to translate my ideas into the production as well 
as I could. That is why I took up directing and that’s why I decided I should become a 
director.

Right before this, we had invited a director to direct Bhanga Boned and it was a very 
bitter experience, because in many ways he let us know that it was not a good play. He 
also said this often. Yet he said that he would direct the next play. I could never 
understand why they behaved this way—saying something and meaning something 
quite the opposite, such glaring double standards. Later I had the privilege of working 
with men like Asit Mukherjee (in Bhamma). It was such an enlightening experience, 
working with him, watching him work. It was incredible. I had these experiences to 
draw on, when I decided to direct a play. Maybe I didn’t understand how the lighting 
scheme worked, or how to plan the set or use the music in the manner that a skilled 
director would. But I knew from my experience in different groups that one person does 
the sets, another does the lights, another the music; and there isn’t a high level of 
perfection in it. That is why I thought that once I started working, I could learn all this. I 
had that confidence and this is what is carrying me through. The effort to learn still 
continues. I have started only very recently, and I haven’t directed too many plays yet. 

The most important point was that I could say what I had to in my own way through 
my plays. I don’t know how far I’ve succeeded, but I am making the attempt sincerely, 
and as long as I can do this, I will continue in theatre. 

JayOti B: I was sitting and scribbling down points . . . It seemed to me that wanting to 
be a director, doing theatre, is parallel to my personal life . . . There is a connection 
between the two. 

I could divide it into three phases. When I started doing plays in Theatre Workshop, I 
was 21. I remember, on the first or second day, Bibhash-da asked me—it was then the 
norm to ask people this—what do you want to do in theatre? I nodded my head a lot and 
said, I love to act. I want to be an actress. That is why I have come to do theatre. I 
mention this only because within 4 years, I told Theatre Workshop that I did not want to 
be only an actress, because I could do a lot more in theatre—opportunities I felt weren’t 
coming my way in Theatre Workshop. That is why I wanted to work in different groups, 
or with people who were still experimenting. Consequently—very naturally after my 
saying this to their face—they reacted. But the reaction came to me in the form of a letter 
stating I had been expelled for anti-group activities. So they threw me out. I am saying 
all this because somewhere I felt that the theatre was not merely about acting, but about 
something much more. The Group Theatre and its responsibilities were slowly becoming 
a bit clearer, but I was still unsure, groping, searching for something I really wanted to 



172

172

do, but couldn’t identify.
The time that I was asked to leave the group was a turbulent phase in my personal 

life as well. My first marriage was on the rocks. I am mentioning this because somewhere 
there was an awareness, a decision, also, in ending the marriage. In theatre as in real life, 
I had identified a space for taking a decision. I was becoming somewhat independent. 
But there was another side to it. With the necessity to be independent came the 
compulsion to be financially independent. The situation in theatre was somewhat like 
this: I had been expelled from the group and no other group would touch me. I had said 
valiantly that I wanted to learn more about theatre, but no one would take me in their 
groups because they [Theatre Workshop] had written to the Group Theatre Federation, 

imposing a ban on me.
T h e n 

Manoj Mitra asked me 

to act in Sundaram. I am saying this because, at 
that point of time, Sundaram did not seem a very ideal group for me, but I felt I had to 
start somewhere. If I had to say what I have to say, if I had to stay alive, then I had to find 
a platform. So I agreed. And I did the reverse of what Indrani was saying. When I was a 
member of Theatre Workshop, even if I did not act, I needed to watch the rehearsals. I 
had just had a baby and I would give it one feed, go to the rehearsal and return before 
the next feed. That is how I managed and I didn’t allow anything to come between me 
and theatre. But, at Sundaram, I said I would do it professionally. I would take money. I 
would not be a ‘member’ any more, because I didn’t want somebody to just come and 
tell me that I had been expelled for anti-group activities, so that I had to leave. I wouldn’t 
tolerate that. As a protest, I said I would take money. I didn’t want to get involved with 
any particular group; yet I needed to survive to do theatre and I needed money for it. 
While I was doing theatre in this new arrangement, in life too I was trying to settle at a 
particular place. This was my second phase. 

In the third phase, while I was in Sundaram, I was also acting for Ensemble for a 
while. So here I was, gradually maturing as an actress, people sitting up and taking 
notice of me; and I was feeling that something was being said, something was being 
conveyed, but not enough. There was something beyond. I was seeking something more, 
but I didn’t know what. Simultaneously, in my personal life, I had to come to a situation 
where my son and I were alone. I had to take decisions as well as responsibilities. I had 
to bring him up single-handedly, and I had to earn. This was the first time I had to earn 
enough to support a family and take care of my son. 

So then I was trying to earn, trying out different kinds of jobs. I was coming into 
contact with different people and at some level maybe the experience was helping me 
gain a new  kind of confidence. I felt a widening of horizons. The known and familiar 
world I had grown up in, at 21 or at 23, gave way to a more extensive world in the course 
of doing theatre—I encountered different people, different kinds of reality, in acting and 
through experience, and somewhere this was helping me. That is why theatre to me was 
extremely important. It was not merely a matter of income, neither was it merely the 
need for an artistic expression—somewhere theatre occupied a substantial part of my 
being.

From then on, in 
the third phase, when I was having to take responsibility, I was maturing, 

becoming more independent, and I felt very strongly that I had to find out what I wanted 
to say and as an actress, I had a secondary role in it. But as a director, I had an 
independence, in the selection of plays, in how I would express them, in what I wanted 
to say, or what I was searching for. That is how I came to be a director. I never thought 

i  nEvEr ThoUGhT ThAT BECAUSE i  Am  A  womAn dirECTor,  mY primArY  oBjECT  of  ConCErn iS  

wE hAvE TriEd To prESErvE ThE STrEnGTh of ThE GroUp, ThE CoLLECTivE STrEnGTh, in A dEmoCrATiC wAY. AS An orGAnizEr And AS A dirECTor,                                              
i Am noT A fEminiST in ThE ConvEnTionAL SEnSE. i do noT wAnT To                                                 dEnY ThE roLE of mEn.  i BELiEvE ThAT iT iS BY workinG wiTh BoTh ThE 
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that I would be a director, but somewhere along the way I felt that I wanted to direct and 
so started work.

Samik B: I want to bring in another point . . . the role of the actress. Suranjana, you 
have worked with many directors and, except for one phase, you have not been attached 
to any group. You have had quite a range and a lot of exposure. You have had a certain 
academic background and you have your own thoughts, beliefs and position. When you 
get to play a character, you naturally think about it in your own way, and also in terms of 
what you can bring to it. As we were discussing a while ago, a collaborative act of theatre 
becomes great when everyone brings their experience to it. The director’s work is to 
conglomerate all these disparate experiences and decide on what can be absorbed in the 
play and in what proportion. When you are working with a director—you have worked 
with both male and female directors—how much room is there for your thoughts? 

What has emerged from what you and others have said [is that] the director has the 
function of giving a concrete shape to the ideas in the form of the play and hence has to 
prune out superfluous elements. When you have accepted these rules of the game and 
started playing, you have to accept that. But sometimes you might feel that a certain 
portion was not pruned solely in the interests of the play. Sometimes it so happens that 
the director has a dispute with the thinking or feeling that you were trying to bring to the 
character and you feel your perception being disregarded. I think you have had enough 
experience to have encountered this kind of a situation.  

SuranJana D g: It might be easier to explain if I refer to specific plays. I was in 
Theatre Workshop from 1983 to 1986—for 3 years. I have described some of my 
experiences there already. One play which many people saw—and which was very 
good—was Bela Abelar Galpo. I was involved with that work. I had to play a very small 
role. She appears in just one scene, and has three bits of dialogue (like in Tiner Talwar): 
‘yes, maharani’, ‘no, maharani’ and only ‘maharani’. Having said this, I would leave the 
stage. When I was cast in that role, it was a painful experience. We all have these griefs. I 
was sad, after all for 3 years—and if I include the previous 3 years, for 6 years—I had 
reached the point when I had confidence, I strongly believed in theatre and hoped I 
would get a chance to speak good lines. But I had to play a completely negative 
character. I had also done the costumes for the play (I spoke about that earlier). I did not 
initially realize that I would get any enjoyment out of it, I just felt sad. Why was I not 
playing Itu, I asked myself. Yet, when I started doing the work, I discovered that there 
was fun even in playing such a character, so that the audience would often come and ask 
where she had been picked up from. It was an experience that gave you goose pimples! 
Nobody could overlook that character: everybody would comment on it. Even next to 
Maya-di’s terrific performance, where the whole play was based on such superb acting, 
and where I had such a small place. 

maya g: I said soon after the play was read in the group that I would jabber through 
the whole play and you would come along and steal this scene [General laughter].

SuranJana D g: Every actress has this craving: to play the lead. I did not get that. But 
whatever was assigned to me, I tried to do sincerely. After that, there was trouble and I 
left the group, and Anjan too left with me. After coming away from the group, we were 
doing nothing. I was 21 or so—a third-year student. Bibhash-da had left the group some 
time earlier and had started planning Madhab Malanchi Kainya. It was while he was in 
Theatre Workshop that he read out the story from the original text of Madhab Malanchi, 
which forms part of the Mymensinh Geetika from Janab Sayedur’s collection (the book 
that cannot be traced any more. There was only one copy and I hear it is lost). This had a 
tremendous effect on me. I wasn’t a student of Bengali literature (I was a student of 
Political Science), but it had worked such a charm on me that I somehow managed to get 
hold of Dinesh Chandra Sen’s collection and started reading the Mymensinh Geetika on 
my own. There was a detailed conversation between Bibhash-da and Anjan, and he said 
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that he was planning to do Madhab Malanchi. I could hardly contain my excitement 
because I was sure I could do it. But it was not in his plans initially. Later on Bibhash-da 
asked, ‘Can Suranjana sing? It would suit her.’ Anjan said, ‘Yes, if she tries, she can do it.’ 
I had done a small role in Narak Guljar, where I had sung. 

Anyway, I started doing the work and while doing that role, my training took on a 
completely new dimension. It was so different from what I had been taught when I was 
acting in Bisarjan. We usually became extremely involved with the role we were playing 
and it came out with a lot of intensity. I learnt a completely new method while rehearsing 
for Madhab Malanchi. We have known many ways to describe this new method—we 
sometimes call it Brechtian. It was a great joy when I discovered that in our folklore, 
there is that character who is crying and beating Hasin, who suddenly leaves them, and 
bursts into song, and turns into Bibek. The fun in this, I began to enjoy in small degrees. 
Bibhash-da had an enormous contribution in this and, as Maya-di said, showed the 
whole picture. He used to say to me, ‘Never think you are doing psychological acting. 
You are really grieved. Act it in such a way that it seems you are portraying your grief 
like a picture.’ There is feeling grief, and then there is expressing the image of feeling 
grief. This happened in a 4 month intensive workshop. The language was not a problem 
to us at all, though everyone asks us how did you absorb the language of the play? We 
did the work in such a way that a 3-minute sequence was learnt in 4 days. As a result of 
which, the language was not a factor at all. We had maybe one line of dialogue to learn at 
home. To memorize one line of dialogue does not take even a minute. With this one line 
we might have worked for 6-7 days. It was done in such a slow, beautiful system. 

There is also a different kind of fun in folk plays. The enjoyment is that when you are 
working, you say many complex things, you use the words of the poet but in a design, so 
that people are conscious of it, but you never become a user of it. You modulate it in such 
a way that it sticks in people’s minds. This was very useful to us. This was how I did the 
work. 

I have done many characters but through my role in this play—I am basically very 
quiet, I don’t speak very much, I like to stay in the shadows—I had an extraordinary 
exposure: Malanchi disguised as a man goes to rescue her lover. This heroism made a 
mark on my mind. I could not sleep at night, I would think about the character; such was 
the way in which the character had enveloped me. After doing this work, as it happens, 
after a long time, I tasted success. People were recognizing me. It was a greatly acclaimed 
play—people like Usha-di coming to me after the show to congratulate me, or Samik-da 
coming up and saying, good acting! 

Then after a time, I had to leave this play. As Seema said, there was one day when I 
was ill. I had Calcutta fever, the doctor forbade me [to act]. Until I was actually bed-
ridden, I had said that I would act. I did not know that in my place Seema had been 
taught the part. Bibhash-da told me, come on the day of the show. I went there and I 
found that I was not doing it, Seema was. That was all right: maybe I was not even in a 
condition to do it that day. It was only out of strength of mind that I had said I would do 
it. I had been given huge quantities of antibiotics and I was kept almost drugged. Even in 
that state, I could not stay at home; I went out. 

In the mean time I had married, I was expecting my daughter. All women might have 
had to face this problem. Until I was six months pregnant, however, I acted in Madhab 
Malanchi, a role involving enormous physical strain. Another person was prepared in my 
place. 

While I was doing Madhab Malanchi, Nilkantha-da asked me to play Kanchan in 
Sadhabar Ekadashi. This is where differences arose: Nilkantha-da’s work was done with 7 
days’ rehearsal. It was funny: where Madhab Malanchi took four months to rehearse, I did 
Sadhabar Ekadashi in 7 days. He told me almost nothing about how to play Kanchan and I 
portrayed the character in my own way. I had to play a prostitute. There was a song, a 
grand affair, it came out very well. I was working with both Nilkantha-da and Bibhash-
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da, and they both adjusted.  I  had no 
inconvenience at that time. One let me go for the 
other’s show. Because both needed me. 

At this stage, I had to take leave for the birth 
of my daughter, extended leave. And then I 
received very strange treatment from both 
places, but in different ways. In Bibhash-da’s 
case, someone else was trained in my place, 
which is quite normal. Nobody wanted a 
situation where the play would not be performed 

Suranjana Dasgupta (centre) in Anya Theatre’s production of Madhab Malanchi Kainya (1988 ). Photograph © Nemai Ghosh
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because I could not act.   Nilkantha-da did the 
same, but without letting me know. I did not 
know someone was being prepared in my place. 
When my daughter was 3 months old, and I 
was ready to work again, I started doing 
Madhab Malanchi again. But I could not return 
to Sadhabar Ekadashi. Another person was doing 
it. 

At this time, I received an offer to do a role 
in the film Bagh Bahadur. There was discussion 
about this and it was agreed that at a certain 
time they would let us go for shooting. The 
time for shooting often changes and it was 
deferred. Madhab Malanchi was doing 22-24 
shows in 30 days. There were even months 
when there were 28 shows. It was a busy time 
and there were 3/4 call shows that would have 
had to be refused if we went to do the film. 
There was a nasty hue and cry about this. Both 
Anjan and I decided that we would not work in 
Bagh Bahadur, we would do Madhab Malanchi, 
because we are not film people and we would 
not be working in films our whole lives. It was 
theatre we wanted to do, and if the two of us 
did not work in Madhab Malanchi ,  the 
performance schedule for the play would be 
harmed. Anyway, peace was restored and we 
worked in Madhab Malanchi, we could not do 
the film. These are all small matters. Some 
people have let go of an offer to go to Moscow, 
others have let go of other big offers for the 
theatre. That is what I have learnt. 

Some time after that, I had more problems. I 
got a job in Kalyani at Bidhanchandra 
Agricultural University. Meanwhile work had 
started on Balidan at Natya Akademi. I was 
playing Jhoripagli. As a result of the obligations 
of a new job, I became slightly irregular with 
theatre. I was married, I had a daughter, Anjan 
is a primary school teacher, our income was not 
enough to maintain the family. Plus, because I 
had a degree in librarianship, I used to get jobs. 
I used to work at ISI. I left that, and then joined 
here. Commuting from Kanchrapara, there was 
a problem doing theatre. Often I would arrive 
at 6 pm, I would find it very embarrassing. I 
began to get a bit irregular. I asked them to 
make some arrangement. At that time someone 
else was being taken on for Madhab Malanchi. I 
was told it would be done in such a way that 
when I was free I would be the first preference. 
Later I saw that I was not the first preference, 
another person was and she did it. I was not too 
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sad about that, because I was very busy 
with my job. 

Then came Balidan. The regular shows 
didn’t continue for very long, for about a 
year and a half. Then one day Rama-da 
called—Ramaprasad Banik. He said he 
was thinking of doing something on the 
professional stage and would we work in 
it? I am very fond of Rama-da’s work. I 
said, of course, I work with everyone. I 
had not joined Anya Theatre, I had just 
acted malanchi for them. The number of 
shows of Madhab Malanchi were going 
down and they were using the substitute, 
so I was willing to work with him. Both 
Anjan and I then went to Rama-da’s play, 
because we liked the script a lot. Aparna 
Sen was also working there. I enjoyed the 
work. I found that the queer doubts and 
fears one had about the professional stage 
and the stories associated with it were 
totally fabricated. And then something 
strange happened—a rumour spread that 
I had joined the professional stage and 
that I had left Group Theatre. We acted in 
Bhalo Kharap Meye, and people who saw it 
really liked the work I had done. I 
thoroughly enjoyed doing my role. Then 
there was a long gap, as a result of which 
I was left out of Madhab Malanchi. But one 
day Anjan got a letter which said he was 
in the group, but Suranjana was not. I 
was thus told directly that I was sacked. 
Anjan said he honoured my sentiments 
and if I was not kept, he could not stay. 
Which is why Anjan left Madhab Malanchi. 

After that we were unemployed. What 
hurt me was, Anjan could have done the 
work himself. If he had stayed, maybe I 
could have worked there. Later, when he 
thought of some small job, he did not 
think of me. That was very bewildering. I 
decided that whoever asked me to act I 
would do it, provided I got a good role. 

Suranjana Dasgupta in 
Theatre Commune’s 
production of Sadhabar 
Ekadashi (1988). 
Photograph © Nemai Ghosh
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The characters I played were extremely varied—Malanchi in Madhab Malanchi, 
Kanchan in Sadhabar Ekadashi, Jhoripagli in Balidan, then all the small roles I played in 
Sanglap Kolkata, and also in plays by small groups.  

While working, I have also kept my other interests alive. I love drawing, working on 
the sets and costumes. I have carried on doing these simultaneously, e.g. in Sanglap 
Kolkata’s Gharey Phera I did the costumes, I designed sets and costumes for Swapner Meye 
and Sudrayan.

I often wonder whether I want to direct. Every day on my way to school in the 
morning (I go to Andul via Howrah Station), I see a dumb girl begging. She is quite 
attractive to look at. She is pregnant. It hurt me to wonder what man had demonstrated 
his manhood on this hapless girl. It hurt me but I could not do anything about it. I lost 
myself somewhere. How do I register my protest against this? A life ruined, a way to 
restore it—do I join in that search? I am still in conflict about whether I should leave 
acting and go into directing. Maybe in future I will. 

Samik B: You have acted in several plays. You were speaking of your role in Madhab 
Malanchi, which goes beyond the psychological-realistic model and some of the 
realizations and insights you brought in, in perceiving the character. But when acting in a 
realistic play, did you feel you could say what you wanted to as a woman . . . that you 
could voice a protest through the characters you were playing? Did any of your roles 
give you that opportunity?

SuranJana D g: I felt I could do that to a certain extent in the role of Jhoripagli. In 
some strange way I felt I had become a representative of women of that age. When I used 
to break into a song, I could feel that the audience was with me. This strange contact 
made me feel that I was expressing the pain and anguish of so many women. 

I felt the same way when I was doing the play with Usha-di. This is a major work in 
the second phase of my career. The play is in Hindi. I can’t speak one line of Hindi and 
I’m thankful that I had someone like Usha-di to guide me. The credit goes entirely to her. 
I was in constant fear that my acting would suffer in my attempt to speak the language 
properly; but amazingly, now, after doing the fifteenth show day before yesterday, I have 
started feeling that I’m saying all I want to say through this character. I have been able to 
overcome the constraints of language. I feel it is possible to do this with good acting. The 
moment I could get the pattern of the language right in my head, I was comfortable. Of 
course I could feel my accent wasn’t right here and there, but after setting these down, I 
could play the character with my old enjoyment. It’s a play by Brecht [Himmat Mai, a 
Hindi adaptation of Mütter Courage] and my first experience at working in a major play 
by Brecht. I think it is because of the way Usha-di explained the play to us that I found it 
so easy to grasp the playwright’s ideas.

Another important thing I need to mention here is, people coming to watch plays are 
becoming fewer by the day, whether we like to admit it or not. All of us suffer from an 
extraordinary self-admiration and complacency that we are doing something wonderful. 
What happens is actually very different. Usha-di said, that we need to go and work in 
schools and colleges. We really need to work from a basic elementary level, to sit down 
together and think about how to draw more people to theatre. If the audience is not 
coming to us, we have to go to the audiences. We have nothing to lose. Anyway we have 
to pay for renting theatres, advertisements and other costs. Instead of calculating these, 
we could easily go to people to do theatre. What used to be done before in street theatre, 
if we could bring it back, the life-giving quality in theatre would be cultivated, it would 
bear fruit, and we would learn a lot more. 

If I leave theatre, I feel that I have a lot to lose. The theatre has nothing to lose. Even a 
mother and son do not have a relationship like this. Sons sometimes leave mothers, but 
my relationship with the theatre is such that I can never leave it. 

We talked a lot about women and women’s rights. I felt one thing yesterday. I was 
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leafing though Binodini’s Amar Katha. Her regret that Star Theatre was not named after 
her. We have Bijan Theatre, Madhusudan Mancha, there are many theatres named after 
men. It is time that there was one named after Binodini. 

BaBy S: I should say something about myself first. I have already said that I came into 
the theatre primarily as a child artiste, in the phase right after Chitra-di. My mother once 
took me along to Geeta-di and said, ‘You have so many contacts (Geeta-di used to act in 
office clubs at that time), take her with you and see if you can find a role for her.’ She 
used to take me along and that is how I met Ketaki-di. Ketaki-di and Geeta-di are almost 
a part of me. There have been days when I lived at Ketaki-di’s house. As I grew older I 
tried to get some education entirely through my own efforts and started working at the 
Lokaranjan Sakha, and in the meantime, I got married. I left Lokaranjan Sakha in 1975. 

I came in contact with Sayak in 1975. Sayak was my first exposure to group theatre. 
Before that, when I used to act in office clubs, or for smaller groups, going to the one-act 
drama competitions was almost an obsession. I would bring in many awards from these 
competitions and I started winning trophies. I liked that. These also served as an 
experience. Gradually I was becoming addicted to my profession. What happens is when 
you get a medal or a cup or an award, you are encouraged to do even better in the next 
play. My first assignment with Sayak was in their play Lamppost, where I replaced an 
actress who had had an accident. Sometimes she did a show, sometimes I did one. In 
1983, my husband joined Sayak and I, for family reasons, withdrew somewhat from 
theatre. I used to work outside, but I was not in Sayak, though the connection was more 
or less there. 

In 1986, I joined commercial theatre. Bijan Theatre had opened and Bilkis Begum was 
being performed. They took me along as understudy. All the actresses had understudies. 
I had the experience of working in commercial theatre before that, but to tell you the 
truth, I had never seen such corruption on the professional stage before. I was finding it 
very difficult to work. 

Right opposite, at Rangana, Dampati was being performed. I went to Geeta-di and 
told her that I needed a job very badly and that I was having problems working at Bijan 
Theatre. Geeta-di recommended me to Shyamal-da and I came over. After I joined 
Rangana, I had the privilege of working with renowned artistes. I’ll tell you a little of 
that experience. It needs to be told.

Then I was shown to [several male directors] Manoj-da [Manoj Mitra], Dilip-da [Dilip 
Ray], one after the other, almost in the manner in which a bride is inspected by 
prospective in-laws. It was an extremely humiliating experience for me. But I needed 
work so badly that I just swallowed all this. After all this Dulal Lahiri said: ‘What work 
will she do? She has no glamour.’ Geeta-di said, ‘What if she has no glamour? What’s the 
harm in trying her out?’ Dilip-da said, ‘Okay, since you’re asking for it so earnestly, let 
her come. Come along from tomorrow,’ he told me. I joined when the play had had 100 
shows already. Dilip-da told me, ‘You have to memorize the parts of all the 4 women in 
the play and I won’t show you how to go about tackling any role. You will have to do all 
that by yourself. If someone doesn’t turn up for the show, you have to take her place. 
Stand in the wings and see them act.’ 

All this leaves its mark on one’s mind. Like Maya-di, we too have these scars and the 
hurt still remains—the humiliation and the insult. So I would stand in the wings and 
watch everybody act. 

Suddenly one day after the first show (we were having double shows then: matinee 
and evening), the actress said, ‘I will not be able to do the afternoon show. She was going 
away she said.’ She hadn’t bothered to tell me, ‘Baby-di, be ready with my role 
tomorrow, because you’ll have to go on stage.’ She just packed her bags and left. I was 
told I had to go on and I did. I had memorized the part and I was ready. When I was 
doing the last scene, I saw her watching me from the wings. She hadn’t gone anywhere, 
though she said she had tickets for Deoghar. When I finished, I did not say a word to her. 
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Dilip-da was very appreciative. He said: ‘Why can’t we find such actresses when we 
begin casting for a new play?’

After this there was one time when another actress was absent. She used to make the 
role she played very comic and Dilip-da would be furious with her. He would tell her 
repeatedly not to do comic stock acting because it would ruin the scene, but she would 
not listen to him and would play it her way, reducing it into a farce. Suddenly one day 
she did not turn up (she had gone to Gaya and hadn’t returned) and I was told, ‘You go 
on.’ I went on stage, that’s the understudy’s job. Geeta-di had told me on one occasion 
earlier, ‘Don’t do the character the way she does it. Understand for yourself how it 
should be done.’ Dilip-da was standing in the wings just to hear me say that bit of 
dialogue: to watch whether I said it like her or in my own way. After the scene, Dilip-da 
came and told me, ‘I am very happy that you did it your way.’ Later my relationship 
with Dilip-da was very cordial because he was impressed with my acting. He 
acknowledged that I knew how to act.

In the mean time Dulal-da had founded the Workers’ Theatre. My husband had 
passed away and I had joined Sayak once again. Bewakoof had already been produced 
and everyone appreciated my acting. I was cast in Dayabaddha. This was when Dulal 
Lahiri was thinking of producing Bhanga Danar Shabda. He sent word to ask whether I 
would act in that play. But I was still seething inside and I hadn’t forgotten his comment 
when I first went for a job to Rangana. So I said, I have no glamour. Being an 
unglamorous woman, I do not want to associate with glamorous groups. This was one 
time I did answer back. I continued working in Sayak. I acted in Dayabaddha, Bashbhoomi 
and then Karnabati. 

You wanted to know how far the roles in the plays have been successful portrayals of 
the feminine sensibility and how we have been able to bring our experiences and feelings 
into playing them.

The three characters are of three types. I should explain the characters first. Of the 
three characters, the one I like most is Nanda in Karnabati. The reason why I call that my 
favourite character is because Nanda makes her daughter utter the words she has not 
spoken. Nanda is the core character, she is the source. If someone asks me, how do you 
judge the play? I would say that Nanda is a river, she is flowing on, and she has taught 
her daughter to flow in the same way. 

Sita in Dayabaddha is a familiar character so I have to work less for her. I had a 
daughter of that age at home. My husband had died and I was alone. When my daughter 
went to school, I would always worry, why is she so late? And we live in such a place 
that I cannot shout and ask, ‘Why did you return so late?’ I take her inside the room, shut 
the door and ask her quietly. Thus there is a similarity with Sita somewhere. 

Right after that, when I went to do Rebati in Bashbhoomi, I said I would not do it as I 
had never played a role like that. The director made me do it. I have to say I am grateful 
to him. He said, ‘If you do one kind of character over and over again, then people will 
say you can only play one kind of role. As an actress, you will not have much range.’ 

There is another amusing episode I’d like to mention. When I returned to theatre in 
1990, I was already lagging behind. I could not follow the directions Meghnad was 

giving me, because acting techniques had progressed a lot. For me, 
tutored in the old school of stock-acting, 

i t  w a s initially very 
difficult to adapt to the new ways of 
theatre. We had learnt the same kind of laughter, the same kind of 
crying, speaking the dialogue in a particular way. We were taught to go forward a bit and 
shout out the lines. During Bewakoof, I could not quite follow the acting instructions. He 
would be saying repeatedly, ‘This is not what I want, this is not what I want.’ There were 
days when he humiliated me in front of many people. I felt so humiliated in not being 
able to act properly, and not being able to catch what the director wanted me to do. It 

i  hAd ThE ExpEriEnCE of workinG in CommErCiAL ThEATrE BEforE ThAT, BUT To TELL YoU ThE TrUTh, i  hAd nEvEr SEEn SUCh CorrUpTion on ThE                                             
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was actually very frustrating. Gradually, however, I understood what he wanted. Then 
finally I achieved something. I reached a stage where I could understand what the 
director was saying. I could understand his thinking and there was no problem in 
delivering the dialogue. 

When I was 

asked to do Bashbhoomi, I was scared about whether I 
would be able to play the character. He said, ‘I think you can do it.’ Anyway, he gave me 
the character in hand. When I began rehearsing the character, I understood the enjoyment 
in it. In the meantime we had a problem with the character of the mother. Meghnad said, 
‘Do it.’ I said I would not play the mother. The reason was, anyone could play that 
mother. It was very easy. It just involved speaking the dialogue. What I could not do, that 
is what I wanted to try, to see if I could do it. I did what I had never done, opposed the 
director to his face and said I would not do that role. 

Two sisters, the second one becomes a victim and becomes immoral. She is the 
society’s victim. The other sister is also a victim of society but the two girls have different 
perceptions of themselves and are differently constructed. One believes that since I am 
bad, I might as well be bad in society’s highest circles. I will go as far as I need to go to 
achieve this. The other decides to be immoral, but does not have the power to act on it. 
She tells her sister, take me to Bombay, explain the line to me. But when her sister says, 
come, she never goes. She cannot go. She is in pain. She feels she is nothing but a 
discarded rag, but she does not have the willpower to decide to wash dishes in 
somebody’s house in order to try to stand on her own feet. I tried my utmost to make the 
character believable. Because it was a character that people might easily assume was 
funny. The pain she was in when she said something had to be brought out. 

If we compare this to the situation we encounter in our own lives . . . for example, I 
do not feel I am different from the domestic help I have in my house. Suppose one day 
the woman who washes utensils in my house has welts on her body. She says, last night 
after drinking, he came back and beat me. They shout and scream, to the superficial gaze 
they are chhotolokh [‘lesser people’]. Do we live very much better than them? It might be 
that my husband, too, gets drunk and lays hands on me, shouts and screams. But I keep 
it suppressed. I argue in whispers. I might have a mark on my body. If anybody asks me, 
I say, I slipped and fell. 

Samik B: Seema, please speak of at least one or two roles in which you have been able 
to give something of yourself, and in which the director has accepted your perception of 
the role.

Seema m: The character I played in Bhamma [Asit Mukhopadhyay’s adaptation of 
Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya] was a unique experience. If I brought some of my perceptions to 
the character, the character also contributed to my development as an actress. Every day 
as I used to act, I used to discover myself in new ways somewhere in the role. It was 
about a woman, her sacrifices, her inspiration to work even after all is lost, the urge to go 
on because she has to work. On the one hand, everything she has is being destroyed, but 
on the other there is that distant land of dreams all of us want to touch. It rises beyond 
the practicality of everyday life. I have this desire very strongly in me and this girl had it 
too. Consequently, she used to attract me very much and perhaps we were both able to 
give a lot to each other. That is why the character I played in Bhamma will remain one of 
my favourite roles in theatre.

Besides that, in Bikalpa—it’s about surrogate motherhood, about one’s own child, and 
whether the whole business of test-tube babies has any point at all, where a poor woman 
rents out her ovaries and gives birth. After 10 months, the child is going to be taken from 
her—that’s the deal. At one point, both women stand together. When the baby cries, 
neither can go and pick up the child because neither of them has the power to come 

ThEn i wAS Shown To [SEvErAL mALE dirECTorS] mAnoj-dA [mAnoj miTrA], diLip-dA [diLip rAY], onE AfTEr ThE oThEr, ALmoST in ThE  mAnnEr                                           
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forward and say: the child is mine. Any scientific invention 
has a good side to it; but in this age of disintegrating 
relationships, such an invention does more harm than good. 
It is from this standpoint that the play was written and when 
I was acting in it, I was naturally saying my own words. As a 
result, I have always felt a bonding with this play.

The same happened in the case of Bhanga Boned. I used to 
see the small children coming and going, I also carried my 
own child along, I have been around many children’s schools 
and I used to feel very sad at their plight, the way they are 
made to slog even after school because they have to be 
excellent in everything and they have to fulfil all the 
ambitions of their parents. You see the same scenes 
everywhere: in schools where they teach singing and 
dancing, in art schools for children: that is what Bhanga Boned 
is all about. When I write a play on this, I respond to it from 
the very gut—as a mother, as a woman, the whole play was 
about what I wanted to say and that comes out through the 
character I play. 

When I started writing plays, my opportunity to express 
myself and the character I play gave me a sense of fulfillment. 
However, it would not be correct to say that I never found 
this when I did other characters. One such character was in 
Bhamma. I played the younger daughter-in-law in Shasti. That 
was another character I liked playing. That character was 
entirely from a woman’s perspective and yet somewhere a 
woman has to transcend her femininity to reach a place as a 
human being. I really liked the role.

JayOti B: Just to add to what Seema said . . . I acted in 
Uttaradhikar [Bengali adaptation of Mahesh Elkunchwar’s 
play Wada Chirebandi]. Sohag Sen was the director. The 
character I played in that, Swarna, is the sister in a joint 
family with her elder brother, his wife, their children. She 
wants to be educated, she has the intelligence, but she is 
never allowed to complete her studies. The play opens after 
the death of the father, and the girl pleads with her mother to 
divide her jewellery into equal shares, give her hers, which 
she will sell and complete her studies. She wants to be 
independent; she wants to take up a job and then take her 
mother to live with her. She dreams of independence. The 
mother agrees initially but then backs out, saying those 
ornaments don’t really belong to her; she is merely one 
daughter-in-law of the family, just part of a long line of 
inheritance. Entranced, she recounts her first sight of the 
family jewels when she saw her mother-in-law wearing them 
at her wedding, welcoming the new bride to the family. She 
describes this for almost the whole scene: when I came to this 
house, my grandmother-in-law was wearing these, and then 
my mother-in-law. The family jewels instil a strange sense of 
belonging in a daughter-in-law of the family. In the very next 
scene, her eldest daughter-in-law has the same feeling when 
she wears them (Sohag did not include this in the production, 
but in the original play the eldest daughter-in-law also says 
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Baby Sarkar in Sayak’s production of Bashbhoomi (1993). Photograph © Nemai Ghosh
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the same words). 
What struck me when I was acting, what I tried to capture, was that 

Swarna, the daughter of the family, is at a mental level, not of this 
family. She values the inheritance in a different way, unlike her mother 
or her sisters-in-law who come from other families, but who accept this 
family as their own. This difference—Swarna as a daughter of the 
family—exists somewhere in our conditioning as women, when we are 
made to understand that the family we are born into is not our own, 
and we grow up to make another family our own. I felt this was there 
subliminally in the play. I didn’t know how far this could be brought 
out in the acting, but it was interesting to me because I had been able 
to identify it . . . how a woman’s role changes . . . 

It did not come to me so clearly in other characters I have played. 
Maybe that is why I decided to come into directing. As a director—
maybe I will talk about this later—I wanted to express this woman’s 
point of view.

uSha g: There are three directors here and we have all spoken 
about our experiences. I want to know something, as we rarely get to 
sit and exchange ideas. Whenever I have had to act, it becomes an area 
of enormous conflict. When I did Rudali [a male stand-in] rehearsed for 
over 2 months with Yama [Shroff, who played Bhikhni], and both of us 

Bharati Das (left) and Baby Sarkar (right) in Sayak’s production of 
Dayabaddha (1991). Photograph © Nemai Ghosh 
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could get only the last 16 days of rehearsal before 
the show opened. Then in Himmat Mai, after 3 
months of rehearsing I lost my voice the day 
before the show. I was sitting that night and 
crying with everyone standing helplessly around 
me. I cured it by eating green chillies. I’d like to 
know how you tackle such problems.

inDrani m: I hope all of you will agree with 
me if I say that when the playwright and the 
director are different, then on one act of creation, 
another creative person imposes his creativity. In 
that case, when you find . . . especially in the case 
of Seema, she is writing plays and directing them. 
She can say, I have thought of this, I have written 
this, and when I am directing my play, I can do it 
as I want, and I can do the role in my own way. 
Think of a situation where her play is directed by 
another worthy director, whom we accept as a 
complete director in all senses, whose artistic 
sensibilities might reveal other dimensions to the 
play, some of which she might have overlooked 
because she was so involved in every process.

Seema m: Absolutely right . . . but I feel after a 
child is born, he first crawls, then stands, after 
which he learns to walk and then he runs. I feel 
my position is similar. I have been writing plays 
and directing them, saying what I have to say. 
Whether other directors will at all take up my 
plays is a later worry. First I feel I should digest 
what I say, first let me see if I can. Many people 
have asked me, in fact your group [Sudrak] too 
asked me to write a play for you. Another 2 plays 
have been published in this year’s puja annuals. I 
have no objection to other people doing my plays. 
On the contrary, I want that. 

But as you know well, today there is a big 
problem of finding plays. I have to keep my 
group going with plays and nobody else will give 
me a play if I ask for it. So there is an element of 
selfishness. And I am not that great a playwright 
that I can write 2/3 plays a year. It is a great 
problem. First I write a play and think, this is for 
my group. I’ll be very happy if I can work on a 
couple of other plays and be happier still if my 
plays reach out to a wider section of people with 
other directors and groups taking them up for 
production.

I faced a lot of problems in Je Jon Achhey 
Majhkhane .  Usha-di,  you are a lot more 
experienced, and you know how it is! The group 
has a lot of problems with the younger lot who 
are coming in to act now. Their sincerity is 
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questionable, and so are their schedules. We had initially selected Alor Phulki, by 
Abanindranath Tagore [dramatization of his prose fantasy set in a world of cocks and 
hens], which had a huge cast, and we were having so much trouble in trying to get 
everyone together for rehearsals, that we ultimately dropped the play. Financial 
problems are always there. We have to prepare for a performance after managing all 
fronts. Which is why we chose a play like Je Jon [Achhey Majhkhane]—Chitra-di performs 
with me in Je Jon and she knows exactly how we manage—there are usually 4 to 5 
characters in the plays that we do now, and those who are selected at least know how to 
act and I have the confidence that they can deliver the goods. We sit down, talk it over, 
discuss the play, they say what they have to say, it is done. But when we think of doing a 
production with a huge cast it becomes really difficult to manage. For example, I chose 
not to act in my new play, Panu Shanti Cheyechhilo. If I did, I would have had to face a lot 
of problems. But it was our bad luck that after 3 shows, the actress who plays the central 
character had to be hospitalized; when she recovered, another actress was in hospital. So 
I have had to play both mother-in-law and daughter-in-law. Now I work as a substitute 
when some actress in the group is indisposed. These problems will always be there when 
you are both a director and an actress.

JayOti B: I am of the same opinion as Seema. From the outset I have felt that if the 
director and actor (in an important role) are the same, then it is almost impossible to get 
the play going. While selecting plays, I choose plays where the central character is not a 
woman. In Grips plays too, the mother is always the secondary character. At times I do 
want to act in a good role just as an actress, unencumbered by the responsibilities of a 
director. Then I request some other director to give me an opportunity to act in his play. 

uSha g: The method of selecting plays in our group is quite different now. When we 
started initially with guest directors, they would first take stock of the actors and 
actresses available in the group and choose a play accordingly. But now we never select 
plays like that because there is always the attempt to prepare new people. It often 
happens that a play is selected to please the leading actress in the group, who will have a 
meaty role. In my group I have steered clear of that trap right from the beginning. There 
is no female character in Court Martial or in Mahabhoj or Holi. 

Meanwhile, I wanted to do Rudali. I requested Yama to play Sanichari; but she just 
wouldn’t do it. She said, Bhikhni is enough for me. And there was no one in the group to 
give the kind of support in acting that she needed. So I had to take it up.

Seema m: Then there is no way out. You have to do it.
uSha g: Yes, there is no other way. While rehearsing, as you do the role, you 

suddenly feel something about the character, a new realization perhaps, which enables 
you to assess the play in a new light.

JayOti B: I have seen your work in Rudali, where you are an actress and a director: 
what measures do you take to draw a line somewhere? What I mean is, the director (in 
this case a non-actor) has all the controls before him and knows exactly what he wants 
and how much. What happens if the director also plays one of the leading characters?

uSha g: My problem is different. As an actress, I have worked with other directors, 
but we have all developed somewhat in these 20 or so years. We have formulated our 
own grammar after having experimented with different methods. I’ve had problems 
when I’ve worked with other directors. I’ll give you an example—I was doing Gharey 
Bairey with Anuradha Kapur (it is immaterial whether it was a man or a woman 
directing). [I feel that] she does not understand Rabindranath, she does not understand 
Gharey Bairey. Sorry, this is what I felt. I felt she was holding me back by imposing certain 
conventional methods of acting on me. I felt extremely uneasy. I feel when I’m directing 
myself, I can manage comfortably, because I have the entire pattern in my mind and I 
know exactly how I’ll go about it. On the other hand, as an actress, I’ve learnt a lot from 
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Tripti-di. Working with M. K. Raina was another kind of experience altogether. It was a 
pleasure, because a lot of time was spent on understanding the character. One had to 
apply one’s intelligence. I now think I’d like to act under a director who will draw 
something more out of me. That’s a challenge every actress wants to take up. I agree 
there will be problems when I act in a play while directing, because there will be the 
obvious problems with blocking and a few such problems.

Seema m: Those problems arise a lot. 
inDrani m: Perhaps Usha-di is talking about a higher level of understanding. What 

she has learnt and understood already, if someone pulls her down below that, she has a 
problem. 

uSha g: It isn’t a matter of extraordinary sensibility, just something that helps me go 
forward. It is immaterial to me whether the director I act with is more experienced; I 
must feel that enthusiasm to go forward, to invent new aspects in my understanding of a 
role. That verve must be there. I might be in a state of euphoria while working with you 
or Seema, because I discover so much while acting. What I’m trying to say is, this 
involvement matters in theatre. That is what takes it to a certain height of glory. 

BaBy S: May I say something in this context from the point of view of an actress? 
When I am working with an actor, I speak a line of dialogue. I say the line the same way 
every day. Take the example of a play which has run for 100 shows; there might be a day, 
after 55 shows, when I say the line in a different way. Perhaps I haven’t done it 
consciously, I have just broken the monotony of dialogue delivery. But I like it a lot better. 
Now it also sounded different to my co-actor. He gives me the cue in a similar manner. 
That is how a new dimesion is added to the actor’s perception of a play and the play 
grows . . . 

uSha g: I feel that in any work the method is important. I’m willing to do theatre that 
holds promise; not any flimsy experimental stuff that is done only for the sake of 
experiment, with no clear ideology or thinking behind it.

Samik B: Do you not sometimes feel it is necessary to stand aside from a production, 
not act in it, see it totally from outside? Because you can see the whole production from 
outside, you can control every single aspect of it. As director your perspective is very 
clear because you are not in it yourself. 

uSha g: I’ve decided to withdraw [from acting] and concentrate on directing. I 
enjoyed directing Maiyyat. I’ve had to take up the roles of Sanichari and Mother Courage 
under compulsion. There was no one else to do it. I feel a great joy in staying outside a 
play. 

inDrani m: This problem that you are talking about . . . is it just an organizational 
problem or is it because it is hard to find appropriate actresses? I am not a director, nor 
have I acted in many groups, so if you could explain what kind of problem it is.

uSha g: It is both. It depends on the specific play. As I said, Rudali is a great favourite 
of mine. It represents the culmination of one kind of work. If I had found an actress to 
play Sanichari, then directing Yama and the other actress playing Sanichari would have 
been a great joy for me. My role in Rudali was something I had to take on under 
compulsion. There is a strange oppression I feel on stage for the first 5 shows, a pressure, 
a tension . . . Yesterday we had the fifteenth show of Himmat Mai. I don’t bother about it 
any more. Who is doing what on stage . . . I have seen a lot of directors who get tense on 
stage, and that doesn’t help. 

No director in the world wants to be in a situation where he acts under his own 
supervision. It is such a demanding task and such a tremendous lot of mental and 
physical energy is needed, that one starts crumbling under the pressure.

Seema m: I am absolutely of the same opinion. I have never acted in my own play 
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and in future, when I direct a play, I will not act in it. 
JayOti B: I like acting, but having taken on directing I see that I can’t do the acting. 
uSha g: Now and then I have to take it on. 
inDrani m: The director ’s creativity ends when the production of the play is 

complete. But an actress rediscovers her identity anew every day. She can act in a new 
guise every day. Which is why I have never felt that I wanted to be a director. 

uSha g: When you become a director, even after the preparations for the play are 
done, the process that happens for the actress . . . exactly the same thing happens for the 
director.  

JayOti B: Another thing which happens in the case of directors, after a show is done, 
then starts the process of looking for another play, searching for the form . . . 

inDrani m: What I am saying is this is the fun of a play . . . one person sets out the 
rules of the game and another person plays it. Both are artists. But I feel that for the 
person who is playing, the intensity of enjoyment at the moment as he is playing [is 
greater]. Of course the person who set the game out has pleasure but the player . . . no 
one has the power to keep him subservient any more. The direction has been given. Now 
I am the king and I am the queen. What I will do, I will do. If I do it wrong, it’s mine. If I 
do it right, it’s mine. 

JayOti B: This play you mentioned, it is a big game in the case of directors. In the next 
play, the actress may not have a role. The director can go on selecting one play after 
another. And there is play involved in that.

uSha g: This experience which she mentioned . . . I have that as a director. Court 
Martial has had the largest number of shows, in many places, in India, outside. In every 
place, my heart beats nervously, I keep watching it from many different places in the 
proscenium, 

JayOti B: You keep feeling very helpless. 
uSha g: I don’t let myself feel helpless. There are review sessions afterwards. I don’t 

let people play games. 
inDrani m: I am not talking about playing a game which involves breaking the rules. 

I am talking about reaching new levels of sensation and comprehension.
uSha g: Yes, I understand that but I have seen . . . I have a friend—I don’t want to 

name her—we have a lot of discussions about theatre. We are both actresses and we are 
both directors. She says sometimes when she goes to the hall, she feels like tearing out all 
her hair. Because they are doing something outside the scheme, they are doing whatever 
they feel like. This happens a lot in our theatre. But I feel it is necessary for the director 
after every show to review it and hold on to the position. When a production gets old, it 
becomes somewhat mechanical. 

maya g: The artist does not enter into it any more. 
inDrani m: Yes, that was what I was talking about. I’ll 

tell you about my experience. Amitakshar is the play I have 
gone on doing for the longest stretch of time. It is staged often, 
I frequently have to do it. I think about where I was and where 
I am now. The meaning of every line of dialogue has become 

deeper and deeper for me as I grow older. I cannot leave 
out this understanding when I am saying the dialogue, regardless of 

what the director is telling me. 
But it also happens that I cannot go outside the place demarcated for the director. 

What happens then? The creation happens within one’s self, some reflection of that 
might be seen in the performance or might not. This space to create within one’s self . . . 

ThE dirEC Tor’S CrEATiviT Y EndS whEn ThE prodUC Tion of ThE pLAY iS CompLETE. BUT An AC TrESS rEdiSCovErS hEr idEnTiT Y AnEw EvErY dAY. ShE CAn AC T in A                                            
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Besides acting, in one’s feelings and sensations, this is what I am calling the new play. 
This is more for one’s self than for the audience. 

I once asked Sombhu-da, I am playing the same role every day, saying the dialogue 
with the same amount of attention and dedication. But on some days, it just does not 
seem to fit and on other days, the hair rises on my skin as I say it. Why can’t I reach that 
hair-raising place every day? That is where I want to be. He said, no, that does not 
happen every day. That is when I understood that everyone aspires to this every day, but 
some reach it and others don’t. Is it that through our acting, sometimes, we come face to 
face with meaning? You can’t explain it to anybody. That is what I am talking about. 

BaBy S: Within every actress, there are two entities. One says, do this; the other says, 
don’t. One day maybe the one who says, do, has fallen asleep. Then the one who forbids 
surfaces. The one who was asleep then wakes up and thinks, what did I do today? It is a 
very dangerous game. It is very enjoyable, but also very dangerous. I feel, how did I say 

the dialogue again? 
maya g: Or you miss the next line of dialogue. 

B a B y S: No, I am not talking about missing dialogue, because that 
is an actual error. 

ketaki D :  Baby has given a very good example.
inDrani m: I don’t understand it.
ketaki D: We all are two entities, one is good and one is evil. 

Whether you are an actress or not. Saying the dialogue in the same 
way every day . . . Maybe right at that moment, the good one w a s 
slumbering, and the evil one comes out. When the sleep is broken, he 
says, ‘What have I done?’ For that little time, the good one was not there. 

Samik B: There is always that tension: that it is going away from the place where I 
had envisaged it, that it is becoming spoilt, that I did not want it this way. That tension is 
always there. I like to believe that directors think that too, what Baby mentioned a short 
while ago—that after saying the same thing repeatedly, one feels, let me experiment a bit, 
let me change this a bit and see . . . How much do directors think? You have created a 
production, it is established, it has taken a certain form, it is very good as a production, 
structured very well, everybody is saying . . . Now will you feel somewhere, just as an 
actress might, let me change a word, change it a bit . . . 

Earlier in so-called group theatre there were many more rehearsals, rigorous, regular, 
dedicated rehearsals. As a result of that process being weakened, the director does not 
always get that opportunity. So s/he fears that if I break something somewhere, lots of 
things will be destroyed. Everything has to be put in place. As a result of that, the 
director does not take that risk. The play is set, it is running, as long as that is all right, 
it’s okay.

I am asking the new directors. Do you feel that, after you are successful, after the play 
has been established, do you feel . . . Usha, your Court Martial has now been running for 
5-6 years. You have grown in these years, done other plays and grown . . . Now when 
you see Court Martial, do you feel I did it that way then, if it were now, I would have 
done it another way? Let me try it and see. Is there scope for doing this? Can this be 
done? 

uSha g: Not very much in the case of design, but I do it in case of acting. It is not 
possible in the design, but in case of the acting, I always want to do it. 

ketaki D: It happens in the case of acting.
inDrani m: It is very difficult to keep it unchanged. To act in a play for 4-5 years at a 

stretch . . . There can be no constants, sometimes it will be good, sometimes it will be bad. 
This good and bad are both changes.

i fEEL ThAT in AnY work ThE mEThod iS imporTAnT.  i’m wiLLinG To do ThEATrE                                ThAT hoLdS promiSE; noT AnY fLimSY ExpErimEnTAL STUff ThAT iS donE 
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Samik B: Does the director consciously play with these changes?
uSha g: With existing productions, like Rudali and Court Martial, especially when 

you have an actress like Yama, there are lots of places when we act together, we keep 
doing this . . . We enjoy it. We don’t allow stagnation to set in.

I always like it when an actor says, ‘Can I do it this way? Would you come and have a 
look?’ Or, ‘I feel uncomfortable with this movement. If I change it this way’ . . . Then I 
feel an excitement. ‘Okay, let us do it and see’ . . . It is painful when amongst the 25 
actors, one tries to impose himself on others, tries to exhibit himself at the expense of 
others . . . Then I feel angry. I feel sorry when an actor hungers for a round of applause, 
but instantly spoils the next bit. It is then that I intervene and cut him short. But when 
someone says, ‘I want to try this’, then I say, ‘That will be fun. Let’s do it.’

Seema m: There is a strange invisible limit somewhere and I feel one has to identify it, 
and perhaps the director is the one who can actually see it.

inDrani m: In our Group Theatre there are so few actors whom the director can really 
look up to, in terms of creative enrichment. Someone who does not understand what the 
director is saying but merely wants to exhibit himself, cannot contribute anything to 
theatre. I would say that is transgressing the limits of theatre. It then becomes very 
problematic. Then you feel like being dictatorial to a certain degree and asking the 
person to do just what you tell him/her to do. You can exchange ideas only with talent of 
a certain kind.

uSha g: Of all the regular shows there are today, about 50 per cent have no rehearsals 
before the show, they go on without any rehearsal. 

maya g: This is exactly the issue I tried to raise. My argument was, a rehearsal is not 
merely repeating the same words mechanically. I have never been able to explain this to 
anybody. I know the words. A rehearsal is supposed to enrich you, allow you to develop 
the role. It is not a one-way process where only I get enriched and my co-artistes just sit 
around with stony faces . . . that is not acting! If it is just a question of saying the same 
thing over and over again, you might as well play a cassette.  

JayOti B: Maya-di, when I am doing a play, I instruct my actors not to adopt a 
particular way of dialogue delivery. Everybody should discuss the play and then come to 
a point when one can decide on what is to be done. The moment you start repeating 
something mechanically, parrot-like, you are done for. If, for some reason, the play 
doesn’t click at a performance, the director just can’t think of doing the play differently. I 
feel strongly that if you begin improvising and keeping the options open at the rehearsal 
stage, you do not do the same thing every day. It may be that you want to express 
something at a point in the play; but you can find out/discover for yourself new ways of 
saying the same thing. There lies the challenge: how many ways can I say it in; and to 
discover through this saying, ‘I don’t know what but I will feel at some point in the 
process of trial and error, yes, this feels right. This fits. Until then I will keep on trying.’ 
Or until I understand the intention. Somebody might not understand. How you will say 
it so that everybody understands . . . 

As a director, then my preparation starts. Later, if someone changes something while 
a show is in progress, one can understand at once whether they are doing it intentionally 
or whether it is an attempt at groping for a method which will ensure that the message of 
the play goes across. I feel, if one gets into this habit right from the time of the rehearsals, 
one can manage the play better as a director.

inDrani m: It then becomes a healthy process.
uSha g: Another situation arises when the director, as actor, himself goes on stage. 

When there are many actors on stage and the director is amongst them. There are strange 
and unique things happening then on stage . . . Some become petrified, some . . . I 
remember in Girish Mancha, during the eleventh show, Suranjana (she used to feel very 



192

192

uneasy with the language. She used to say everyday, I tremble when I go to speak Hindi) 
. . . at one moment, she transcended that whole problem of language, her acting reached 
a very high point, we shared that moment on stage. Later she said, I saw in your eyes 
that you realized that today I was able to overcome it. 

Other actors feel when acting with the director, if only in place of the director there 
was someone else, then I would get much more enjoyment from acting. 

JayOti B: I had an experience like this right at the beginning, which I did not 
understand initially. When I did Care Kori Na, [there was] the son, the daughter and the 
mother. I was playing the mother. I had a good relationship with the children. I realized 
later when I was doing it that, it’s okay, they are doing everything, but they cannot forget 
that I am the director. The kind of relationship that they would have with their mother, 
instead of the laughing informality, there was some fear somewhere. At some point they 
were stopping themselves . . . Then I felt, how can I work this out? Should I say to them, 
look, yes, I am the director. But when I am on stage, I am the mother. I felt this very 
strongly when I started acting.

ketaki D: May I recount a personal experience? These plays are not performed 
regularly, there are maybe 3 or 4 shows a month. Which is why the rehearsal is so very 
necessary. Enormously important. Because, first there is the whole thing of setting up the 
play. A matter of it all coming within one’s grasp. On the professional stage, once the 
show opens, it is on 4 days every week. After 100 nights, there is a restlessness within the 
actors and actresses. Okay, now it is time to change things, to experiment a bit to see how 
we can develop the characters more, play more. This change, in my life, came after 1000 
nights of Baarbadhu . . . 

You have seen the play, Usha. Do you remember the last scene between Lata (the 
character I used to play) and her husband? I used to say these lines every day with great 
emotion. Suddenly, one day—there had been some dispute with Ashim and I had already 
become very emotional in the last scene. It was a packed house. In the front row I caught 
a glimpse of some ladies, obviously from well-to-do families, wearing a lot of jewellery 
and expensive saris, accompanied by men in equally elegant dhoti-punjabis. 

This is what happened—here I was speaking my last lines. I happened to look at this 
lady. You must remember that the audience sits very close to the stage in Pratap Mancha. 
She was sobbing uncontrollably . . . I had tears in my eyes which I couldn’t control that 
day, and as I said these words and bent down to touch his feet, an involuntary ‘aah!’ 
escaped my lips. I still cannot understand what happened to me that day. Everything 
taken together—an earlier unpleasantness with Ashim, the sight of the lady sobbing into 
her handkerchief—added a different dimension to my acting that evening. Ashim asked 
me later, ‘What on earth happened to you then?’ I brushed it aside, saying, ‘Oh nothing 
in particular.’ From that day, I used to break up that bit in that manner. With that one 
word, I used to make the whole audience cry. Which is why, from the scene before that, I 
had to keep things under control, knowing full well I would release the heightened 
emotion only in that particular situation in that scene. I would not do it before that. 

It is great fun doing these things on stage. This can happen when you have done a 
particular role so many times that you can do as many improvisations as possible.

During the production of Mononiketan I did with Kathakriti . . . I told the boys one 
day, I’m going to be 65. If I can come to the rehearsal at 2:55 in my state of health, by bus 
(you don’t give me money for taxi fare), how come you, who claim to be dedicated 
workers of the group, turn up only around 3:30 or don’t come at all? It’s time you 
realized that I don’t need any rehearsals, because I’ve been acting for more than 40 years 
now. You’re the ones who need the rehearsal; I come to rehearsal for you. If I can come 
for rehearsals, give me one good reason why you cannot? One day I ticked off a boy 
rather severely. He used to keep talking about the ideals of Group Theatre. I said, ‘Listen, 
boy, don’t just blabber about Group Theatre; first show your dedication through your 
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work, and then give a speech on it.
I have played so many different characters in my career. I was a rustic child-widow in 

Antony Kabiyal, I played the lead in Nati Binodini, the role of Rajnati Chandrabali, a 
courtesan, and of course Lata, a prostitute . . . None of them were characters I was 
familiar with. Then I played Maxim’s mother . . . which I directed for jatra, I achieved a 
lot of fame doing that for jatra.

maya g: A small incident. Chinmoy Roy came to me suddenly and said, Maya, let’s 
do Manjari Amer Manjari. That was one of my favourite roles and I readily agreed. We 
artistes are quite greedy. We lust after fame; we want to relive those glorious moments. 
So we’ll go to any length to do a role we love playing. We had started rehearsals when I 
saw the advertisements for the play. I read a different title. I said, Chinmoy-da, what 
happened to Manjari Amer Manjari? He said: Manjari Amer Manjari has been done so 
many times. The jatra people won’t understand. So I changed it to Amakey Banchtey Dao 
[Let Me Live]. [Laughter] I said, What did you say? How can I act in Amakey Banchtey 
Dao? Impossible, I am leaving. So I left.

Samik B: Tomorrow, I’d like to do a close study of experiences such as these, taking 
up some of the characters you played. There are certain important things we have to 
learn from Ketaki-di and Maya. In professional theatre, a broad framework is provided, 
within which the pattern of acting has to be formulated and sorted out by the actors. 
Nobody analyses the character that one has to play; they merely teach the fundamental 
techniques of acting—walking, talking, throwing one’s voice.

ketaki D: That I learnt when I was 14, at Srirangam. After I left Srirangam, no one 
ever taught me anything. I have a little anecdote for that too.

Samik B: But when Maya was working with Ajit-da [Ajitesh Bandyopadhyay], who 
was then a big director, he was identifying all the details, arranging, designing, sorting 
them out, sometimes even breaking them to form a new pattern—that is another kind of 
acting. It would be very useful for us to study these two examples of actresses working 
in two completely different systems, yet at the root of it all, facing the same problems, 
and having to bring out their best, defying all hindrance. 

Day twO: 22 auguSt 1998

Samik B: We know how every actress brings not only her perception of the character 
into her acting, but also draws upon past experiences and ideas to lend a different 
dimension to the role. There are certain roles that are cherished by an actress for that little 
extra pleasure that she got out of recreating the role on stage. I would like them to 
recount for us something from those roles—maybe just a little bit of the dialogue, or 
perhaps a particular way they said their lines, or a little action, perhaps a subtle hint in 
the body language even, which was more eloquent than speech. Could you begin, Maya? 

maya g: When I started doing theatre, as I told you, I started without giving it 

much thought. Looking back, I feel that if I had started after 
careful consideration, then I might not have been in theatre at all. I might have been 
somebody’s wife, perhaps, an image of marital bliss with my grandchildren sitting 
around me. But I feel I am quite comfortable this way—the way it has worked out. The 
primary consideration when I started off, was to get money for the family. Nobody was 
there to guide me in those days; but I knew I had to learn everything on my own, and 
learn it well. I knew I wasn’t good looking and I had to compensate for the flaws in my 
physical appearance with the perfection of my acting. I had to ensure that nobody could 
think of excluding me.

I used to live in north Calcutta, and often on my way back home from rehearsals I 

in profESSionAL ThEATrE, A BroAd frAmEwork iS providEd, wiThin whiCh ThE pATTErn of ACTinG hAS To BE formULATEd And SorTEd oUT BY ThE 
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would go into some theatre—Rangmahal, 
Biswaroopa, Star—the 
play would have started by then, but I would 
make it a point to see a play nearly every day. The play would give 
over as late as 10.15 or 10.30 at night; but late nights were never a problem in Calcutta. 
As I got into the habit of watching plays regularly, a kind of discretion started growing 
deep inside me. I could distinguish a good play from a bad one, I could understand if 
there was some flaw in the acting. So this started happening unconsciously.

The first Group Theatre play I saw was Bohurupee’s Chhenra Taar, which is a play that 
still moves me . . . the scene where Boudi [Tripti Mitra] tries on a new pair of slippers—I 
will not be able to forget that till my dying day. I just can’t explain the impact that scene 
had. She puts on her slippers and tries to walk . . . I can feel that thrill now even as I tell 
you this. There were no words spoken: just a quaint smile playing about her lips. I won’t 
ever forget that. Phooljan was trying on a pair of heeled slippers for the first time in her 
life and trying to walk with them on. It was simply incredible! 

The desire to see plays was very strong in me. I would see any play that came my 
way—bad plays, indifferent plays, office club plays, plays from the professional stage. 
Then one day I saw Balidan, Sarajubala was in it, I did not know her at that time. She was 
doing the mother’s role. I still remember a situation in the play where Sarajubala says (I 
don’t remember the exact dialogue): If I had known this, I would have killed you. What a 
voice she had! And the miracles that voice could do! It still gives me the shivers. From 
that day I became an admirer. I asked the person sitting near me: who is she? I was 
told—Sarajubala Devi. Two actresses, Tripti Mitra and Sarajubala, have been my 
favourites. A little tone in the voice, or a little pause in the dialogue, or perhaps just a 
particular way of saying the dialogue makes all the difference.

I was acting in a couple of plays for the neighbourhood theatre club at that time. 
There was nothing interesting about those plays. Each performance boiled down to entry 
from one side and exit from the other. Composition was unheard of.

I used to be an incorrigible giggler. At times I would get into a giggling fit and would 
have to leave the stage. They used to accept that too, in the neighbourhood theatre. It did 
not matter.

It was during this phase that I met Ajit-da. He taught me the meaning of composition. 
I realized how much pleasure there is in acting with props. I learnt all that from Santhal 
Bidraha. Ajit-da asked me, can you laugh? I said, that’s my affliction. I laugh too much. 
He said, that’s enough. You won’t need anything else. 

Nowadays I can’t laugh as I used to. Perhaps the blows I’ve received from life have 
stripped me of my exuberance. How great a director one must be to hear a laugh and say 
you will not need anything else! He had heard me speak but hadn’t taken a test or 
anything.

I was playing a Santhali girl who is always on booze. You have to master a certain 
technique in playing a character who is perpetually tipsy. You have to ‘act’ always: 
sometimes she would be on a high, sometimes low, sometimes she would be tripping 
over, sometimes she would be drinking water as she speaks, sometimes she would be 

shooting a bow and arrow. I started thinking about the character—what more can I do; 
what should I do when the others are acting out their parts. I still do this when I am 
working in the theatre of the office clubs. Many people have been quite derisive about 
such theatre. To me it  is just as important as any other theatre. It is theatre and it gives 
me pleasure. I put in just as much effort to develop my role in a play I do for office clubs 
as I would do in the plays for Group Theatre. I improve with every new role I play. 
Others are free to do whatever they please, but I do my own compositions, little pieces of 

wE ArTiSTES ArE QUiTE GrEEdY. wE  LUST AfTEr                             fAmE;  wE wAnT To rELivE ThoSE GLorioUS momEnTS. So wE’LL Go To AnY 

noBodY  AnALYSES  ThE  ChArACTEr  ThAT                                 onE hAS To pLAY;  ThEY mErELY TEACh ThE fUndAmEnTAL TEChniQUES of 
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‘in-between acting’. Some people notice, others don’t. There was an improvement going 
on within me; it was imperceptible, but sure. Sometimes I failed because I was unable to 
grasp the character, or maybe because Ajit-da had not been able to explain the scope of 
the character adequately to me, even though he is my guru. 

The first play that really made a difference to my acting career was Manjari Amer 
Manjari. I played the role to my heart’s content. You could say that in Natyakarer 
Sandhaney Chhati Charitra I was a mere puppet in the hands of the director. Because the 
role did not suit me, I was resisting it at first. But Ajit-da assured me and said: just leave 
it all to me. He even used to sit on stage and give me directions. I have said earlier that I 
wasn’t graceful at all. In fact, I was rather gauche and painfully aware of my unattractive 
looks. I used to talk very fast, walk very fast, tilt a little to the side while doing the 
emotional bits.

He used to sit on stage, with his packet of Charminar [cigarettes] and he would take 
some matchsticks and cigarettes and give me hints about my movements, and manner of 
speaking. Nobody tells you these things explicitly, but I had the intelligence to catch on. 
Ajit-da would keep correcting me: pause between these two words, take time to 
pronounce the words; sometimes he would say, speak staccato, clip your sentences short; 
your walking should not be that fast, take slower steps; sometimes he would correct my 
posture. It was while doing all this that I really started learning and began to recreate the 

role in my head. To tell you the truth, my contribution in Natyakarer Sandhaney Chhati 
Charitra is negligible. I just memorized my lines and did it. 

At first I didn’t want to do Manjari Amer Manjari, because I found the character I was 
supposed to do very lacklustre. But when Ajit-da started explaining the role to me, I said 
to myself: of course, there is so much to be brought into the role, and it is to be found in 
nobody else’s, but in mine. By rehearsing my role over and over, by watching other 
people rehearse, I would think of what more I could bring to my character. Ajit-da did 
not tell me to do something in particular, but what happens is, any good artiste (and Ajit-
da was such a great director and actor) will be able to extract a certain level of 
performance from anyone. He would respond to my acting . . . it was a continuous 
process, and this would enable me to improve even more. The people who were my 
co-actors had the intelligence to catch on to what I wanted to do, and I, in turn, would 
take a cue from their acting, and this would enrich our performance as a whole. Each of 
us would help the other improve, and there would be a certain dimension of maturity in 
the general acting standards.

The last great actor I saw was Manik Roy Chowdhury. He used to play Panchu in 
Panchu o Mashi. What an extraordinary actor he was! We had such good rapport on stage. 
He would respond to a particular action of mine and I would reciprocate. This is 
extremely interesting when it happens on stage. I haven’t found any actor as sensitive as 
him, and as quick to pick up a cue while acting. This interaction between 2 actors on 
stage has become rare; in fact among co-actors I haven’t found anybody as brilliant as 
Manik-da.

There were several situations in Manjari Amer Manjari when I tried to devise some 
action, some way of doing a particular scene. Let us consider, for example, Lalu’s entry 
with 2 heavy loads. I had to convey through my action that the girl had been carrying 
two heavy loads and it was bitterly cold outside. Ajit-da had not told me what action 
should supplement my lines. This started off something in my head and I started 
thinking what I should do. Here I was portraying a spirited woman who would do 
everything on her own; but I would have to show that she had been labouring under a 
heavy load.

Well, I said to myself, when you are carrying something heavy, your back gets a little 

nowAdAYS i CAn’T LAUGh AS i USEd To. pErhApS ThE BLowS i’vE rECEivEd from LifE hAvE STrippEd mE ofmY ExUBErAnCE
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bent, doesn’t it? So I put that into 
my acting from the beginning. As 
rehearsals continued, I began to 
form some more ideas. As I put 
down the loads, the palms of my 
hand would automatically stiffen 
from the impact of carrying the 
weight, and the cold; and then I 
would start rubbing off the stiffness 
as I moved on to pour some tea. 
This was a role where my natural 
habit of speaking fast was utilized 
to superb effect by the director. I 
would have to convey her temper 
through her manner of speaking. It 
would all have to be done with the 
voice. She has a piece with Anu, the 
employer ’s daughter, when she 
expresses her desire to marry Lalu, 
and with it her disappointment 
because Lalu isn’t interested. She is 
already almost 32 years old and the 
sadness should be evident in the 
tone of her voice. Again, there’s 
another section in the play where 
Lalu playfully calls out to Bhutu 
(the character I used to play), who 
has to respond cautiously because 
the employer’s daughter is around. 
As she blurts out a curse, her eyes 
have to acknowledge Lalu’s 
presence with a loving glance. So I 
had to figure out how much of my 
face would be turned towards him, 
perhaps just enough to dart a 
glance at him, and yet hide my 
emotion from Anu. So this process 
was going on and I was preparing 
myself.

Groups nowadays are so much 
more equipped. They can afford so 
many stage rehearsals. We had to 
make do with so little. The groups 
of the younger generation should 
learn a lesson from the way we 
used to work. We would have 
rehearsals in a small room, with 10 
people acting simultaneously. There 
was so little space that we would 
stand lined up against the wall, 
facing the acting space. There was 
no room for any of us to move. We 
had to speak out our actions: now I 
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move there, now I am carrying a plate, now I serve muri, now I serve rasogolla. We 
couldn’t even mime our actions, because there was no place to move. We couldn’t get a 
proper rehearsal space. 

We had just one stage rehearsal at Muktangan. On the first day the play took 3 hours 
40 minutes. It was too long. Ajit-da cut down large portions of it, particularly his own 
bits, which he lopped off ruthlessly, reducing it to 2 hours 20 minutes.

Coming back to my role, Bhutu had to radiate efficiency—she would be doing 100 
jobs all at the same time; yet she couldn’t overdo it because the master of the house 
would be present. She would have to prove that she was a hard working girl and good at 
her work. I couldn’t rehearse her actions because we didn’t have the space—I had to do 
things directly on stage for the first time. Those who act will understand what I’m trying 
to say . . . it requires a certain dexterity. 

There is a wonderful moment in the play when Lalu drinks the tea Bhutu has served 
him . . . he drinks the tea noisily, making slurping sounds, and after Lalu has the tea—
that was such an extraordinary moment . . . there was nothing remarkable about it, 
maybe sometimes it did not even register with the audience, but nevertheless useful to 
build up a character—and after he finishes, he asks, ‘I’m leaving it here’. Bhutu in the 
mean time has been talking to others and she again speaks with her eyes: ‘all right’. It 
would be just this bit, just that little glance that speaks such a lot. But a lot of people in 
Muktangan would notice it. A number of details would slowly emerge as the character 
would develop in the course of the play. 

In another instance from the play we find Lalu narrating with great enthusiasm his 
desire to improve himself, his plans of working hard and saving up a lot of money. Bhutu 
understands . . . rather likes it, but realizes that the mistress of the house is bored stiff 
with his prattle and she has to make him stop. She admonishes him gently—okay, okay, 
that will do, now leave—but her fond gaze speaks much more than her words. It is not 
what she says, but the way she says it and the expression on her face that makes all the 
difference. All the emotions that one has to express with one’s eyes, underplaying them 
as much as possible—I have done them all to my heart’s content. Though I have very 
small eyes, I’ve tried my best and those of you who have seen me perform will be able to 
judge how well I was able to emote. As I said, Manjari Amer Manjari was a role so dear to 
me that I had agreed to do it even for the jatra. How could I let go of the opportunity of 
playing Bhutu once again? I had given Bhutu my heart. But I have not had the 
opportunity to play another character like Bhutu. Ajit-da explained the character to me 
and I reached a point where I used to feel good doing it and I became Bhutu for all the 
years that I played her. Gradually the girl realizes that she cannot stay there any more 
because the house is being sold off. I had to express the despair that sets in with this 
realization. I used this particular style in some of the plays I acted in later, for example 
those who remember my role in Sanglap Kolkata’s Swapna Niye will understand what 
I’m talking about. As I said, that is why one should watch others acting. I still remember 
Ajit-da explaining to Deepali-di what her reactions would be when she first hears that 
the mango orchard and the house have been sold: as dada comes in, she asks him, 
‘What’s the matter? Could we keep the house at least?’ He replies in a subdued voice, 
‘No’. The person who played Girindra (Pashupati Basu) could not grasp the essence of 
the character he was supposed to play. He could not understand Ajit-da’s instructions 
and we used to get very angry because the performance as a whole used to suffer. But 
even while watching others act, in realizing what one should not do, the learning process 
continued and I have, on some occasions picked up quite a few tips quite unconsciously. 

How can I ever forget Ajit-da as Lalu! Ajit-da was a tall strapping man, but from his 
first entry, he would walk on to the stage in such a subdued manner that he looked much 
shorter. His hand would go limp and he would hold it close to his chest. He established 
this gait so well that he really didn’t seem as tall as he was. And then slowly, as the plot 
and the character developed, he straightened a little with each triumph: ‘I bought it, I 
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did’. I won’t be able to explain what a tremendous impact it had on stage! You have to 
see it to believe it. 

Ajit-da was explaining to Deepali-di the kind of anxiety to be expressed—imagine 
your son meeting with an accident, being hospitalized and his life precariously balanced 
between life and death. What can be the expression on a mother’s face? One nagging 
question—whether your son is dead or alive—is gnawing at your heart, sapping your 
spirit. That is the way you should ask about the estate, because that is all you have left. It 
is part of your existence. All of us were feeling so emotionally charged after Ajit-da had 
finished explaining; but Deepali-di could not do it. I never forgot it and used it in my role 
in Swapna Niye.

In my portrayal of Bhutu, the confidence and power that she has when the play 
opens, slowly starts crumbling as she realizes that the property is going to be sold and 
she will have nothing to fall back on. The body language changes, and the tone of my 
voice changes with it. Then gradually comes the last scene, when everyone is leaving the 
mistress says, ‘Lalu, tell her that you love her and you will marry her.’ He replies, ‘That’s 
not a bad proposition at all’. She asks him to wait and sends Bhutu in. It is an 
extraordinary moment. She doesn’t tell Bhutu why she is sending her in; she just asks her 
to fetch the keys. Bhutu comes along and starts searching for them. A trunk, kept right 
near the edge of the stage, near the footlights, is open; she pretends to search inside it just 
to while away time. Then Lalu says at one point, ‘Bhutu, I want to . . .’ and stops. Bhutu, 
yearning to hear that he wants to marry her, just waits, expectantly. She is sitting on her 
haunches. How much could I do with my body without exaggerating? I was facing the 
audience and all that yearning, all that longing was to register on my face, with maybe 
just an understated movement to suggest that I was waiting for him to complete his 
sentence. Nobody teaches you how to do all that. You have to bring a lot to your role 
through introspection, yet keeping a check on yourself all the time lest you get carried 
away. Lalu used to say this thrice, in different ways, then go into the house answering 
somebody who has called him, and Bhutu breaks down. 

It was left unsaid. Bhutu is at the end of her tether. She has to leave, not knowing 
where she will go or what she will do. Does she again have to sell muri for a living? She 
knows she cannot do it any more. Thinking of all this, Bhutu starts sobbing 
uncontrollably. She drops the lid of the trunk, and starts crying. Now that was the 
stumbling block for me. I just could not cry. I was trying my utmost to understand it and 
do it, but I just could not cry! Rehearsals had been going on and it was just a few days 
before we opened. Ajit-da wasn’t satisfied with the acting, and neither was I. One day 
while rehearsing Ajit-da pushed me violently from the back and I hit my chin on the 
open lid and burst into tears. I had never felt so humiliated in my life. And then Ajit-da 
called me aside and whispered to me, ‘Do you know what these tears are? Tears of 
humiliation. Each time Bhutu had thought, now he will ask me to marry, he did not. You 
felt very small, because you wanted to marry Lalu. Humiliation, grief, despair—
everything should come out in your tears. It was my guru’s teaching, so I understood 
what he was saying. Later on, every time I used to act as Bhutu, I felt as if something was 
accumulating inside me, which would burst in that scene. Even when I went offstage, I 
could not stop. The tears were within me; I did not have to try to cry any more. 
Something would happen to me—I don’t know what . . . I merely followed my guru’s 
instructions and improved my acting skills in the process. 

When they are preparing to leave the house, her gaze dwells lovingly on the house, 
the lawns, the gardens. She wonders whether the house will remain or be demolished, or 
whether a factory will come up on the grounds. Silent tears roll down her cheeks as she 
leaves the stage. Compared to the other characters in the play, I had very few lines. But I 
marvelled at the way the whole aspect of it was held together by that extraordinary 
personality. Ajit-da gave me invaluable tips that helped me improve my acting and this 
became a continuous process. 
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Later on, I have played several characters. I had put a lot of work into Jakhan Eka. 
Though I left after doing one show, I rehearsed for several months; maybe later I would 
have developed more, many other details would have emerged. In Jakhan Eka, too, I 
succeeded in bringing out several details in my performance. I am saying this for those 
who have not seen the play. The girl was in love with someone before she got married 
and the boy had committed suicide. She has married, she has become a mother; we do 
not know whether she is happy. At one point, her younger sister asks, ‘Do you remember 
Bishtu-da?’ Of course she remembers, how can she ever forget him? She was tying up 
her hair, balancing the mirror on her legs (Ajit-da had thought of all this)—at that 
moment, the younger sister asks her. She lets go of the ribbon and her leg jerks off the 
bed. ‘Don’t remind me of such things, Buri,’ she replies. Since women don’t have an 
existence without a husband, acceptance of their lot is the only way they can survive; but 
she has not been able to love her husband. This I used to make evident in my 
performance. If I had continued acting in that play, I could have brought in a few more 
nuances.  

After that we formed Theatre Workshop. At first I was doing Lolita. I knew the role 
didn’t suit me because the girl was supposed to be dark with attractive features. But I am 
fair—that’s one boon God’s granted me. I don’t understand what you were saying 
yesterday about star value, but I had the experience, I had done a few major roles and 
Bibhash-da and others wanted to put that to use.

I used to play a prostitute who does not deal with small fry. MLAs and other 
influential members of the society are her clients. I was a lot thinner then, and also 
younger. Somewhere inside I knew I didn’t have the looks and was quite certain that the 
role did not suit me. But I worked very hard and did not leave a single occasion in the 
play where I could put my talent to use.

There is a scene where the MLA’s son has spent the night with her, and the father 
turns out to be her next client. The girl is repulsed by this. It is true that she is part of the 
flesh trade and it is her job to be available to clients, but that is one occasion which makes 
her nauseous. The girl says: ‘This is the work I have been doing since I was 12; but today 
I feel like puking.’ And I would feel the murk and filth I wallowed in, the filth that was 
part of my being—‘Is that a gentleman? Are these goodlooking men “gentlemen” 
because they are wealthy and with sweet enticing words they trick you into believing 
their lies?’ The girl weaves a rosy picture in her mind of a new life in a new society that 
will accept her. But her dreams are shattered. 

Then later, when she tries to help the labourer . . . A Muslim labourer has come to 
hide in her room, the girl tries her utmost to save him. She tries all the tricks at her 
disposal—everything that comes handy in her trade—but she just cannot save him. They 
take him away. Something grates at her heart and she breaks down . . . it is almost like 
scraping metal with metal. Something would happen inside; a terrible feeling that my 
heart was being wrenched out. Chinu-da [ Chinmoy Roy] used to be superb in that role   
. . . when he would look at me and plead, ‘Ma, save me’, something used to happen 
inside . . . a strange pain, I can’t explain. The girl starts thinking: I have done what I 
could, but could not save him; and a terrible anger and frustration wells up inside her. 
She continues with her normal chores like sweeping the floor and straightening out her 
room with this surging anger inside her. And suddenly she lets out a curse, throwing 
down the broom in disgust, cursing all ‘gentlemen’.

Sometimes it would be an electrifying experience when something would start 
happening inside me from the moment that Chinu-da would plead with me to save him 
and I would start empathizing with the pain and anger of the character I was playing. 
Those of you who have felt the same will know what I’m trying to get at (you see, such 
things are difficult to express!). It would almost be a kind of a vision—the violent mob 
running after a hapless Muslim and I not being able to save him. Then on the days I 
wouldn’t have the vision; it would be sheer agony. I would try so hard, but wouldn’t be 
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able to bring out that intensity in my acting. It would be a painful tussle between my 
actor self and my real self. I understood later that it does not have anything to do with 
acting; it is a matter of reciprocation. It has to be a simultaneous process. It does not 
matter what I am doing alone. Maybe Chinu-da did not look at me properly that day, or 
something about my acting hadn’t worked out. 

I’ll tell you a little about the last scene of the play where the curtain rises on the girl 
dressing up for the night. As she is rehearsing her dance routine, a girl calls out to tell her 
that the mob has attacked the poor Muslim. She continues dancing in a frenzy . . . the 
dance is important here; she won’t listen, she won’t let disturbances ruin the evening; she 
has a customer whom she has to satisfy. There are shouts and screams outside, but she 
shuts everything out. And a voice screams: ‘Come out, will you? They are killing him, 
killing him, killing him . . . ‘ She stops, takes a few steps backwards and starts sobbing. 
The way I broke down in Manjari Amer Manjari was completely different from what I did 
in this play. I would practise variations of breaking down into tears: crying, sobbing, 
keening, and then several kinds of laughter as well. I would often practise them at home 
and keep them handy.

I’ll now talk about another role I loved doing. The character in Chhayay Aaloey was 
ever so familiar to me. A woman used to live in a two-storied mud house right opposite 
us, on Kartik Bose Road. She used to work at a binder’s somewhere nearby. Her husband 
used to come home drunk every night and apologize to her, saying, ‘I won’t ever do this 
again. Please forgive me just this once.’ This would happen every night. The wife’s name 
was Tara. We used to call her Tara-mashi. ‘It’s okay,’ she would say to him, ‘come inside.’ 
She used to say this very softly. Everybody would have fallen asleep and it was a 
respectable neighbourhood; so the lady would have to be extra cautious not to disturb 
the neighbours. They were a genial, plump couple and sometimes the wife would topple 
over, trying to get her husband on his feet, and then neither would be able to get up. It 
was very funny. We would laugh at them, and yet be angry sometimes. 

I had this model before me and I knew from the beginning that I would bring all her 
mannerisms into my role—the way she walked, her way of talking, even the way she 
gently admonished her husband. I would, of course, bring in my perception as an actress 
to the portrayal of the character. I was only 26 or so at that time; the character I was 
playing was around 50, and I had to look a lot older. Shakti-da was nearly tearing out his 
hair, trying to make me look older. No make-up could pale the fresh, bright complexion I 
used to have in those days and he gave me a huge mole to wear next to my nose. That 
was the only way he thought he could make me look older [laughs].

Chinu-da was playing my son. I have a peculiar habit (which gets me into serious 
trouble at times) of forgetting myself when I’m playing a character. Once the rehearsals 
start gaining momentum, I become so immersed in whatever I’m doing, that a co-actor 
becomes the character s/he is playing in the play. Even this I’ve learnt from my guru: do 
everything with your whole heart and soul. If my mind wanders elsewhere, how will I 
identify with the character? So here I was, rehearsing hard, with Bibhash-da playing my 
husband, and Chinu-da playing my son and Tapashi Guha, the daughter. Tarun Ghatak 
played the son later. Tapashi was a friend of mine; we were the same age.

I had kept in mind that I was playing the mother of a labourer. The woman works 
hard and I would have to convey this in her gait, her speech, her movements. She is 
saddled with a husband, a good-for-nothing bloke, whose only occupation is finishing 
one bottle of country liquor after another. And this woman has brought news of some 
work. He does not work; keeps on running away from whatever work the wife manages 
to get him. He is lazy, he wants to live off his wife. How do I communicate that I am a 
working woman? The character I was playing now was not the same as Bhutu of Manjari 
Amer Manjari. The situation in this play is different—there has been a strike at the factory, 
the son who was employed has now lost his job. He was beaten up by thugs when he 
was a member of the union and has been maimed for life. The thugs have even killed one 
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of his close friends and he 
simply can’t get over it. In his 
fevered imagination, his friend 
appears, accusing him: ‘You 
ran away from the fight’. He is 
m e n t a l l y  u n s t a b l e  a n d 
p h y s i c a l l y  i n c a p a b l e  o f 
working any more. And there 
is also an unmarried daughter, 
older than the son. She has 
some kind of a job to support 
her. 

The mother is a stocky 
woman. I had Tara-mashi to 
follow as a model as far as the 
g a i t / m a n n e r i s m s  w e r e 
concerned, but Tara-di was 
heavily built, and I was rather 
skinny. I made up for it in 
other ways. I had to convey 
that I had come in and would 
leave soon. How could I 
convey that to the audience? I 
would enter with a basket in 
m y  h a n d ,  f i l l e d  w i t h 
groceries—pulses and other 
usual stuff. I would enter in a 
hurry and then leave again. I 
would have to convey that I 
was in a terrible hurry. There 
was no question of looking at 
my watch because I was not 
supposed to have one. How I 
used to do it, I can’t show you 
right now, but it would be 
something like this: as she 
came in, she would ask, ‘Is 
your father back yet?’ This 
would be followed by a volley 
of mutterings to herself. That is 
h o w  i t  w o u l d  s t a r t . 
Simultaneously, she would be 
arranging her house, sorting 
out the groceries, putting them 
in containers (one of the 
several invaluable techniques 
Ajit-da taught me, useful in 
filling in the gaps between 
dialogues); it would at once 
become evident that she is a 
hard working woman. While 
sorting out and filling in 
containers with dal, muri and 
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gur, she would also start arranging a 
meal for her husband, and somehow 
manage to grab a bite in between. All 
the time she would be working, taking 
stock of what has been going on at 
home, leaving instructions. 

Then there is a scene showing 
Satyanarayan puja [Lord Vishnu in the 
form of a benign Muslim pir] at home. 
The son comes running to her, panic-
stricken. He says, ‘Nitai is sitting 
there!’ The mother consoles him, 
‘Nonsense dear, he is dead.’ The son 
will not listen and insists that she 
come to his room and look around. He 
clings to his mother’s waist, terrified, 
and refuses to go to his room. She tells 
her daughter, ‘You go and have a 
look.’ The son is delirious, screaming, 
‘Don’t go, don’t go.’ The mother lulls 
him, drawing him close to her, like 
you would an infant: ‘Hush, it’s all 
right. What has happened?’ You see, 
my problem was, I didn’t realize it 
was Chinmoy Roy I was talking to. To 
me it was just this tormented boy who 
was playing my son in the play. And 
C h i n u - d a  u s e d  t o  f e e l  v e r y 
uncomfortable when I drew him close 
to me. He had not been able to identify 
with the role, and become one with it. 
I was 26 or so at that time. Chinmoy 
Roy, who was playing my son, was 
older than me. While acting in that 
role I had forgotten I was Maya Ghose 
and that I was younger than Chinu-

Maya Ghosh performing 
excerpts from favourite 
roles in Samanway, a 
national convention for 
women organized by 
Rangakarmee. Photograph 
© Nemai Ghosh 
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da. I was only aware that my child was ill and had to be comforted. And that 
is how a mother 

acts. But my co-actor was extremely stiff. You see, 
acting is a two-way process. If your co-actor does not reciprocate, how can a scene be 

w o r k e d 

out? 
I tried very hard to make the scene work. On some days it worked; on other days it 

did not. What could I do? We artistes can never do it alone. It was possible in Lolita, but it 
wasn’t possible in this play. Now, the boy who acts with me in Bela Abelar Galpo has no 
problems doing that scene because I am old enough to be his mother. Looking back on 
the years that have gone by, I think I was able to act in the same role with equal ease 25 
years ago. Acting is an ensemble effort, after all. Isn’t it?

I’ll give you an example of another situation in the play where the mother comes to 
know that her daughter has had a relationship with a man and is pregnant. Her father 
insists on an abortion, but the mother resists it. When the father denies his daughter a 
place in the house, the mother says: ‘I will not live in your house either.’ She says to her 
daughter, ‘Let’s go, let’s leave this place.’ It was a remarkable moment in the play—the 
fragility of relationships coming to the fore, and the mother and the daughter leaving 
their home in search of an unknown destination. 

Just before this, in an extremely tense moment in the play, the mother asks the 
daughter, ‘Who is it?’ The girl initially refuses to reveal the name of the man, but 
ultimately confides in her. The mother is dumbfounded—that man! That educated 
gentleman’s son, he ruined you! The girl had had a relationship with a labourer before 
this and the mother was expecting that he was in some way responsible for her 
daughter’s condition. But she just couldn’t believe that a gentleman’s son could have 
done this! The disbelief in her voice turns to indignation and anger. For some time she 
can only say ‘Shyamal? Shyamal! But he has such a good job and  is so well educated! 
Why did he have to do this?’ Slowly the truth dawns on her and with it the reality. 
Slowly, almost inaudibly, she says, ‘Yes, only he can do this. He is perfectly capable of 
doing this. Only the likes of him can behave in such a thoroughly despicable manner.’

I like acting when most of the emotions can be expressed through facial expressions 
and the way you manipulate the voice to convey your emotions, when practically very 
little dialogue is needed. I don’t know why. Perhaps I won’t even be able to explain the 
reason properly, but that is how it is. Situations in a play, where a bare minimum of 
dialogue can emote, enable  me to bring my thoughts into the way I say those few words; 
the restriction actually is a challenge I love to take up, because such situations help me 
develop as an actress.

She is angry because she can’t allow an abortion; both her daughter’s life and that of 
the unborn child will be at stake. Finally mother and daughter prepare to leave. In 
despair, the daughter asks, ‘What’s the use of keeping it alive? It does not have a father.’ 
And she replies, ‘So what? It has two mothers.’

What gives her the strength to speak this way? One of the mothers has no 
education to speak of. She is employed at a corporation school 
where she earns just about 200 rupees. The fact that 
she is a woman with a very strong p e r s o n a l i t y 
comes across right in the opening scene of the play and 
t h e play establishes her as a woman with 

unquestionable integrity. So this point was already being 
built up slowly through the course of the play. From the beginning she is 

identified as a woman who has put up with a lot of difficult situations in her life. 
Her parting words are, ‘I have tried to change this man for 30 years, I could not do it. 

whiLE ACTinG in ThAT roLE i hAd forGoT TEn i wAS mAYA GhoSE And ThAT i wAS YoUnGEr ThAn ChinU-dA. i wAS onLY AwArE ThAT mY ChiLd wAS                                                           

BUT mY Co-ACTor wAS ExTrEmELY STiff. YoU SEE, ACTinG iS A Two-wAY proCESS. if YoUr Co-ACTor doES noT rECiproCATE, 

do  EvErYThinG  wiTh YoUr whoLE hEArT And SoUL. if  mY mind wAndErS ELSEwhErE, how wiLL i idEnTifY wiTh ThE ChArACTEr? 
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Let us leave.’
The news of her son’s death reaches her just as she is preparing to leave. Bibhash-da 

hadn’t told me how to weep at that point. No director can ever tell you that. An actor/
actress is supposed to bring it out; that is where you bring your empathy into play, 
because you identify totally with the character. The response is so spontaneous that for 
the time being you start behaving as if you were living the role. What does a woman do? 
She has lost her son, lost her home and is starting on a journey of uncertainty with her 
daughter, whom she hardly knows how to rehabilitate. She knows society will frown 
upon her condition, but she can’t be bothered with anything now. All this taken together 
orchestrates the intensity of the moment. 

Bibhash-da would be waiting in the wings to come in and he used to say, ‘That’s a 
cyclone passing. I had to practise many different kinds of weeping—sometimes a sob I 
would be trying to stifle, sometimes a sob to convey the anxiety of the mother who has 
just a faint hope of seeing her son alive. It was a long walk on stage and I had to use as 
many variations as possible—you can’t just snivel in a monotone. That would be 
ludicrous. People would start laughing. There was no dialogue to be used as fillers.

No director has the power to teach the number of breaks there can possibly be in 
crying. The artiste has to prepare these things internally. Sounds, countless sounds raging 
within you. Sometimes this, sometimes that. All my thoughts would become the 
thoughts of the mother—I have given years of my life to this home, and now I’ll have to 
leave all that . . . my daughter . . . I don’t know what will become of her—my entire being 
would be in a turmoil every day of the performance. Every day I would feel that dull 
stab in the heart, the prick of the tears in my eyes, as I tried to get myself to accept that 
my son was no more.

But one day I did something unforgivable. My father had passed away and I returned 
to stage after completing the tenth day rituals. We had a show somewhere outside 
Calcutta. We were to perform Lolita one day and Chhayay Aaloey the next day. You see, I 
was extremely close to my father. And when in that scene I had to break down and sob 
uncontrollably, all my pent up sorrow for my father and all the memories came crowding 
in and I really couldn’t control myself. That was horrible because it was real. The 
audience lapped it up, no doubt, but as an artiste I wanted to slap myself for getting 
carried away by personal emotions. The stage should never be a place where personal 
problems come in. But because there were tears here, it all matched. I have never 
forgiven myself for it. That was the one sin I have committed in my life as an actress. 
‘You were really crying today,’ Bibhash-da said. I replied, ‘Yes’. He had understood. 

I have had the opportunity to act in so many different plays. I have tried to be a good 
performer; played the roles to my heart’s content. Perhaps I’ve succeeded in some and 
failed in others. Sometimes it was the director’s contribution, sometimes the artiste’s. It 
was always a collaborative effort.

After Chhayay Aaloey, I did indifferent roles till Rajrakta came my way. My first 
reaction to the role was that it wouldn’t suit me, until Bibhash-da explained the 
intricacies to me. It was basically the role of a girl through her schooldays and youth, into 
womanhood and her years as a housewife. It was the role of a woman who wanted a lot 
out of life. There wasn’t much dialogue. How would I do it, I wondered. Then I decided 
I’d do it with my voice and my body. I was supposed to be a schoolgirl, studying in Class 
VII or VIII. I was too old to do it. The costumes helped me a lot, though—Bibhash-da 
designed them. In the play I had to portray the different phases in the life of a woman 
who tries to acquire material possessions and realizes the futility of it all. 

I was a little uncomfortable throughout because I was playing someone younger and 
I had a nagging fear that something might go wrong. I had a complete grip of the role in 
the last scene, however, when I played my real age. There was a very touching moment 
in the play which I would play with great aplomb—it was a moment when she 
understands that everything is insubstantial, utterly meaningless. That was a scene I 
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really enjoyed.
As I have told you earlier, it isn’t Bibhash-da’s style to explain it all down to the last  

detail. He pays more attention to the vocals. He leaves it to the actor to delve into the role 
and understand why a character behaves in a particular way at a given point.

The man and the woman are equally confused. ‘You should see a doctor,’ he suggests. 
I had only one line to speak at that point and I knew I had to express all my anguish in 
that. She knows in her heart that this is not an ailment the doctor can cure. She simply 
says, very quietly: ‘What use will that be anyway?’ This I used to say very softly in a bass 

tone, a shade lower than my normal voice. People tell me that the bass quality 
in my voice sounds 

good and it worked quite well. The 
rebellious streak in her becomes all too obvious. You don’t require lengthy dialogues to 
express this. It can come out through small words, through your expression, your voice.

However, I still feel the role didn’t suit me. Perhaps I should have been just a little 
more beautiful [laughs]. I tried to compensate for my lack of physical beauty with my 
acting. The last scene of the play was very demanding and I had become so mentally 
attuned to the role that I won’t be able to tell you how I suffered doing the last scene.

inDrani m: Maya-di, you regret having to act in plays where you felt the role 
demanded greater physical beauty. What about those situations where your role 
demanded that you had to look ugly; and in spite of making a supreme effort, you 
couldn’t manage to look as ugly as you were required to in the play?

maya g: I have no hesitation in making myself ugly with makeup if the role demands 
it.

inDrani m: No, you can’t really make yourself look hideous even if you want to. 
After putting on your make-up, you stand in front of the mirror . . . 

maya g: I have never liked myself in the mirror. 
SuranJana D g: I think appearance is not a factor. You can create an illusion.
SOhag Sen: I have seen you on stage and know what wonders you can achieve.
Chitra S: Maya has been running down her appearance since yesterday . . . a superb 

actress like her! I protest.
maya g: It’s the way people have reacted.
Chitra S: No, nobody has done that. You think too much about your appearance. 

Physical appearance does not matter one bit on stage. That is the beauty of theatre.
JayOti B: Let me share an experience with you. I did Rajrakta when I was young and 

quite inexperienced about acting. The role may have suited me as far as my looks were 
concerned, but I couldn’t act. And then Samik-da in one of his reviews compared me 
with Maya Ghose. I think that was unfair.

Chitra S: A critic won’t consider whether you are a beginner or an old hand. You get 
praised only when you are good and they have to take notice. 

JayOti B: Bibhash-da told me later that people will either say you are good, or bad; 
what you should really be concerned with is what the director feels. This he said 20 years 
ago. Though I wasn’t as good as Maya-di, the audience liked me because my appearance 
matched comfortably with the character I was playing. But I think he tried to explain to 
me that what mattered really was the acting—that is something I gradually learnt later 
on. I admit there are certain distinct advantages if the character you are playing has 
certain similarities with your appearance. So from the point of view of the audience, even 
if the acting is not up to the mark, they can’t make out the difference and they say it is 
good. In the ultimate analysis, however, it is the acting that matters. That is what lasts till 
the end. So whatever Maya-di might say about her appearance not conforming to the 

ShE iS AnGrY BECAUSE ShE   CAn’T ALLow An ABorTion ; BoTh hEr dAUGhTEr’S LifE And ThAT of ThE  UnBorn ChiLd  wiLL BE  AT STAkE.  finALLY moThEr                          And dAUGhTEr prEpArE To LEAvE. 
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role, I feel it is her superb acting that lingers on in public memory, and not her looks.
ketaki D: Maya has been sharing her own subjective opinion with us. It is specifically 

what an artiste feels about the role not corresponding to one’s physical appearance. One 
feels that. Another thing is also true—something which Chitra has mentioned and 
Suranjana has also said—if your acting is perfect, appearance doesn’t matter at all. This 
was proven several years ago by Prova Devi and Sisir Bhaduri. I have rarely come across 
a fatter Sita and an older Ram creating such magic on stage!  

inDrani m: The range of roles that an actress has to tackle in a lifetime is simply 
mindboggling. She might be required to play a dark Santhali girl; and then a white-
skinned woman. No human being can have such flexibility. One may be exceptionally 
talented, but it is extremely difficult to adapt oneself to such diverse roles. I feel 
adaptability is a necessary virtue all actors should have. When she feels disadvantaged 
while tackling a particular role, she starts putting together all her expertise in order to 

make the characterization as flawless as possible. It is almost like the 

creation of a flawless pearl that starts with a little grain of sand getting 
inside the oyster shell and the pearl gradually taking shape inside it, around that little 
grain of sand. When an actress feels that a role doesn’t suit her, she coaxes out several 
minute details in her acting That is the real treasure. 

maya g: As I said, that is what my guru has taught me. If you can act well, they will 
only look at your face. Nobody is going to notice what you are wearing. But something 
about the audience reaction to this role made me feel uncomfortable. I heard comments 
like: something is amiss . . . her appearance doesn’t gel with the character. I was 
perturbed by this reaction: this means I have not done the acting properly, I thought. I 
cannot help being born unattractive. What I found strange was, nobody ever pointed out 
any flaw in the acting. I would have accepted even the harshest criticism about my 
acting. But I really enjoyed doing that role in Rajrakta. It was an interesting role and I 
brought in several shades in my acting; worked out the nuances painstakingly—there 
was a certain challenge involved in tackling the role and I thoroughly enjoyed it. 

ketaki D: Maya, you mentioned the enjoyment you get out of acting. Tell me, if you 
don’t get enough response from your co-actors on stage, can you still develop your role 
the way you want to?

maya g: Impossible. You have to ignore the lack of co-operation and learn to emote 
with such finesse that the audience won’t ever realize what has happened between actors 
on stage. 

ketaki D: That is when it becomes rather painful—it is almost like a string of the sitar 
snapping and you not being able to play certain notes.

maya g: I know. It is such an awful trauma. I have indeed been very fortunate in 
having extremely understanding and helpful co-actors who have been very cooperative. 
Besides, when you continue with a group for many years, you develop a special kind of 
understanding with the other actors in your group. This is a reciprocal process and very 
useful. I have been working for many years now and I have acted in certain roles for 
extended periods of time. I have noticed that each actor tries to improvise till the tenth 
show. It is always the same after that. They keep spouting out their lines in the same flat 
tone every day until the characters they portray become insipid and uninteresting. An 
actor has to grow with the role. That is important. There are one or two people who 
grow. But for the rest, after the first 10 shows, the production just drags on, in an utterly 
uninspired manner. That is understandable, because all of us are not equally talented, are 
we? 

I’ve worked with a lot of people who have helped me: Bibhash-da, Ashok-da, and 

in dESpAir, ThE dAUGhTEr  ASkS,  ‘whAT’S ThE USE of kEEpinG iT ALivE? iT doES noT hAvE A fAThEr.’  And 
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Satyen-da. Satyen-da wasn’t a good actor at all. He revelled in playing a cross man and 
the role suited him well. Both Bibhash-da and Ashok-da were very good actors. They 
played many different kinds of characters and I enjoyed acting with them. Especially 
doing the ‘acting in-between’, when others were speaking—to discover the right 
moments and do them—when I would smile, when I would look a little askance, the 
appropriate moment for a wide grin, and when just a hint of a smile would convey the 
right kind of emotion; which situation would demand a long laugh. Then I would work 
on a variety of expressions to convey joy. These minute intricate details that we used to 
work into our acting are slipping into oblivion. No one cares to work in such detail these 
days. 

And now I’ll discuss the role closest to my heart—my role in Chak Bhanga Madhu. I’d 
give anything for another such role. I don’t think Manoj-da can write such a play again. 
Sometimes these things do happen. Could Bibhash-da have visualized that it would be 
such an grand success? It happened because all of us put in our best.

Bibhash-da had gone to Pune for a few days on work, while the production was on, 
and his understudy took over. He did a perfect copy of what Bibhash-da would do. 
People couldn’t tell the difference. Bibhash-da had come to watch a show in Baguihati. 
Sitting in the audience, he heard someone say, ‘Isn’t Bibhash-babu fantastic in that role?’ 
Bibhash-da came backstage after the show. His face had gone ashen and he said, ‘It felt 
good, but I felt very sad nonetheless. Everyone was saying—look what Bibhash-babu has 
done.’ The same applies to all memorable characters in literature. The actor invests the 
fictional character with life. Bibhash-da gave it the spirit.

I’ll never forget that day in Rangana . . . Utpal Dutt came in, his face red with 
excitement, calling out, ‘Where is Bibhash? Where is he?’ He clasped Bibhash-da in a 
bear hug. Bibhash-da had only a tattered rag on him (that was his costume) and he was 
awfully embarrassed. Bibhash-da was whimpering feebly, ‘Let me go, let me go.’ But 
Utpal-babu was so overwhelmed, he wouldn’t put him down. Great men like him would 
react that way. It wasn’t unusual in those days. One director would openly acknowledge 
the work of another.

That was, in my opinion, the greatest of Bibhash-da’s roles. The action of the play had 
something of the quality of a surging wave. Sometimes, it would be bound on one side, 
sometimes on the other; sometimes, it would break here, sometimes there; sometimes it 
would spread all over the stage. There were just 6 characters—but you felt that they filled 
the whole stage. The composition was simply magical.

I had dark make-up for my role in the play. There would be a bowl of brown paint in 
each of the wings for a quick touch-up between scenes. Because the paint would come off 
as soon as I touched anything. How should I approach the character, I wondered. I was 
also worried about the way I looked. Because I didn’t exactly have that gaunt look that 
comes of starvation and poverty. Satyen-da told me not to worry and said that it could be 
taken care of when he was doing the make-up for me. Rehearsals 
continued every 

day, for 40 days at a stretch. Bibhash-da worked 
very hard, and so did we. We had fallen in love with our roles. Every day we would wait 

expectantly for rehearsals to begin and lose ourselves in our 
roles. We didn’t even have 

a  p r o p e r 
rehearsal space in those days. Friends would 
vacate their rooms for us and we’d somehow manage. Those were hard times. 
Youngsters nowadays won’t be able to imagine the kind of hardships we had to face. 

I was doing the rehearsals mechanically, and even after 10 rehearsals, I couldn’t get a 
hint which would enable me to understand my role better. I just wasn’t being able to 
‘become’ Badam (my role in Chak Bhanga Madhu). I’ve told you earlier that it wasn’t 

ThESE minUTE inTriCATE dETAiLS ThAT wE USEd To work inTo oUr ACTinG ArE SLippinG inTo oBLivion. no onE CArES To 

in ThE ULTimATE AnALYSiS, howEvEr, iT iS ThE ACTinG ThAT mATTErS. ThAT iS whAT LASTS TiLL ThE End. 
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Bibhash-da’s style to give hints; he wanted the actor to think about the role, have his/her 
own perceptions of the role. And then it happened! We were rehearsing the closing 
scenes of the play. [The ojha] asks her, ‘Can I have some honey?’ The girl replies, ‘Why, of 
course! My father gave his life for you and I won’t be able to give you a little honey?’ 
This was it! I had got my lead. The hatred and contempt she has for the man should 
come out in her eyes, on her face, as she is saying this. I knew immediately that I would 
have to build on this. She pleads with the ojha to save a human life. She does that from 
the very beginning. She in awe of the ojha. And she makes a conscious choice to hack 
him to death in the end. I had to express all that in my acting—right from her initial 
feeling of awe to the immense hatred which leads her to murder. I had to understand the 
rage in her and bring it out in my acting. Those who have worked with Bibhash-da know 
that he does not explain things that way. He lays more emphasis on the vocals. As soon 
as I was comfortable with my role and I knew what to do, there was no looking back. 

After that initial hurdle, there was another aspect of the role I had to be clear about. I 
was playing a pregnant woman. Having no experience of motherhood, I had to go 
around to ladies who had kids and ask them about how they had felt when they were 
carrying. The feedback I got was extremely confusing because no 2 woman had felt the 
same. So I went to our old family physician, Haripada-babu. I told him that I had to do a 
character in a play who was 5 months pregnant and I had to do coordinate my body 
movements accordingly. He explained it to me with diagrams. ‘When you run, the child, 
suspended in your womb, will move very gently,’ he told me. ‘You don’t feel any pain; 
just a queer sensation of something moving inside you. Then it becomes still. This 
happens just for a fraction of a second when you run about.’ Another thing I found out 
about carrying a child is that the weight falls back on the spine and if you exert yourself 
too much, your back feels stiff. That is how I would do my homework for my roles. I 
knew I had to convey that I was pregnant and I also knew that I would act it out at a 
particular moment in the play when she chases out her grandfather saying, ‘Get out, you 
vulture!’ She runs out and then suddenly senses something moving within her. She 
comes and sits down suddenly, lovingly feeling each little movement of the baby in her 
womb. She had fought tooth and nail with her father and grandfather because she had 
wanted to keep the baby. She dreams of a dark child within her, kicking her belly with 
little rosy feet. I had to feel all that and express it in my acting. And then suddenly she 
can’t feel it anymore. Silence for a few seconds. Has the baby died, she wonders. Her 
heart skips a beat: ‘Why doesn’t it move? Why can I hear no sound? Wh-wh-wh-where is 
the head?’ And then I would lapse into a silence, closing my eyes, clutching the charm 
that my father had given me, praying fervently to god to restore my little darling’s life. 
And then suddenly, ‘Laireche!’ I would heave a sigh of relief: ‘Rakhhosh, laireche!’ That 
used to be a vital point in the play. I did that just once in that play. And what an impact it 
had! The audience would hold their breath with me. I could feel it. I recall what Dharani 
Ghosh used to say. He used to be a great admirer of my acting. He admitted that he 
would stiffen at that point every time he saw the play; and he saw the play at least 10 
times. There were many shades to the character and I drew them all out.

At times I would feel dizzy doing that sequence. It was a vital point in the play. 
Finally she comes to realize that oppression continues for generations. It doesn’t cease 
with one individual. As the pot is brought in, she says, ‘Shall I give it to you or to your 
son?’ It is impossible to express the loathing only through words. My eyes would have to 
show the utter scorn and detestation that I had for these people. I used to do that. I think 
of how these men have exploited my grandfather and father and my son and I will be 
next in line. I had to show that I was bent on destroying these men. I had to convey that 
through my acting. I don’t know how clearly I’ll be able to convey all that today as I am 
recounting my experiences in tackling that role.

I had to kill one of them—the father or the son. I had the snake hidden in the earthen 
pot. He would take it and die of snake-bite. In the mean time my father would grab it 
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from me . . . now here I had to tackle a difficult piece of acting. I would have to do this at 
one stroke. I was not given any additional time for doing this. I’ll repeat that portion 
once again: ‘Why, of course! My father gave his life for you and I won’t be able to give 
you a little honey?’ ‘Yes. Take it, take it,’ I’d say to myself. Take the poison and it will 
soothe your soul forever.’ You have to convey all that in the acting. ‘Oth! Oth! Lapha!’ 
[‘Get up, get up! Jump!’] I would whisper to the snake. Nothing would come out of the 
pot. She didn’t know that her father had killed the snake lest she should do something 
desperate. ‘Up! Up!’ she whispers to the snake, only to find that nothing crawls out of 
the pot. Crying out in sheer desperation she asks, ‘Why doesn’t it come out, father?’ And 
then the father says, ‘I have killed it.’ I had to tackle the subsequent action in a single 
stroke. Enraged, I would start screaming—just one long, uninterrupted scream—and 
grab the pot, break it, take the snake out. All the rage and scorn would have to come out 
in that action. Just imagine how much breath you need for that! I would start swirling 
the snake around and throw it. At first we had a real dead snake, and it was kept in a 
solution. I swirled it around with such vehemence, that it broke into pieces. Later, we 
used a plastic snake. She finds a spear, takes it up and drives it through him, pinning him 
to the ground. 

How do I make the audience understand how all this violence and exertion has 
affected the child she is carrying? All her strength has been drained out. She tries to hold 
on to something just to regain her balance and regain her breath. She will hold on to the 
swing. But if I go and hold onto the swing, it would look too obvious a ‘composition’, I 
thought. I would have to make it seem natural. To save many, she has had to kill one. It’s 
all there in my head, but how could I go and hold on to the swing? The swing was 
tucked up, it has not been made easy for me. How naturally can I bring it down with one 
stroke? You have to keep all these things in your head while acting. She goes on, 
stumbles, and then she says softly, ‘There I see my son swinging in it’. She has a vision of 
the tiny little mite swinging. She conjures up images and dreams about her unborn baby. 
She pays no attention to what her father is saying. How can any director on earth tell you 
how to work this scene out? How is it possible?. You have to do it all by yourself. and 
there lies the charm of acting. Acting throws up so many challenges and with each 
hurdle that you’ve crossed, each bend that you’ve negotiated, you become a better 
actress. There is an inexplicable joy in it, and a sense of deep contentment at the end of it.

Then I acted in Bela Abelar Galpo. I didn’t have any difficulty in doing Bela Abelar 
Galpo. My body used to have certain natural rhythms and I could tackle the role quite 
easily. I was nearing 50 at the time and I was supposed to be 30 in the play. How was I 
supposed to convey it? This was a fresh challenge. That is the beauty of theatre. The joy 
of theatre lies in your ability to tackle such challenges and emerge with a solution. I 
consider myself extremely fortunate in being able to get such roles during my career as 
an actress. Such roles don’t come our way so often. Theatre has given me so much! I’m 
really grateful to theatre.

My role was simple and straightforward, and not difficult to play at all. It was the role 
of a lady who had strong Communist sympathies, the mother of a Communist, with 
unflinching faith in her Party—whatever happens, my Party is good; some people in it 
might be bad, but not everybody is bad; all the destruction that the Party is causing, it is 
those few bad people who are doing it. My role in this play was just a little different from 
my role in Chhayay Aaloey. There were very minute touches which I had to play into the 
body language as I was doing this role, and that fascinated me. As I said a little while 
ago, the artiste has to draw his/her enjoyment of the role from within it, otherwise the 
character becomes very dull. No director ever tells the artiste this. It is not possible. His 
ideas and mine cannot be the same. 

I walk onto the stage with a washed sari in my hand. I had to show through my gait 
when I first come on stage that I was an energetic, vivacious 30-year-old woman who  
single-handedly manages her family. She has to help her husband, he does everything 
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slowly, it takes him 20 minutes to do one job. Ram [Mukherjee] did that very well. Ram’s 
performance in Bela Abelar Galpo was perhaps his finest till date. She has to nag her 
husband to get him dressed. As long as she is there on stage, she is in a flurry of activity. 
Where does she go? We are not told that. Later, in a workshop, I was asked, ‘What did 
you do with the sari? I said, ‘You tell me that.’ ‘You threw it outside,’ they replied. ‘Yes,’ I 
said, ‘but I did not throw it outside. You have to remember that this is a bustee. There are 
stretches of clothes lines. In the morning, clothes are hung out to dry, in specific places. If 
there is room left on the lines, then others can hang their clothes out to dry. But when the 
person whose line it is comes along, you have to remove yours. That is the rule. There is 
an amazing self-discipline in them. When you ask them, they will remove it, even if the 
washing is still wet. She has washed what there was to wash of her children’s clothes in 
the morning. Now she is thinking, let me see whose line I can get. Let me try and dry the 
clothes. She will put them on the line. She will not throw them down.’ Ashok-da then 
said, ‘I really didn’t think that deeply.’ I said, ‘How can you do even the thinking for us? 
What am I supposed to do then? What is the work of the artiste? The artiste has to think. 
When Sumati goes out, she is looking at the line, thinking: Oh good, there’s some space 
on the line. So she will exit looking up, not down.’ She doesn’t have time to see what her 
husband is doing. She runs out, because she has to attend the meeting. She looks forward 
to these political meetings with all her heart and soul. I started weaving in these physical 
details into my acting. I worked in a variation of all these details as I showed her ageing, 
the changing times and her struggles taking a toll on her mind and body, as she starts. 
There are words in the dialogue which convey the change. In one’s personal life, there 
are places where one has to show the break. But if you do it in a play, it harms the play. 
You have to select appropriate moments in the play. One also has to think of ways to 
convey that one is growing old—not just holding your back to show that you have a stiff 
back. There are a variety of ways to show that you are ageing.

Bela Abela brought me a lot of fame and after a long time I got to do a role I liked, but 
to tell you the truth, I did not have much trouble doing the role. This was because I had 
done Chhayay Aaloey before that. Just showing the physical decay was what I did. And, 
facing the fact that the son has become a Naxalite, protesting, scolding him but with 
affection—I did some acting there. 

But I really worked hard in Bera. I had never seen a Negro woman face to face. I had 
seen black women in films; but the woman in Bera was different from those I had seen in 
films. The husband works in a corporation office. It’s an insignificant job. But if you have 
read the play, you’ll realize it revolves around Troy Maxon [the husband’s character]. All 
the reviews we had sent for from abroad were all praise for Troy Maxon. I said to myself, 
Maya Ghosh, you are finished. There wasn’t very much coming out. There is nothing 
very much to a Negro woman acting a Negro woman. She can automatically do certain 
things.

I thought, I have a role where there is nothing to do. Let’s see what can be done.
You’ve got to start thinking from the negative side—you can’t reach the positive angle 

unless you start from the negative. I had practically nothing to do in the first 4 scenes. 
The first opportunity I get to really show some acting skill is the scene when her husband 
confesses to an extra-marital relationship. This shatters her idyll of the household she 
had been nurturing for the past 18 years. You have to remember the context in this case. 
In their society extra-marital relationships are no big deal. But for this woman it is 
different, because she has remained devoted to him alone and her husband’s confession 
shatters her. She had loved this man and married him, and has been his wife; they have a 
son who is 17 years old. 

I had no problem with my age this time, as I was expected to look about 50. But I had 
to convey the fact that I was extremely strong, well built and hard working. I had to keep 
in mind what my costume would be, and alter my gait accordingly. Ashok-da was 
explaining a certain composition and I realized that I would be facing the audience with 
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my legs up propped on the table. I told Ashok-da, ‘But I’ll be wearing a skirt; have you 
thought of that? You can’t have a composition like that.’ An artiste always has to 
remember what s/he is wearing. I have to think, how I will stand, how I will speak; 
remember to speak in a bass voice, never in a shrill voice. She is a woman who has put 
up with insults from her husband. She is a woman with a quiet strength somewhere deep 
down, and this comes through in the scene where she confronts her husband. 

I had to practise a certain kind of body language and movement. You have to walk in 
a different way when you are wearing a skirt. I wasn’t accustomed to wearing skirts and 
dresses and I to learn to carry those outfits with ease. She will not bound up the stairs, 
her knees hurt. As I was preparing for the role, I had to keep certain things in mind: I had 
to change my appearance, and ensure that my costume did not lead to any inconvenience. 
I did a different kind of acting for this role. I gave a fresh lease of life to this character. 
The play didn’t continue for very long, but my acting, after Chak Bhanga Madhu, reached 
a different level altogether . . . I gave all of myself to the role, which is why I suffered so 
much. If you give all of yourself to something, you suffer the most. 

There was a sequence in the play where the man says, ‘I have something to tell you.’ 
When you have lived with someone for 20 years, and you hear a certain tone in the voice, 
you realize it is not something casual. This often happens between parents and children. 
She looks at him apprehensively: is it trouble at work or something?

—‘I have something to tell you.’
—‘Tell me.’
—‘No, listen closely to what I have to say.’
—‘Yes, tell me,’ she says.
I had to ensure that each ‘tell me’ was spoken a little differently, the voice just a little 

more tense each time. Slowly she becomes grave. Perhaps it is about another woman in 
his life, she thinks, or that her brother-in-law might have been arrested. ‘I am going to be 
a father,’ he declares. Imagine how a woman, who has been his wife for 18 years, is 
supposed to react! She has loved the family, loved the man and she is so shocked that she 
can’t even realize it is true. Not happy with what I was doing during rehearsals, I spent 
every moment trying to wrest out some way in which I could convey the shock. How 
would I act it out—I wondered. Even at home while cooking, I would think of ways to 
bring out the agony of hearing that somebody you had adored and loved with all your 
heart has been unfaithful. And then it happened one day. I felt my heart had just missed 
a beat. It seemed everything went black around me. 

The shock, the disbelief, the agony came crowding round me. I felt as if someone had 
punched me hard in the stomach. I would speak after a long time. After a long silence: 
‘Wh-wh-what did you say? Say that again?’ I would say this very very slowly, lingering 
on each word. The memories of those 18 years would come thronging in. She had 
surrendered to him night after night, when the lights turned dim in the room upstairs. 
She was happy that she had him, loved him totally, with all her body and soul. Did she 
deserve this? Shock and disbelief writ large on her face, she repeats after him, ‘You’re 
going to be the father of . . .’ Her voice trails off. ‘Did I live with you for 18 years for this?’ 
she asks. As you all know, having an affair or two is no big deal in their society. The 
problem is, Rose had expected her family would be different. Her husband would be 
different. Their children would have only one father and no half-brothers or half-sisters. 
She had denied herself totally for the family, for her husband, for her children. The 
husband she was so proud of turned out to be just another man, an ordinary man who 
had belied her trust. ‘It’s all over,’ I would say very softly, my voice choked with 
emotion, and then repeat it, with my hand hitting the wooden railing. I looked forward 
to certain moments in the play. I’d give my life to act in that play once again.

There is another moment in the play when the child is brought home for the first 
time. First she is very angry that a child from the gutter is being brought into her house. 
She has her hand on the wire-mesh on the door and she watches. A change comes over 
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her, as her mind goes back to her own childhood, insecure and fraught with troubles, 
drifting along life aimlessly, spending nights with men, until she decided to settle down 
with one man. The same might happen to the child. You can’t let the audience see that, 
but somewhere in her a change was taking place. ‘Will you take the child?’ he asks her. 
She hesitates, but then she takes it. ‘Yes, I will take it, but remember that you have lost 
your wife. From this day you and I have no relationship.’ Later in the play she abandons 
her husband for this child. In a play, not all of it can be good. Not every scene can be 
equally good. But there are always a few moments for which I would give my life. Which 
is why, when the play closed down, nobody was more grieved than I. I really worked 
hard for the role. 

I act in every role that comes my way, because each role helps me enrich myself as an 
actress. But my last good role, where I could give something of myself, ended with Bera. I 
acted in Swapna Niye and I am working now in Shei Samay. I am bringing out different 
shades. When I was acting in the Marathi play, Sandhya Chhaya, I brought out the finer 
aspects in the character. A woman who writes poetry is not an ordinary woman. It was a 
small group, none of them knew how to act, and I had to identify certain aspects in the 
play where I could introduce the finer virtuoso touches. 

I was asked if I had seen the Hindi play. I said no. I read the play, I liked it, so I did it. 
I said, if the sensations evoked are right, it does not matter whether it is a Hindi play or a 
Bengali play. I am speaking in my mother tongue, there is no problem. I did the one 
show. You see, I have this terrible affliction of not being able to compromise. It is a very 
bad disease. I just cannot do it. Something happens within me and I leave. I cannot 
compromise when it comes to theatre. 

Have you read it? It’s a good play by Jaywant Dalvi about an old couple. Towards the 
end, the old woman lies dying. There was a lot of dialogue, which I decided to leave out, 
because no human being in his/her dying moments can speak 10 lines of dialogue, recite 
a poem and then die. However, I did both the endings—the way it was in the script and 
the way I wanted it to be. I wanted the play to end with my dying words, ‘There was a 
lot I wanted to say to you,’ making it a poignant ending. The playwright was very 
unhappy because I had omitted 10 lines of dialogue and the poem.

My guru had said, ‘Become beautiful on stage.’ That is what I have tried all my life. I 
have done such roles; in Dipen Sengupta’s play I played a cabaret dancer. That was a 
great role. It was the Bengali translation of a Romanian play. She gets on to the train 
without a ticket, gets off and goes to the station master’s room. They have a relationship. 
That man was interested in astronomy. A cabaret dancer’s role does not suit me—that 
you have to admit. But I did it. I wore a white sleeveless blouse, everything white, white 
tuberoses in my braids, I was told I did not look bad. There was a reason. Dipen 
Sengupta was a very hot-headed director. The play was Naam Na Jana Tara. There is a 
moment in the play where he is showing her the stars and telling her about them. 
Especially when he is telling her about Arundhati [a dim star surrounded by Ursa 
Major]—that Arundhati has lost her way as she wanders around. I used to tell my sister, 
‘Tell me those lines.’ I used to put on the jewellery and practise. Because I would take it 
all off. She is listening and taking it off, piece by piece. At last she takes off her necklace 
and spreads out her hair, saying, ‘I am that star. Wandering along a path, I’m lost.’ Later, 
all those who saw it were astounded. Dipen-da had not seen it. If people call a play good, 
he is happy. ‘What do you do?’ he asked me. Oh dear, what if he stops me? I thought. 
What if he suddenly said, ‘Don’t do it that way.’ So I told him, ‘I take off the ornaments 
slowly and then the necklace and then let my hair fall like a sheet.’ The director does not 
tell you all this. You have to find it for yourself. I used to have rather luxuriant hair in 
those days, and I used to shake it out, and hold my face up and say that line . . . that’s me 
. . . a star which has lost its way. She had liked the man for the moment. The woman 
leaves the next morning. But that moment was true, it was not false. You have to create 
such moments, and I did it. 
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I have acted with almost 100 groups and there are such 
treasures here and there. I have drawn out and created such 
moments. 

That is all that I have to say. As it is, we women have 
been marginalized, with our backs to the wall.  

ketaki D: I was listening, fascinated, to what Maya has 
been saying. And I am of the same opinion as her in that 
whichever character we play, we have to prepare the 
character ourselves. The director directs, but he does not 
give us these clues. We have to think very deeply about the 
character we are portraying to transform it into an embodied 

reality. One advantage that she had—though from what I 
have heard in these two days, her father was ill and she had 
to cook for her family like me. I even do the shopping 
myself. I can’t leave all this to anybody. This has been my 
habit for years. This is something I have inherited. My 
mother too loved the household. There are two entities 
within me. One is Ketaki the housewife, whose world 
revolves around the household, children, and husband; and 
the other is the artiste. There is tremendous conflict between 
the two. The domestic self doesn’t want the artistic self to 
flourish; but the artiste in me clears those obstacles smoothly 
and escapes. And when the artiste takes a decision, the 
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housewife is vanquished, with the home, husband, and 
household responsibilities taking a back seat. Her art 
supersedes everything and she pursues it with single-
minded devotion. She is not aware of anything else. 

We were trained in the old school of acting, where the 
prompter would prompt, we would listen to what he was 
saying and speak the subsequent lines. Some habits like 
these are extremely difficult to do away with. I had that habit 
until 1951-52 (I lost my mother in 1952). Later it changed, 
and I will tell you how it changed. Nowadays, the modern 
trend is saying your lines from memory. There is absolutely 
no prompting. And if you have to stay at home, you get so 

little time to yourself that memorizing lines is indeed a 
difficult task. It is almost like walking along a razor’s edge—
take charge of the household while you’re home and 
transform into a superb actress the moment you step out! So 
while chopping vegetables, I would be murmuring my lines 
only to be interrupted by, ‘Grandma! I am taking the bowl of 
water away. Why don’t you answer? Say something. 
Grandma! What are you muttering to yourself?’ ‘I am 
memorizing my lines.’ I would reply, exasperated. That was 
how I would learn my lines. 

What made me happy and proud was that Maya has 
analysed, thought about and created her own characters and 

Maya Ghosh and Ashok 
Mukherjee in the Theatre 
Workshop production of 
Bera (1991). 
Photographs © Nemai Ghosh
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has been recognized as a leading actress. She was fortunate in having good roles in plays 
irrespective of whether they were lead or supporting roles. But the first good role I got, 
the first chance to express my feminine entity through acting was in 1954-55. 

I was working in Rangmahal then. I was a paid artiste there, with a monthly salary of 
Rs 200. There was quite an impressive repertoire of plays, and among the successful 
plays was Ulka. Five artistes from the original cast had left Rangmahal and joined 
Biswaroopa; and I replaced Jayasree Sen in the role of Muffin in the new production of 
Ulka. I hadn’t danced for seven-and-a half years, and my body had become heavy, the 
joints stiff. I had become fat. How 

w a s  I 
supposed to play a Chinese lady and move about and dance with elfin grace? My figure 
had been ruined because I had put on a lot of weight. I was nothing but a flabby Bengali 
woman! I was assured: ‘Don’t you worry. All that will be rectified by make-up. But what 
will you do about the dance?’ I said, ‘Look, I haven’t danced for seven-and-a-half years, 
how can I possibly dance?’ He said, ‘I’ll do something about it. I’ll ask Peter [Gomes] to 
come. Tell me, who have you learned dancing from?’ I replied, ‘I have learnt from many 
people, but the last was Peter-da.’ So he said, ‘I’ll send for Peter then, because this has 
been choreographed by him.’ Peter-da came in the morning and we rehearsed. After 
dancing the first day, I sent a note: Nalin-da, I cannot come today. He sent the messenger 
back. Why not? I said, ‘My legs hurt so much that I can’t even get up. I am lying in bed. 
The doctor has recommended that I pour hot water on my legs and apply warm 
poultices. I am doing that, but I don’t know when I will be able to get up.’ Nalin-da and 
Hemanta-da came to my house later in the evening. ‘The show is day after tomorrow, 
remember? How can you not get up? Get up, Ketaki, get up.’ I said, ‘Let me be today. I’ll 
go tomorrow, but I won’t rehearse the dance. I’ll do the dance on Saturday-Sunday. It’ll 
have to suffice.’ The music was excellent and I danced well too. But I was not satisfied 
with my role.

The first play I really enjoyed doing was in 1954-55, when I had the opportunity of 
doing a role in Niharranjan Gupta’s Mayamriga. But I also had bitter experiences doing 
that. Then I had just grown up/become famous. I had seen corruption and politics in the 
professional theatre space from my childhood, but I had managed to overlook the murky 
aspects because of my mother’s training. My mother used to control us with an iron 
hand and say, ‘You are going to the theatre to learn acting, singing and dancing. 
Concentrate only on that. Ignore what is happening elsewhere, which girl is talking to 
which boy, who are huddling together to conspire.’ I was scared of her because she used 
to wallop us regularly. Especially me .

Biren-da said, ‘Ketaki, you will get a very good role, do you understand?’ He used to 
take snuff and it would be dripping from his nose all the time. All his clothes would be 
messed up because of the snuff and none of us ventures within a yard of him. The play 
was read. It was wonderful. There were two major female roles—that of two sisters, Sita 
and Sabitri. Saraju-ma [Sarajubala Devi (1912–1994), singer-actress, trained in music 
under Kazi Nazrul Islam and Bhishmadev Chattopadhyay] acted in the role of Sabitri 
and I played Sita. In the seven-and-a-half years that I worked in Rangmahal, I stood by 
them through good times and bad, playing important roles in Ulka, Saheb Bibi Golam, 
Kobi—every single play that Rangmahal staged during that time. There has even been a 
situation where Shipra-di [Shipra Mitra, b. 1930, singer-actress] was running a high 
temperature and there was a double show that day, both the shows were packed full and 
Shipra-di wouldn’t allow anyone to play her role. I used to play Chunidasi, and Shipra-
di was Poteshwari. That was the first time I felt deprived, because I could act and sing 
and dance, and could have carried off the role with aplomb. That was the first time . . . 
how should I put it . . . I got a taste of the murky politics of the professional stage. 
Everybody who mattered knew I could dance, sing and act. But when the roles in Saheb 

ThE domESTiC SELf doESn’T wAnT ThE ArTiSTiC SELf To fLoUriSh; BUT ThE ArTiSTE in mE CLEArS ThoSE oBSTACLES SmooThLY And ESCApES. And whEn ThE                                     ArTiSTE TAkES A dECiSion, ThE 
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Bibi Golam were assigned, it was decided that Shipra-di would do Poteshwari; and 
because Joba wouldn’t suit me, I was given Chunidasi because I knew dancing, singing 
and acting. I was delighted, because I would dance, sing and act. And then to my utter 
disbelief I saw another baiji entering my room in the play and singing. That was played 
by Shyamali Mukherjee. Then another dancer came, danced in my room and went out. 

One day, unable to control myself any longer, I told Biren-da, ‘Biren-da, it so happens 
that I have read the novel Saheb Bibi Golam. There were a lot of events surrounding 
Chunidasi. On the one hand, there was Notay Dutta, and on the other, there was Chhoto-
babu. Chunidasi could tackle these two dandies, both scions of renowned families. In the 
novel, Chunidasi is an accomplished dancer. Can you give me one single reason why one 
baiji should come and sing in another’s room?’ ‘Ketaki, do not get into this petty politics, 
just do your acting well,’ he advised. This was when I realized for the first time that I 

was being kept in check. 
After this came 

Mayamriga. It was a devastating play. I was to play 
Sita. An amusing incident happened the day the play was read. The play had 3 drops 
[‘drop’ curtain—or ‘curtain down’]. There would be 3 drops in those days, in a 3-hour 
performance. All 3 drops were on Sita, and the last one was the climax. After the play 
was read, I said, ‘If I can do it, it’s a very good character. I’m sure I’ll be able to, with your 
blessings.’ 

Saraju-ma said in an injured tone, ‘You have heaped everything so generously on to 
Sita’ . . . Please understand that I revere them a lot, I respect them still, but I have to 
quote certain reactions to illustrate how a young talented artiste, is not allowed to come 
to the fore. ‘How can all 3 drops be Sita’s! Now, is that fair?’ And Nihar-babu said, ‘Okay, 
give me a couple of days. I’ll change it and see.’ Then I said, ‘I’d like to say something. I 
will not say anything disrespectful. But I will not let go of the first drop. You have to 
keep it for me.’ That was done. The first drop remained mine, the second drop was 
Sabitri’s, and the third Amiyanath’s.

The plot of the play revolves around two sisters, Sita and Sabitri. The elder sister, 
Sabitri, cannot have a child because she is barren. The younger sister, Sita, who is very 
poor, leaves for better opportunities in Burma with her husband, Bibhuti after she has a 
child. Before leaving, she gives her child to her sister, who imposes a condition that she 
would never be able to divulge her identity to the child and also that she would forfeit 
her right to claim the child as her own. In Burma, they have another child, and then 
Bibhuti has an accident and he loses the use of his right leg. He now has to walk on a 
crutch. Several years later, Sabitri gets a letter and she is shocked to learn that her sister is 
coming back to her. She is very upset and tense. Sita gets a cold reception from her elder 
sister, ‘Sita. You? I had not thought that you would come here again.’ ‘Didi, I have 
nothing left in my life. Not any more. I have come all the way only to have a glimpse of 
his face. Just once at the end of the day. I beg you to let me stay. Believe me, I do not want 
anything else from you. Just once, I want to peep out and see him.’ The sister says, ‘No, I 
shall not allow this. You have to go away. Decide within a week and leave.’ The elder 
sister goes away. Then Bibhuti, trying to get up, reaches for the crutch and falls. He 
wants to leave, but she pleads, ‘Don’t ask me to go. I cannot go from here.’

I was thinking all along how I could work new expressions into it and prevent the 
kind of vapidity that is the bane of dialogues in a play. I would hold on to the crutch and 
gradually sit down, with my hand sliding down the crutch as I said my lines, sobbing. 
The curtains would come down to a deafening roar of applause. That was the first drop 
that I used to take.

The second drop did not draw such applause. Now they couldn’t take chances for the 
final drop, could they? So they started experimenting. I was kept alive at the end of the 
play for a week and killed off in the next week, to gauge the audience response. It was 

  hUSBAnd, And hoUSEhoLd rESponSiBiLiTiES TAkinG A BACk                                     SEAT. hEr ArT SUpErSEdES EvErYThinG And ShE pUrSUES iT wiTh SinGLE-
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becoming a very poor imitation of jatra. Nihar-babu was pleading with the others to kill 
off Sita, which would elevate the play to a new height, but Sita was not allowed to die 
because you needed the drop elsewhere. Anyway, that was how it was done  [Laughter].

I worked there for many, many years. But I had a desire to do something on my own, 
something I could create myself. 

Mother passed away on 8 November 1952 and it seemed as if our entire family had 
been thrown into a bottomless ocean. We were just floating around, with nothing to hold 
on to. There was a just a roof above our heads, that was all. Without a steady source of 
income, we didn’t even have provision for food, because mother had not left anything 
that we could sell off, except the house. We went through a time of immense trouble. 
And I was running the household. My eldest son had been born. But let me leave out 
that aspect for the time being. My obsession to do something unique never left me. In 
Star Theatre, I was the second heroine. The first heroine was Puni-di [Purnima Devi 
(b.1927), singer-actress, started as a child artiste in Rangmahal (1933), moving on to Star 
Theatre to play the lead]. I did not get an advantage there either. In the world of films, 
too, exactly the same thing happened. It was almost a tussle between my indomitable 
spirit and the ruthless hand of the establishment that wouldn’t allow me to grow. As 
soon as I excelled in some role, I would be given a less important role, where I could be 
suppressed. There were offers I couldn’t accept from the film world either, because I 
wouldn’t put my honour at stake and compromise. Perhaps this was because my mother 
wanted our generation to live with dignity and honour, and not suffer in the way that 
they did. My mother and other actresses of her generation and those of the earlier 
generation had many unpleasant episodes in their lives which I do not wish to discuss 
here. But my mother wanted a different kind of life for us—an honourable life. Perhaps 
that is why the marriage-bug got into my head so early in life. I have worked with many 
great directors in films, and I know I have done good work. 

I was acting simultaneously in the group theatre during this time. In Srimancha I was 
the second lead. I knew full well that I could excel in the lead role. But when Srimancha 
was dissolved and Nandik was formed, Nandik rectified the error that Srimancha had 
made. I did Jajabor, and then played Molly Sen in Janantik, to great critical acclaim. I 
brought a prize from Delhi—the Satyanarayan Sinha certificate. I sat up and said to 
myself, so I can do something after all!

We decided we would do commercial plays, but the group spirit would remain intact. 
Now we had to make arrangements for the finances. I suggested that we do a play with a 
theme that was new to the stage. We decided unanimously on Antony Kobiyal. Then we 
had to look for material on Antony Phiringee. We couldn’t collect the kind of material we 
were looking for—at least not enough to put together a full length play. We decided to go 
to the National Library. Who would write the play? I said, Bidhayak-da [Bidhayak 
Bhattacharya (1907–1986), playwright] will do it. We knew if Bidhayak-da wrote the play 
and we acted in it, it was sure to be a hit. But we didn’t have any money. No money at 
all. The man who had money was the president of Nandik; but he declined to shell out a 
single paisa for the production. I said, ‘Let’s proceed.’ We went slowly ahead with the 
preparations. Bidhayak-da said, give me all the ingredients, give me the books. I said, 
’Look, we can’t bring books from the National Library, I can take you there tomorrow by 
car.’ So he was taken there by car and the old man read. He had his own stock too. ‘Is the 
play being written?’ I asked him. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘Don’t you worry.’ The play was written 
in 7 days and there was to be the first reading of the play in the group. ‘Bidhayak-da, tell 
me, have you really written the play?’ ‘Yes, of course, the writing is complete.’ We 
decided that we’d have the play reading on the following Monday. ‘Yes, yes,’ he said, 
‘and ask everyone to come. Who are the actors?’ I said, ‘Jahar Ganguly, Sabitabrata 
[Dutta], Sadhana Roychoudhury, Sita Mukerjee, Tarun Mitra, Kalipada Chakroborty, 
Tamal Lahiri . . . 

maya g: Kalyani Ghosh . . . 
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ketaki D: . . . and Ketaki Dutta was there anyway, and there were others. Six o’clock 
was the time assigned for reading the play. Jahar-babu came along, and the first thing he 
asked him was, ‘So, old chap, have you written it all or are you trying some sleight of 
hand?’ They were very good friends. ‘No, no,’ replied Bidhayak-da, ‘look, I’ve brought 
the script with me. Come along, sit down.’ There were seating arrangements on the floor, 
but Bidhayak-da wanted to sit a little apart from the rest. ‘Ketaki, can you find me a table 
and a chair, please?’ ‘Yes, dada, why not!’ I said, fixed a table and a chair for him and put 
a small fan there. ‘This is perfect! So, have you all settled down? Then I will begin. First 
scene: under a banyan tree, Antony singing. Soudamini comes in with her aunt. He read 
out the first scene. Then the second scene with Linda, the third scene: again under the 
banyan tree. Fourth scene, now let me see, the fourth scene is their wedding scene.’ And 
so he carried on, the descriptions in each scene getting more and more cryptic. [Laughter] 
‘Now we come to the last scene. Yes, the last scene. Installing the deity of the goddess 
Kali at the temple . . . hmm, yes, yes . . . He has called you a betrayer, answer him. 
Answer, poet. He has called you a betrayer in the temple itself. Now standing in the 
same temple, tell me you are not. Say it, curse you, say it. If you have the guts, I have 
cursed you in front of the one Mother, in front of her tell me that you are not a betrayer. 
Say it, poet, standing in front of the Mother’s temple, call upon her and say, Ma, I am not 
a betrayer. Please note, there is a song here, “I am not a betrayer, ma, I am not a 
betrayer”, write it, will you? What, Jahar-da, is it okay?’ ‘Yes, it is fine,’ replied Jahar-da 
‘but I just want to have a look at your script.’ Bidhayak-da was on his guard immediately. 
‘Why do you want to see the script? Ketaki will write out the parts and give them to 
you.’ Jahar Ganguly wouldn’t relent, ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘I know you better than all these 
people here. You just show me the script.’ [Laughter] ‘Why the hell are you doing this?’ 
pleaded Bidhayak-da with him, ‘Okay, only the first and the last scenes had been written, 
I haven’t done the rest.’ [Laughter]

This is how the play was done. He would give us one scene a day and we would 
rehearse it. The rehearsals were progressing. I had to do organizational work, arrange for 
funds, act in the play, rehearse regularly. In the mean time I managed to get some funds. 
Every single day without fail Jahar-babu would arrive at 3 o’ clock in the afternoon when 
the rehearsals started and go up to the first floor to practise the dance movements with 
Baren. And when I called him to rehearse his scene, he would ask me to skip his scene 
and continue rehearsals. Meanwhile, disputes about money came to such a pass that I 
was wondering whether we could have the premiere at all. We would get the publicity 
money for Thursday and Saturday on Tuesdays, and Sunday’s publicity money on 
Thursdays.

He would also give us our daily expenses. While the rehearsals were on, we made a 
few posters of the play and I was going along Hari Ghosh Street in a rickshaw to put up 
posters. I would have the theatre washed every day with phenyl. I organized a 
government bus that would go to south Calcutta, and one that would go north upto 
Dunlop. I put up signs on the roads to direct people to our theatre from the Maniktala 
crossing. We got Rs 24.50 from ticket sales on the first day. It started on 26 October. The 
sales started picking up from December and it became quite a hit. Only after it had 
started doing well did I actually find the time to think about the character I was playing. 
All this time I was so taken up with the organizational responsibilities that I really hadn’t 
thought about the scope of my character in the play and how best I could do it. I was 
looking after which kind of wood was to be used for the sets, whether the lights were all 
in place, whether all the set requirements were in place, and other things like that. 

maya g: Ketaki-di, was’nt this the first time a revolving stage was being used?
ketaki D: That’s right. When we spoke to Tapas-da [Tapas Sen] about the stage he 

suggested that he’d bring Suresh Dutta because he was full of new ideas and he wanted 
to do something unique with the sets of this play. Suresh-da had a look at the stage, and 
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drew a rough sketch immediately. The centre of 
the stage was circular and suspended on ball-
bearing rotation equipment. A boy would sit at the 
back and keep turning it. There were slopes 
constructed around the central circle and just 
above the revolving section were two notches, and 
wooden squares on top of that with windows and 
doors, a suggestion of a room, the thatch. The sets 
were fixed in the darkness, and as soon as it was 
dark again, it was turned around, suggesting a 
different locale, and all this would be operated by 
the person sitting at the back. And what a 
stupendous lighting design by Tapas-da! People 
who had seen the play still feel that the lighting 
for this play overshadows all other lighting 
designs that Tapas-da had done. There was a 
sequence in the play where only this bit of me 
[indicating her face], was visible—not the body, 
nor anything else. The audience would see only 
the face hovering around the stage, singing 
‘Gagane garajey ghano phukarey mayur’ and on 
the dying strains of the song, Sabita-da would 
start singing ‘Bidyapati kahe suno baranari’ on a 
much higher octave.

The first time that unpleasantness crept in was 
when Sabita-da (I don’t want to disrespect him . . . 
he is no more) stopped speaking to me. I tried 
talking it over with him, asked him what was 
wrong. Sabita-da wouldn’t say anything. I realized 
someone had poisoned his mind against me. 
Anyway, I tried not to pay attention to all this. But 
I was under tremendous stress, because we were 
playing the leads in the play, and yet were not on 
speaking terms off the stage.

When Sabita-da used to come in to act, he 
would have 2-3 rupees in his pocket. We would 
get Rs 2 for tiffin for double shows, so that we 
could buy some snacks of our choice; and we 
would get free tea, 4 times for double shows, 2 or 
3 times for single shows. Sabita-da, playing the 
lead, worked very hard; but he wouldn’t eat 
anything. He would only bring some Horlicks in a 
small flask when there were double shows. Then 
one day I told him, ‘I want to say something, you 
won’t get angry with me, will you?’ ‘No, tell me,’ 
he said. ‘Look this is the puja season. We will have 
one show after another and it will become 

Ketaki Dutta performing at 
Samanway, a national 
convention for women 
organized by Rangakarmee. 
Photograph © Nemai Ghosh
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increasingly hectic. If I organize some milk to be brought for you, will you have the 
milk?’ He said, ‘Yes, if it is hot, I could have it.’ We would get two seers of milk daily for 
the tea. I instructed that half a seer more be bought with it, heated up, and kept aside in a 
flask for Sabita-da. Sabita-da would drink this milk.

Then one day someone told me at night that Sabita-da had not drunk the milk. I went 
to him and said, ‘What happened? Why didn’t you drink the milk?’ ‘No, the milk will no 
longer be required, Ketaki.’ I could not understand what had happened. I asked Tarun, if 
he knew what had gone wrong. He didn’t know either. I had no clue as to what was 
happening. ‘Don’t do this, Sabita-da. You come at 1:30 in the afternoon and leave at 10:00 
at night. It is such a demanding role; there are 14 songs to sing. Please don’t send away 
the milk. You are working much too hard and you deserve this. The group is giving you 
this, I am not. The group is giving this to you. You need to eat something.’ But he 
wouldn’t listen to my entreaties. ‘I will not have it. Do not give it to me, it will go to 
waste.’ I realized that it was futile arguing with him; it was discontinued. Sabita-da 
stopped speaking to me. He just would not talk to me. ‘What’s wrong, Sabita-da?’ I 
inquired. ‘Nothing,’ came his reply. I just could not comprehend what was happening. 
Paresh-da said, ‘These are political manoeuvres against you.’ I hate politics from the 
bottom of my heart. ‘The play has caught on, it is doing very well, a lot of money is 
coming into the coffers, that’s why . . .’ Paresh explained. Two days later Sabita-da said, 
‘It is no longer possible for me to work on this much money. You have to increase the 
money.’ I tried explaining the situation: ‘Sabita-da, it is not yet 5 months. Now, the 
moment I increase your fees, (Sabita-da used to take Rs 1200, Jahar Ganguly, Rs 1300, 
because he was senior, I kept Rs 100 more for him) I have to increase Jahar-babu’s as 
well. You’ve seen for yourself how much money I had to borrow to start the play. Give 
me a little more time, let us complete at least 100 nights, and I promise to increase the 
rates after that.’ ‘It is just impossible for me to work unless you increase my fees,’ he 
insisted, ‘Or you can look for someone else to do my role.’ I was shocked at his reaction! I 
said, ‘All right. How much do you want?’ He said, ‘Raise it by Rs 100.’ The next month, 
Sabita-da got Rs 1300, and Jahar-babu got Rs 1400. Jahar-babu said, ‘You have given me 
Rs 100 too much; take it.’ I said, ‘No. That is the correct amount. Look at the voucher. 
Sabita-da is getting more from this month and so will you,  I’ve decided you’ll get more 
than all the rest of us.’ ‘Oh, all right,’ he said and left. 

I started getting crank calls at home, inquiring whether Sabitabrata Dutta was home. I 
was astounded when the callers told me that he was my husband. I was quite irritated at 
all this. I told them that I called him ‘dada’ and his wife was Geeta Dutta. 

I had to improvise a lot in the wedding scene. When I started thinking about the role, 
it became quite clear that Saudamini was his inspiration. He did not know how to wear a 
dhoti, did not know how to speak Bengali with the appropriate intonations. It was 
Saudamini who led him by the hand, teaching him everything; and the beauty of the 
performance was in these intricate bits that dealt with the blossoming relationship 
between the two. There was a pristine quality to these scenes that appealed so much to 
the audience. There were delicate, tender moments in the play, when Antony (speaking 
Bengali with a heavy foreign accent) adores Saudamini as Durga. 

Then one day, when he walked up on stage, the audience started laughing 
uproariously. I was feeling terribly uneasy, assuming something was wrong with me. The 
audience was in splits! From the front row, a man said, ‘Sabita-da, the pleats of your 
dhoti are not fastened!’ I turned and saw Sabita-da had gone in but his dhoti was all 
awry! I improvised a sequence on the spur of the moment. I went forward and asked him 
(like I would as part of the dialogue), ‘Listen, who helped you to wear the dhoti today? 
It’s not done correctly, see how the pleats are hanging low. Come, let me do it for you.’ 
That is how that scene was improvised.

We were still not on speaking terms when a letter arrived, requesting a special show 
in Calcutta, because Indira Gandhi [then the Minister for Information and Broadcasting] 
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was coming to Calcutta in November that year and she wanted to see it. Sabita-da got 
the award immediately after this. 

In being able to do my own production, I was able to express myself. Later I did Nati 
Binodini. 

Saudamini’s role has the scope of intricate details being worked into it. It is very 
delicate, intimate and works out because it is Antony she is speaking to. If it had been 
somebody else, it wouldn’t have worked out as perfectly. 

There is a sequence in the play, when she reminisces: ‘How can I ever forget that day? 
It was Shivaratri. The day my Shomu left me. At night. On Shivaratri the theatres are 
open all night and all the theatres were full. People were spilling out. So who would do 
my role? I went to the theatre; had my make-up put on. The concert band started playing; 
the curtains opened; the lights lit up my face. In front of me were thousands of faces. 
And among all those faces, it seemed to me, one face was my Shomu’s—my own Shomu, 
my son Shomu, my heart’s darling. He was crazy about acting . . . he could sing, he could 
dance. And I would dance for him tonight, sing for him.’ (And tears would well up in 
my eyes. I would hold the tears in my eyes and with a smile in my face and a playful 
voice, I would start singing “Chhi chhi, itta janjal, chhi chhi, itta janjal”) So you can 
understand how swiftly the transitions would have to be made.

maya g: You have seen this situation yourself. This happened to your mother.
ketaki D: Yes, that is why I am so attached to this play. It was my youngest sister. 

That was the day that my mother was supposed to be shooting for Babla [1951, dir. 
Agradoot, prod. M. P. Productions] My youngest sister was the most beautiful child in 
our family. She was a month-and-a-half old, a healthy little baby. She was a small little 
replica of Tarakumar Bhaduri. (My father was strikingly handsome.) She lived for a 
month and half, but never had milk from my mother’s breast. She used to live on 3 or 4 
spoons of water. I have preserved those silver spoons till today.

Subodh-babu, the production manager, came to fetch her. Realizing what had 
happened, he said, ‘Boudi (he used to call my mother boudi), I am leaving. Today’s 
shooting is canceled.’ My mother said, ‘Don’t do that, Subodh. The floor has been rented, 
there are so many artistes, don’t do that.’ Subodh-babu would not listen and my mother 
kept insisting. Finally she said, ‘Subodh, put your hand on my head and swear that until 
I finish shooting there, you will not tell Khoka (i.e. Bibhuti Laha of M.P. Studios). She 
went there and the shooting started. They were shooting a scene where the child is shot 
dead; the mother (played by Prova Devi, my mother) comes running in, screaming, ‘Oh 
my son! Who shot him? Who shot him? Is it all over?’ And then she would fall down. 
While this scene was being shot, our Subodh-babu was waiting with a vessel full of 
water. He knew, this is where boudi is going to give way. She has not cried for so long, 
but now she is bound to lose control. As soon as the scene was done, mother fell down 
crying and became unconscious. Subodh-babu rushed to her and started sprinkling 
water on her face, and saying, ‘Get up, boudi, get up’. Khoka-babu asked, ‘What has 
happened?’ Subodh-babu had to tell him now. He said, ‘Boudi’s daughter died today.’ 
He couldn’t even finish his words when a resounding slap landed on his face. Khoka-
babu was aghast. ‘How could you bring her to act today?’ Rubbing his cheek, Subodh-
babu replied, ‘Dada, believe me, I did not want to bring her, but boudi would not listen.’ 

The same thing happened again in Rangpur. In those days, we would tour extensively 
with our plays, and my second sister, Mej-di, she was then 6 years old, and she was part 
of the troupe already. She had even acted in a few films as a child artiste. She contracted 
diphtheria in Rangpur and in those days there was no cure for diphtheria except death. 
She died. There was to be a performance of Sita that night. Hundreds of men from all 
over Rangpur had thronged the performance that evening. Sisir-babu put up a notice on 
the blackboard declaring ‘there will be no performance today. Performance will 
commence from tomorrow as usual’. Ma (Prova Devi) said, ‘Look, they have come all the 
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way with their lanterns and bundles from far away to see the play. They will now have 
to return and come all the way again for the performance tomorrow. I won’t get my 
daughter back, will I? Let us perform her last rites and do the play; the play begins late 
anyway, at about 10 or 11 o’ clock at night—we will do the play today.’ 

maya g: I don’t know whether you know this: Ajit-da used to respect Prova Devi 
immensely. In his play Bitangsha, he has used this incident. He has changed it a bit for 
purpose of the play; he has given her the name Rizia. But this episode is there in the play.

ketaki D: While acting, you often tend to identify with the characters you are 
playing, and even the situations you are required to play. You try to keep an objective 
distance, but at times it so happens that it all becomes one and you can’t really help the 
way you react. People think it is superlative acting, but the actor knows what has really 
happened. I still remember my mother giving directions about the cremation and going 
out. What tremendous control she had! Not a tear in her eye. She did not cry, she did not 
cry for a month and half that she had to tend this frail child. Her pent up sorrow gave 
way when she was on the shoot. Her entity as a mother and her entity as Babla’s mother 
on screen merged and she burst out crying, and fainted.

As for Baarbodhu—I’ve realized a lot while doing the play. This was a play I did more 
than 30 years ago. Have you seen the women of the redlight area? You haven’t. How do 
you know what it is to be a woman from that area if you haven’t been there and seen for 
yourself? I had a devil may care attitude throughout. I have gone into the redlight area 
on Central Avenue in the evening and seen life there. 

In early 1953, I was pregnant with my eldest daughter. In those days, there were 
amateur theatres. Baby, you know this, I have taken you many times to these shows. Do 
you remember Malcolm? There was a man called Malcolm. He was a Christian, very 
good-looking. A lot like Ashim—tall, fair, handsome. There was going to be a show 
outside Calcutta, in a village in Murshidabad, 2 plays on 2 days, Sirajdaulla and 
Debaladevi. My contract was that I’d act as Aleya in Sirajdaulla and Motiya in Debaladevi. 
In those days there was a famous actress named Duniabala. She had a sister too. 
Duniabala was taken along [to do] Aleya and Motiya. We got down at the station, drove 
by car (say from here to the Dharmatolla crossing) and finally a bullock-cart took us to a 
village. It took us an hour and a half to get to the village.

One day after the show was over, a lady brought her daughter to me. She pleaded 
that she was a widow and she couldn’t fend for her daughter. If I could take her under 
my wing and teach her music and dancing, she could make a living in the theatre. It was 
common in those days—people coming to you with their daughters and requesting you 
to help them get an entry in theatre. This girl was about 12 years old and exquisitely 
beautiful. She had lovely bright eyes and lovely lashes. You were bound to notice her in a 
crowd. I said, I could try to do that, but where do you live? We are living, with great 
hardship, in someone’s house. We stay in a narrow corridor. I said, ‘Then go back today, 
and come back tomorrow with all her clothes. Leave her with me. You stay where you 
are staying, I will arrange some money for you tomorrow. And you come along every 
2/3 days to inquire after her’ So she left the girl with me. I used to do lots of amateur 
shows in those days, in different corporate offices. Gradually, I trained the girl. This was 
after 2/3 years, and she was a beautiful young woman now, extremely attractive. I had 
taught her dancing—all those theatre dances from amateur shows. She caught the eye of 
Malcolm. After that, I had no news of her. No news at all. A whole year went by, and 
there was no news. Did the girl disappear, I wondered. I had not even taken her address. 

Seven years or so passed. I had gone to Abinash Kabiraj Street. I heard someone call 
out, ‘Ketaki, Ketaki.’ I thought, who is calling me here? I turned and saw a house. The 
door was half open. I went forward. It was that young girl’s mother. I opened the door 
and I saw—she was not quite disrobed, but—what shall I say—dishevelled. Lying there, 
a glass over-turned, a bottle over-turned, the room full of cigarette smoke, cigarette ash. I 



224

224

turned to her mother and said, ‘What is this?’ Then a little girl came in. I said, ‘Who is 
this?’ Her daughter. Then I sat down and woke her up. She wouldn’t speak to me. She 
said, ‘Not now, go away. I will come to your house tomorrow. 

The next day she came to my house, with her head covered. I heard her story. 
Malcolm had taken her away, a child had been born and then, having left her, he had 
gone away and there was no news of him since. ‘Why didn’t you come back to the 
theatre again?’ I asked her. She said, ‘I have 3 mouths to feed. How could I manage with 
the money theatre gave me? I was so ashamed to face you. I thought this was a better 
life. Let me earn for 10 years, then I will live on that for the rest of my life.’ 

This was the first time I saw someone who had opted for this world. And then one 
day while doing Antony Kabiyal . . . I don’t know whether everyone has this habit—of 
secretly watching the audience while you are acting . . . suddenly one day as I was doing 
the wedding scene, I noticed someone familiar in the audience. And I was thinking, 
‘Why does this face seem familiar? The same eyebrows, the same eyes.’ After the show, 
she came into the room, hugged me, touched my feet. A head full of sindoor, red bangles 
on her wrists, beautiful sari, jewellery. I was astonished. And then she told me how a 
young man had come to her room one day, married her and taken her home. We read 
about things like this, we do not see them in real life. But I saw it. You can say that while 
acting as Lata in Baarbodhu, I worked in some of the things that I had seen with my own 
eyes. The transition from Milan to Milan-rani, and then to Milan Devi, a position of 
respect.

I have seen many such women. They do not become like this when they are born, 
social structures and family circumstances compel them to go this way. But even in 
families where this has continued for generations, women feel they have a right to a 
normal life, to be someone’s wife, and someone’s mother; a place of love and respect and 
contentment, away from this murky world of clandestine dealings and perversion. She 
lives with this hope. 

I have a feeling that male directors and actors can never really recognize the 
superiority of actresses. After all it is the male ego, is it not? 

lunCh Break

[Ishita Mukherjee arrived half way through the session and Seema Mukherjee, 
Suranjana Dasgupta, Chitra Sen and Baisakhi Marjit left at various points through the 
afternoon]

Chitra S: While listening to the discussion over these 2 days, I have felt that we have 
talked about our grievances, anger, unhappiness while talking about our career. 

Perhaps we lacked the ability to protest, to feel that something is just or unjust. Maybe 
we were a little bit too immature. I feel now that my son is a lot more mature than I was 
at his age. Circumstances have made him this way. We had a different upbringing. When 
I took up dance seriously, the group I joined was a well-known, respected group, 
Suramandir. All the opportunities that have come my way I have got gradually. I started 
from scratch. I used to dance as part of a group of ladies-in-waiting to the heroine. After 
a while Santosh Sengupta decided to include me in another dance. That is how I started. 
Later, I saw I was being appreciated very much; when we went on invitation shows,  
people would come and ask, ‘Where is that girl? Her expressions are very good.’ 
Invariably I would not be called. These things happen while you are working. Later, I 
used to feel a bit let down when,  suppose I arrived a bit late, the worst of the costumes 
would be left for me. But then my addiction to work was so intense that I wouldn’t brood 
over it. But, because I was young, I used to feel sad when they gave me an ugly sari, or 
discoloured costume jewellery. That is how I grew up. 

And then a very amusing incident happened one day. Ultarath [a popular Bengali film 
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magazine, now defunct] used to have an annual programme and it would be held in one 
of the halls in north Calcutta—Biswaroopa, Rangmahal or Star. We were doing a show in 
Rangmahal for the Bengali new year, Poila Baishakh. And there would be a huge 
gathering, with all the film stars of that time participating. In the midst of this Manjusri 
Chaki was supposed to come from Madras and do the title role in Shyama. Menon-da 
[Balakrishna Menon] was doing Bajrasena. There was no sign of Manju-di and Santosh 
Sengupta started panicking. At one point it was seen that they just could not postpone 
Shyama any more. Santosh Sengupta came to me suddenly and said, ‘Chitra-bala (he 
used to call me bala) can you do Shyama?’ ‘Of course I can,’ I said. Then I was very 
young—I was not of the right age to do it . . . 

inDrani m: Especially with Menon-da!
Chitra S: Yes, you can understand what a situation that was! Menon-da would throw 

a stick at you if you got one step wrong. It used to hurt. And then, he had not taught the 
attendants the dances, I had learnt them by watching. So I danced, I did it. But after the 
show . . . naturally, I had saved them from embarrassment. Even if I had danced badly, 
they would have said I had done well. And besides, I was quite young. But it was good 
and Menon-da asked me, ‘When did you learn the dance? I did not teach you.’ ’I used to 
watch from the wings,’ I replied. After putting on my make-up, I would sit quietly in the 
wings and observe all the dance compositions very carefully. This used to be my routine, 
and I had picked up the dances quite well. After I did that one show, they said, now you 
can take on as Shyama. So I started doing it.

On Rabindranath’s centenary year there was to be a show at the university, a huge 
show. I was supposed to do Shyama, but Manju-di suddenly sent a telegram, saying she 
was coming to Calcutta and would like to do Shyama. I was told very nicely, ‘Chitra, you 
are the chief dancer in the group dances, and if you don’t lead the group, how can they 
be as good as the soloists? And besides, this is an important show; please be part of the 
group.’ I was so disappointed that I cried my heart out.

So that was how I started. All these incidents have taught me a lot. Then I gradually 
started doing plays. I have worked in several performance media—in films, in theatre, as 
a dancer. Even when doing films, I have never done a major role. I’ve done only 
supporting roles. I guess the most important of my film roles was in Ritwik Ghatak’s 
Komal Gandhar. And now let me tell you what happened there. When he selected me 
(Jnanesh-da had taken me along), I used to act regularly with Sundaram. Sundaram used 
to perform in Theatre Centre and Muktangan in those days. There was a show in Theatre 
Centre, and I was acting in the play. But Ritwik Ghatak took me to Santiniketan for a 
shoot. At night, after the day’s shooting was over, I heard Ritwik-da had liked Jaya (the 
character I played in the film) very much because I had been able to express whatever he 
had visualized. I heard him telling people: at last I have found my Jaya! The scenes he 
had left out, he re-wrote for me. The deal was, that I’d return the next day, because 
Sundaram had a performance and I’d  promised that I’d come. Ritwik Ghatak was a very 
whimsical person. He said, what do you mean you won’t do it? Tomorrow is the 
shooting. I said, I am not supposed to stay tomorrow. I have a show. The show at Theatre 
Centre was not a very important one. A not-so-famous group was doing it and I was 
playing a character that could easily have been done by anyone. It was the much acted 
play, Fingerprint, and it was done frequently in the office club circuit and anyone could 
play that role. But I came away. I came away, because I had promised I’d be there for the 
show. I put on my make-up in the taxi because the train was a bit late, and when I 
reached 6:20 in the evening, I saw another person was already ready, and she did the 
show. But I did not go back to Santiniketan. 

inDrani m: Both you and I have started with a career in dance. Dance is an art, a 
medium, a way of expression. When you were coming into theatre from there, what was 
drawing you? Ultimately, as we see later, you become part of the theatre. If you tell us 
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what you felt and how you were drawn into theatre . . . 
Chitra S: I don’t think the two are very different. You cannot dance without 

expressions, can you? And if you can sing and dance, that is a great help in acting. Isn’t 
that so? When you do musicals, or even dance-dramas, there is always some acting, isn’t 
there? That is how you bring out the meaning of each line. Acting is essential when you 
dance. 

Anyway, after that I did films, the few that came my way. At that time there were 
various schools, where I taught dancing. While doing this, I never had to compromise. 
When you go to make films, there is a matter of contacts. I have never done that. I was 
also doing dubbing. This is another medium. Dubbing is very difficult, especially 
dubbing someone else’s work. There was a trend to assign them to me—Chitra Mondol. I 
have dubbed in countless films.

I’ll recount a comparatively recent incident. The famous director Nabyendu 
Chattopadhyay approached me when his film Parashuramer Kuthar was being shot. I had 
worked in another film of his, I had done some dubbing there. He came to me and said, 
‘Chitra, I have done a film like this and I have chosen the central female character for her 
appearance, not for her acting abilities. But now you have to salvage the acting bit, when 
you do the dubbing for her.’ ‘I don’t do dubbing any longer,’ I said. He would not hear of 
it. ‘You have to do this for me. You have to save me.’ These were his exact words. So I 
agreed but said, ‘I want to talk to the girl.’ He readily agreed. The day I went to do the 
dubbing, I had a chat with her. ‘Chitra-di,’ she said, ‘I have nothing to say. If you do the 
dubbing, I know the exalted heights to which you will elevate the acting.’

As you all know, the dubber’s name is never mentioned in the credits of the film. That 
was a time when one had to dub on a rock and roll machine and if one word was out of 
sync, you had to go back and do the dubbing all over again from the beginning of the 
sequence. It was a tedious and difficult process. What made me a little uncomfortable 
was the total lack of any expression on the actress’s face. It was quite odd, because all my 
expressions were being juxtaposed against a totally blank face. Anyway, that got done.

Later on one evening, I was watching the evening news on television when they 
announced that the film had received a national award in the Best Actress category! 

After that, it was plays, plays and plays. I had to stop my work for some time because 
my son was very young. I worked with him as long as I was able. After that, I had to 
work very hard during Shyamal’s illness to make both ends meet. Then I had to rejoin 
work all over again. I started with serials. The first serials more or less began with us. 
Very few serials were made at that time and you couldn’t get actresses. There were no 
mega soaps in those days, short stories were usually used. I was going through a very 
bad patch.

At that time, Manoj-babu came to visit us one day. After chatting for a while, he said, 
‘I have written a play. How busy are you now?’ I said, ‘I am busy. I am working in serials 
and secondly, I have a lot of work at home.’ ‘Join our group,’ he proposed. I declined 
very strongly. I cannot be involved in group theatre now. I know there is a minimum 
discipline there, which I won’t be able to maintain with my kind of schedule. And then 
because the boss at home [Shyamal Sen] was so passionately involved in theatre, he was 
the one who started insisting: you are working in so many bad serials for the money, do 
something good. I said, ‘How do you know that this is good?’ Manoj-da had brought the 
script with him and he left it with me. I did not even bother to read the script, but 
Shyamal, who had read it in the mean time, said to me, ‘Chitra, it’s very good. Do the 
character; you’ll enjoy doing it.’ Having taken a cursory look at it, I wondered, what is so 
remarkable about this character? It is not that good a character. He said, ‘Do it. You’ll 
know why after you’ve acted in it.’ And then I experienced something that Maya and 
Ketaki-di had said earlier—as I started acting, new dimensions of the character started 
opening up before me and I really got involved. I was realizing something that was not 
written in the script. 
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And when you join a group, you know the kind of time you have to give to it . . . We 
are all a bit mad in that way, once we get into something, we get obsessed. So that was 
how I did Alakanandar Putrakanya. They did a performance for an invited audience and 
those who came to that said that it was ‘a remarkable performance’; ‘something that they 
hadn’t seen in a long time’; ‘this was sure to make an impact’. I heard all this. And 
inevitably, after that, all the journalists came flocking. 

At that time, at some point, I had said, very appreciatively, when I read the play, I had 
not realized how good it is. Such a good play, but, truly, when I first read it, I had not had 
that impression. I realized what a remarkable play it was only when I acted in it. Maybe I 
had said this to some newspaper. And naturally—they had come to take the interview—
they printed it in the newspaper. I completely forgot about this.

Soon after this, we were going to Delhi for a performance. From the time that they 
came to pick me up in a taxi, I started feeling that something was wrong with the way 
the whole group was behaving. Everyone had suddenly become very quiet and glum. It 
was a queer situation. It was a 2-day journey to Delhi, and surprisingly, everyone was 
quiet. What could have happened—I wondered. Then one day, when they had all gone 
out shopping, I found that Manoj-babu, the president of the group, and someone from 
the group—an old member—were knocking on the door: ‘Chitra, why are you sitting in 
the room? Come outside. There is such a nice lawn, let us chat.’ I went along 
unsuspectingly. ‘Have you recently been interviewed by a newspaper?’ I was asked. I 
really didn’t remember giving the interview. ‘Yes, there are a lot of papers coming along 
now because Alakananda [Alakanandar Putrakanya] is such a success.’ I replied. ‘Yes. And 
apparently you have said that you did not like the play,’ I was told. I was astounded. ‘I 
did not say that I did not like it. I just said, I did not think it was that good at the first 
reading, but realized what a brilliant play it was when I started working in it. My 
intention was actually to honour him.’ I tried explaining, but felt that it wasn’t making 
an impact. This was blown out of proportion. I hadn’t imagined in my wildest fancies 
that it could turn into this. So this was an episode soon after I had joined Sundaram.

I forgot all about this episode as I became engrossed in what I was doing. Alakananda 
had had a very long run, and he was thinking of doing a second play. We were doing a 
show at the university and I was getting ready for an entry. I was about to enter the stage 
when he fleetingly called out, ‘I hope you are acting in our next play.’ I had to go in, so I 
said, very quickly, ‘Yes, if I like the role, I will do it.’ (I had joined them on condition that 
I’d do a role only if I liked it). I went into the scene. 

The next play that Manoj-babu wrote was Shobhajatra. He asked me to act in it and I 
found it very interesting, even more than Alakananda. The character was of a completely 
different type. And I kept thinking of Maya, because it seemed to me that Maya was 
being given certain kinds of roles and for an actress of her capability, I thought that was 
unfair. She was tied to that one place. I always had that fear and didn’t want to land up 
in a similar plight. Only because it was Maya, she could take these characters, and give 
them a totally new dimension every time. My only fear was that I would get typecast as 
Alakananda. Shobhajatra was a complex play and I put in a lot of thought about the 
character I was required to do. At first I found it terribly difficult to negotiate the 
complexities, but I did it ultimately. 

Now, while we were doing this, he thought of a third play. And this time, there was 
no discussion with me at all. For the earlier play, he had at least fleetingly asked me 
whether I was acting in the next play. But this time, no such words were exchanged with 
me. One day, we had a show at Rabindrasadan and he invited me to his house—both 
Shyamal and me. So we went to his place. ‘I have written some scenes from Galpo Hekim 
Saheb. Shyamal, I want to read out to you,’ he said. After listening to his script, we came 
back and Shyamal said, ‘Chitra, he was writing female-centric plays all this time, but 
now this is a male-centric play. And the character you play—if you are in a group, you 
have to do all kinds of roles—is very interesting. You can bring several shades to it.’ 



228

228

There were songs to be sung. It was the role of a baiji. I found it very interesting, because 
it was quite unlike the roles I had done till then. But that was it! After that, nothing more 
was said about the play. Regular shows of Alakananda and Shobhajatra continued as usual. 
And then something terribly funny started happening. Group members who would 
come to pick me up in a taxi while taking me to a show, or while reaching me home after 
a show, would discuss ‘the last scene was not quite right, was it? No, I like the third 
scene more’. Imagine how uncomfortable you would feel sitting among them, because 
you were doing 2 substantial roles in 2 two ongoing plays, and were unaware about the 
third.

We had shows of Alakananda in Kala Mandir for 2 days in succession. I could hear 
group members discussing among themselves that the play-reading was at 3 pm on 
Sunday. I was waiting upstairs in the cloakroom hoping somebody would peep in and 
say, ‘Chitra-di, it’s at 3 tomorrow. Come along.’ Nothing of the kind happened. Perhaps I 
am thinking too much about it and taking it to heart, I said to myself. What is the harm if 
I go along anyway? When I arrived, the play reading had already started. But I came out 
a little earlier because I had an engagement that day. What do expect to happen logically 
after the play-reading is over? You would expect that roles would be assigned. 
Surprisingly, that did not happen at all.

Then one day at a show at Rabindra Sadan, one of the girls of our group noticed 
Manoj-babu sitting somewhere back-stage during the interval. It was extremely odd, 
because he wouldn’t normally sit there. I didn’t pay much attention to it. After the 
second bell, I was ready with my props. ‘Please sit down,’ he said, ‘Sit down next to me.’ 
Manoj-babu made me sit down next to him. I was in a hurry, because with the third bell I 
would have to enter. I said, ‘But I have to go in.’ ‘Oh sit down, sit down, I have 
something to discuss with you.’ he said, ‘It is about the role of the baiji. I have changed 
the age group a bit.’ I was in no frame of mind to realize what he was getting at. I just 
said okay and I went in as the third bell rang. Something kept bugging me as I was doing 
the scene. What does it mean, he has changed the age group? The implications of what 
he said . . . did he mean me? I somehow did the last scene . . . it is a terrific scene in 
Alakanandar Putrakanya . . . a wonderfully charged scene. When the play was over, I 
called Manoj-babu, ‘What do you mean, you have changed the age group?’ ‘No, that role 
will not suit you,’ he replied. ‘Why don’t you do a different role, her maid, for instance, 
the old woman?’ I was shocked. ‘But there is nothing one can do with the role,’ I said. ‘I 
had one condition with you. I would work only if I liked the role. I am not a member of 
your group, technically speaking. Of course I thought I had become like a member, 
because I have worked here many years.’ ‘Why are you so adamant?’ was his comment. I 
said nothing after that. 

After that, the person who was asked to play the role couldn’t do it because of some 
problems, and the person who was playing the second lead also fell ill. That role was a 
character who was supposed to be even younger than the character originally offered to 
me. One day Manoj-babu came to my house. He said, ‘I want you to do the second role.’ 
‘What! Are you out of your mind?’ I asked him. ‘You said the role of the baiji does not 
suit my age. How can the role of a younger character be suitable?’ I declined. If I had 
done it, there would have been a lot of criticism. I might have been able to do the role 
very well, but it would have been only too apparent that the age of the character I was 
required to play didn’t match my own. This was the beginning of the conflict. I decided 
to end it there. I didn’t want to increase the bitterness. He was the one who had asked me 
to join their group in the first place, I hadn’t requested him. I love working, and I also 
love withdrawing into a shell. I can do both equally well. I can say that with conviction. 
Otherwise, I would have gone mad. 

Perhaps you remember the riots in the 70s, that affected us. We were to have 8 or 10 
shows then. Angry because I had declined, he announced that all the three plays in their 
repertoire—Alakanandar Putrakanya, Shobhajatra, and Sajano Bagan were closed. So I 
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couldn’t act in those shows. We all know how much group theatre can afford to pay; but 
at that point of time, I needed every little bit of money. You see, I was not doing anything 
else then. We used to do upto 25 shows a month for Sundaram. When I was told those 
had been cancelled, I was too dazed to react. 

And then something unimaginable was done. When you are doing a play, the group 
cannot bear the cost of everything. So group members often bring along certain props 
which they can provide. I had taken props like a broken fan, a bowl of a particular shape, 
a trunk, a mat from my house. These are very small, insignificant things. I had taken 
even some necessary items for the production, which at that moment we had not been 
able to buy. And then there were costumes. I think they had bought two saris in all. The 
rest was all mine. Even for other characters, who wore shirts or punjabis, I had taken 
Baban’s for them to wear.

By then we had already had 200 shows. All those costumes and props were put in a 
bag and delivered to my house. I hadn’t expected that kind of a reaction. The man who 
brought it said, ‘Manoj-da wants you to keep these; they might get damaged. We are 
returning all the things to their owners.’ All the costumes—from the 3 plays—were 
delivered to my house. What would I do with them? I had lost 10 shows anyway. I was 
wondering desperately how I would compensate for those shows. My only worry was 
how I should make ends meet. Anyway, time flows by, and time is a great healer. But I 
had to wait for a long, long time before I could get some work.

I know that to me, my sense of honour is the most important thing. There is nothing 
above that. I love doing plays. But with honour. And I will not get into political 
machinations while doing plays, I will prove myself through my work. Being more 
friendly or less friendly to someone, talking more or talking less to someone—I have no 
need to do all this. I know my work very well. That is why I have never compromised at 
any point in life. Never. I have endured a lot of pain and hardship. You can’t imagine 
how much. I have even had to act in the office club circuit. At a time when I had given up 
dancing, I did a dance number at an office club, only for money. Those who were acting 
around me—I was feeling ashamed—did not even understand me. I wanted money 
desperately and didn’t have time to bother what people thought about me. Now I don’t 
need that much money any more. It is fine, the way it is now. I can live simply, but with 
all the comforts. 

inDrani m: I have seen Alakanandar Putrakanya. I noticed that the character had 
grown beyond the play. In a positive sense. It had gained another dimension, it was so 
natural, and there was something you used to do—killing mosquitoes or something—I 
don’t remember very clearly. What you did—how far was it directorial and how did you, 
as an actress, draw it out?

Chitra S: I remember a very useful thing Bibhash-babu used to say: that the director 
always shows you a picture or a path; developing it is a matter of your own awareness, 
your own experience or how you are reading the character. Manoj-babu  wrote the play 
long before. I know that he had rehearsed it with many people. Those who had rehearsed 
it, said, ‘We just could not conceive of the character in the way that you did.’ 

Let me recount an incident before that. Shyamal was working on TV serial. 
Rabindranath’s Malancha was being done. One day, Bibhash-babu came to my house, 
threw down a script and asked, ‘Where is Shyamal? Tell him to re-write this at once. It’s 
a horrible script. We have to do this production.’ So Shyamal stayed awake nights and 
did the script for Malancha. Then the casting began. Bibhash kept coming over and all 
that. They could not find a suitable Niroja. Bibhash-babu said, ‘Shyamal, what if we 
change the age and make it a bit experimental? What if we make her a little older and get 
Tripti-boudi [Tripti Mitra] to do Niroja?’ ‘That would, without doubt, be terrific,’ 
Shyamal said. ‘But where would you find Aditya and the others? You have to maintain 
that symmetry.’ Some days later, their enthusiasm dampened, and all the casting got 
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done. They asked Soumitra-da, ‘Will you do it?’ He said, ‘I want to listen to the script 
first.’ They read it to him, he liked it very much. Saonli performed for the first time on 
TV, as Sarala, and Suchitra Mitra did her first song recording for TV. Even then, a Niroja 
had not been found. I was thinking continuously, ‘Why don’t they think of me? He does 
not take me in any of his work. How can I say it? Let me say it.’ Even then, I could not. 
‘Chitra, Niroja is impossible to find,’ he was telling me every other day. Bibhash was 
coming and saying, ‘Shyamal, Niroja is giving so much trouble! Whom should I think 
of?’ 

Ultimately, they could not find anyone. There were 3 days left for the recording. They 
had a schedule, so they had to begin within that time. This was their first big budget 
production on TV and it was telecast over 2 days. The permission for this comes from 
Delhi. Suddenly he says, ‘Chitra, you do it.’ I looked at him and said, ‘Only 3 days! You 
have been rehearsing since way back. How shall I do it? Why?’ ‘This is a challenge,’ he 
said. ‘Artistes always have to take up challenges. [Laughter] If you had started rehearsing 
a month ago, it would have been done anyway. Now you can show them, you are 
Shyamal Sen’s wife.’ I said, ‘Yes! Your wife, right, and you did not think of her before!’

But I swallowed the bait. Yes, I am an artiste. So I leapt in. And as happens to us 
women who are closely involved with the family, there are always these problems in a 
joint family . . . one has to learn one’s lines while cutting vegetables, cooking, even 
scrubbing the floor. He said, ‘Serving us food, imagine that you are Niroja; packing 
Baban’s school tiffin, think that you are Niroja packing her son’s tiffin. She is a heart 
patient, how will she do it?’ This concept took strong possession of me. Later, I used this 
in my other work. Really, since I did not have the time to practise like that, to discipline 
myself like that, how could I do it? That was how I did it, and, when I was doing 
Alokananda, it came in very handy too. 

There was one place in the play, maybe you noticed, while pouring out the tea, I scald 
my hand. Those bits I had prepared all by myself. Some people might have seen them, 
some might not have noticed, but I know that even if one person sees it, therein lies my 
fulfilment. I was once asked, you have so little time and you talk for so long. When do 
you memorize it? I said, ‘I don’t memorize like that. I mutter, oh have I put everything 
into the shukta, and read the lines at the same time.’ That is how we have developed the 
habit. There has never been any separate time for practice, except the rehearsals. 

I used to rehearse furiously. The rehearsals and the stage were not separate. I do it in 
the rehearsal as if on stage. After that there is always what we call improvisation. It is 
being done anew every day. The new audiences coming in are seeing you for the first 
time. That is how I have done plays, through all my troubles and inconveniences. 

Then the sitting around for months . . . Let me tell you a bit about what happened 
before that. All the eminent people in group theatre were of one opinion—you have acted 
in Theatre Guild for many years with Shyamal and you have not done anything for a 
long time, this coming back to Sundaram, is a great gain for us, for theatre. We want you 
to stay. When this episode occurred, they all promptly forgot that I was a very good 
actress, a great asset; they all carefully avoided me. There were two offers which came to 
me—there were many offers which I turned down—Ishita once brought a project to me 
and the other one was Seema. I ultimately acted in Seema’s play—that was after a long 
time. It was not an outstanding role, but it was all right. But no offers like that have come 
to me. If I . . . we . . . are good actresses . . . why did the trouble start?

maya g: These old men—I am old, I can call them old—when they are on their own 
they are different. One talks about another,  and so on. But when they are together, they 
are as one. 

Chitra S: True. I was much provoked by . . .  usually every newspaper has one 
question: why did you leave Sundaram? I do not at all like making an issue of these 
things. 
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maya g: But Chitra, when actresses like us leave a group, people assume: when she 
can work but is leaving a good place, it must be her fault. Otherwise, why did only she 
leave?

Chitra S: Maya and I do not see each other often. But I met her once when I had gone 
to see a play. Maya said, ‘Do you know, Chitra, there was a proposal which came to me 
to do Alakananda.’ What she said immediately . . . which has haunted me . . . was, first 
tell me why Chitra left. We all love to act—why would an actress leave such a character? 
I have to know the reason first. She had protested—write a new play and bring it to me, 
and of course I will do it. But a play which has already been prepared, why should I act 
there? It was such an unusual comment to have made! Words like this can just be said . . .

maya g: When we actresses do a role and do a reasonably good job of it, nobody else 
should do it. They should try new things, take up new challenges. 

Chitra S: I propose that we should have a committee of our own. We will not do a 
role that has been done by someone before us. 

JayOti B: Chitra-di, if you could tell us something about Pratham Partha . . . 
Chitra S: Pratham Partha was, after a long time, a role I loved doing. Shyamal and 

Buddhadev-babu used to study together in Jadavpur University and, at that time, they 
used to do one-act plays. Pratham Partha was written at that time. Shyamal was very 
young. We used to read Pratham Partha ourselves in the evening, when we did not have 
any work. I used to listen. He had planned a production in his mind, but it had never 
materialized. Then an obscure recording company proposed a recording. That was it, it 
was done. Now I hear many people have it in their collection.

Later, when Baban formed Swapnasandhanee (because I was doing Alakananda, I 
could not act in their group)  Manoj-babu said, ‘My daughter wants to act. Why don’t 
you take her into your group?’ I said, ‘Very well,’ and then I said, ‘You playwrights are 
very lazy! Write a play.’ He writes plays very steadily, he really does nothing else. He 
comes back from work and directly sits down to write plays. And he can write. He is not 
lazy like Mohit-da [laughs]. So he wrote a play called Aankhi Pallab. He said, ‘This will be 
ideal for your group, but what character will you play? There is an uncle, I can make that 
an aunt.’ So I used to play that character. And there was a brother’s character, for Baban. 
We had already started Jadubangsha. Then Manoj-babu’s daughter left. This caused a 
nasty situation: it was a small group, there were many call shows, which we could not do 
after she left. 

After that, once they were in trouble because they were let down with a play. 
Soumitra-da, who was the president of their group, said, ‘Look, Baban, I wrote a play 

many years ago called Tiktiki.’ That was how the proposal to do Tiktiki came up. 
Baban was determined to do it. ‘How will you do it?’ ‘It will be done, it will be done.’ 

It truly was done. That money is no obstacle, I have seen proof of this from the father and 
the son. Soumitra-da did not compromise in any way. Whatever he asks for on the 
professional stage, the way he wanted the set, the props, the number of rehearsals he 
wanted, Swapnasandhanee gave him everything. And since he is a special person who 
has come to work in a small place, we tried to him every kind of comfort. Even the Bisleri 
he drinks was bought by the group, the cigarettes he smokes were bought by the group, 
plus the remuneration he gets. 

Tiktiki was a terrific success, gave the group a lot of money, so that they were able to 
advertise a lot. But the so-called seniors of Group Theatre discouraged them a lot, saying 
that it is not possible for Soumitra-babu to spare so much time, you have to keep your 
group, what will you do next? 

i  k n o w m Y w o r k v E rY w E L L.  T h AT i S  w hY i  h Av E n E v E r Co m p r o m i S E d AT A nY p o i n T i n L i f E.  n E v E r.  i  h Av E E n d U r E d A LoT o f pA i n A n d h A r d S h i p.    Yo U                                              
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I saw for a while that he was up all night, pacing up and down . . . that is how he 
thought of Pratham Partha. This was one of his dreams. He heard it many times from his 
father, when he was ill and could not read it very well, the pronunciation was not that 
perfect. I discouraged him very strongly, ‘Baban, Pratham Partha cannot be enacted, it is a 
closet play. This is a verse play, you sit and read it.’ He said, ‘No, it will be done.’ He 
studied it deeply for a long time and worked unimaginably hard. Even now, before every 
show, you feel it has just started, there is such a rehearsal.

Let me explain the character first. I was asked to play Kunti . . . The composition was 
Baban’s, everything was his. When Kunti comes in, a valiant woman is coming in—when 
she goes out, she is all broken down, she looks old . . . 

JayOti B: I said that in the review.
Chitra S: Yes, it was there in your writing too. Did Koushik tell you to do that, I was 

asked. I said, no, Koushik did not say that, it is not only physical, it is mental too. The 
pride she came in with, the proposal she came in with . . . 

JayOti B: . . . being defeated.
Chitra S: Yes, a defeated person can age. When I was doing it yesterday, a new place 

[for improvisation] was revealed. Baban said, ‘Ma, remember that bit! It was 
extraordinary!’ It happens spontaneously when you are working. You can’t keep it  all 
fixed. When you tie down an artiste—you can walk only from here to there—then it is a 
great inconvenience. 

The greatest joy in doing this play was that it was a verse play, a different kind of a 
challenge. That it is so easily comprehensible to people, that they do not feel at any time 
that they cannot understand what is happening. The storyline is known to everyone. The 
interpretation or—what shall I say—the introduction is ours. 

inDrani m: You used to do Pratham Partha as an audio play and now you are doing it 
on stage using physical language—have you found a different interpretation of the 
character of Kunti? What is the difference?

Chitra S: The difference is in the physical acting. Sitting in front of the mike, we 
recite or read out the lines from the play, we do things with the voice. Those who can 
read poetry beautifully, the amount they can express with the voice, we cannot. What we 
get visually, we cannot do with the voice. You can, of course, approximate some of it. A 
slap—the reaction after that—we can do that with the voice. But the slap itself, seeing it 

is a big help, is it not? When I came to do Kunti, I felt physical acting was a big 
necessity. There is no scope for it any longer in the kinds of plays that we do. The stories 
are all confined to little rooms. Doing it on a larger scale, a bit differently, you can get a 
lot of enjoyment from it. And if it is truly convincing for people, then I feel it is truly 
successful. 

inDrani m: You have come directly from dance to theatre . . . As you said a while ago, 
when you come into acting, singing and dancing are very essential—the more one can 
internalize these two art forms, the more one can progress. I would like you to share with 
us how this becomes an advantage, and how, on the other hand, it becomes a hindrance. 

Chitra S: Yes, of course. No, that is why we say that a woman who knows dancing 
will never walk like a man who knows dancing. When a male dancer walks, you can 
make out that he dances. This does not happen in the case of us women. When I was 
doing Kunti, for example, I felt I needed a [certain] gesture. I knew I did not need dance. 
You have to decide these things yourself when you are acting. 

As for actresses knowing how to sing and dance, if I know the character, I will do it. If 
I have to learn dancing to do it, I will. If I have to learn singing to do it, I will. Isn’t that 
so? 
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There are some songs which are exclusively for plays. Not a song accompanied by 
tablas, but a song you break into while talking. Chhor-di can sing; she understands what 
I mean. The song she sang on the spur of the moment, you can’t achieve that after 
training. Again, in Alakananda, in the last scene, ‘ja hariye jay’. It is a line from a song—
definitely. But in what situation is she singing the song? It is acting that counts, the song 
is not important. 

BaBy S: I had the opportunity of working with Shyamal-da too. This was at 
Lokaranjan Sakha. An excerpt from Buro Shaliker Gharey Ron was being done. Shyamal-da 
was directing it. And because I knew how to sing, Shyamal-da ‘borrowed’ me from 
another department. That was the system there. I was called for the scenes that involved 
Nitombini and Payodhori. I was taken for the songs. I was just saying the dialogue and 
singing the song. Shyamal-da tried very hard with me and then, when it still did not 
happen, he scolded me a lot. And he said, go and see how Chitra does it. It was done by 
Theatre Guild and Chitra had danced the khemta there. I was feeling very offended that I 
would have to dance the khemta! I was then doing a government job so it was a big thing. 

Chitra S: After Baby came, we had a discussion, about what an extraordinary voice 
she had! Exquisite, and a terrific actress. When I heard her voice, I was wonderstruck. 

BaBy S: And then Rekha-di [Rekha Bhoumik] taught me the dance. I did not know 
how to dance. Rekha-di took me to a room and taught me how to dance—we used to 
have a lot of fun

inDrani m: When there is dance in a play—I don’t mean a song or dance involving 
the whole body but one which arises from the situation—does it really remain a song or 
a dance? Could you explain this in your own way?

Chitra S: No. It doesn’t remain ‘a song’ or ‘a dance’ per se. I can give you an 
example. The last song, ‘ja hariye jai’, in the stage rehearsal . . . It was Shyamal who 
guided me, saying, ‘You’re not a singer, no one wants to hear your song. You have to act 
the singing.’ So he showed me by singing it that way. 

When we are in the middle of the play, we have to keep the acting foremost and do 
the dance and song according to its requirements. Also, the song should not exceed my 
acting. There is no need for that.

BaBy S: When I have been asked to sing, it is normally sung as a song. But the song is 
not of paramount importance.

ketaki D: Sometimes it is the situation that demands a song, and sometimes you are 
supposed to break into a song while speaking.

Chitra S: In jatra, there would be song when Bibek came in. Why do you think Bibek 
was sent in? People would go to the bathroom, have a cigarette, walk around a bit. That 
is why Bibek would come in and that is why he was given a song to sing. After Utpal-da, 
the whole system was changed. 

ketaki D: In another sense, Bibek would introduce the context. Introduce the 
audience to what would be happening next. 

Chitra S: Yes, of course, but it used to be used as that. Enough has happened, he has 
come on to sing and I am going out briefly. This [was the role of] song. I remember in 
Ganadevata—Ajitesh-babu had gone to the opening show in Rangmahal. The person who 
played Chhirupal, Shibdas Bandyopadhyay, was a renowned jatra artiste. Ganadevata had 
already been made into a film. Ajitesh-babu said, Shyamal, I could not do Chhirupal so 
well. He was a person who could acknowledge and appreciate openly what other people 
had done. To them, the acting . . . and the kind of perseverance they had . . . there was no 
prompting in jatra. They had done away with the system of prompting in jatra and there 
was no way one could come to the rehearsals unless one knew all one’s lines. 

ketaki D: Utpal-da first brought this into jatra. 
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Chitra S: Sixty people would be sitting there, and nobody would be aware of any 
interruption, like someone going out to have a sip of water, or anything like that. What 
dedication! They used to take it so professionally. ‘Boudi, if I cannot do the role well this 
year, next year, my rates will not go up’ they would tell me. That is where their battle 
was, their jealousies and rages were not the important thing, the struggle was that my 
rates will not go up. They would go to any length to do the roles; take on any hardship. 
A hero or heroine who can sing earns a bigger salary in jatra. Such dedication. They used 
to make tapes, they could not read a line. And they were taught to make notes of the 
composition alongside the script. And was there any composition in jatra before that? 
Utpal-da started it when he went there.  And from the auditorium there would be calls, 
‘Just move a bit, babu, just move a bit; we can’t see the person behind you.’ 

I’ll end with a little anecdote about ‘normal acting’. Maya will find the story very 
funny. We were doing a play on the professional stage: Ram, Shyam, Jadu, written by 
Badal-babu [Badal Sircar]. There is a scene where three thieves come to the house; they 
are talking among themselves when the mistress of the household arrives. Imagine a 
situation when you are trying to eavesdrop or listen intently to something, and your son 
or daughter tries to draw your attention, don’t you try to shoo them away? It was a 
similar situation in the play. I was trying to listen to the conversation of the thieves, when 
my daughter comes and stands next to me and starts fiddling with this and that. I had 
told that actress, ‘Don’t just come in and stand.’ The youngest thief was doing all kinds 
of tricks, magic, to entertain them. She is a young girl, and she is watching all that, 
enthralled. ‘Go in, don’t bother me,’ I would tell her. ‘What are you doing here? Go!’ I 
had rehearsed this scene for a couple of days. And what do you think happened? The 
next day, when I arrived at the rehearsal, I found the atmosphere quite tense. Chinu-da, 
came and said, ‘Chitra, I want to say something. Did anything happen between you and 
Jui?’ I was rather taken aback. That was the last thing I had expected to hear. ‘She 
complained to me that you were repeatedly shooing her away. [Laughter] She is so upset 
about it.’ So now you understand what a problematic area normal acting is [Laughs]. 

An action like this occurred very recently in a play I’m acting in, Je Jon Acchey 
Majhkhane. In one scene there is a serious altercation between the mother (played by 
Seema) and the son. I have no dialogue in that, just a line where I say to my grandchild, 
‘But you say that your mother is a great friend.’ Just that one line in that long scene, 
nothing else, just expressions. After an outburst, Seema leaves. Before that she says, ‘Ma 
is ill again, she has had fever since yesterday.’ I am supposed to be ailing in the play. I 
say that one line and go after her saying, ‘Wait, listen to me, listen . . .’ as I go out. There 
is a low stool in the room; I trip over it, and fall down. The audience exclaims ‘Ishh!’ 
Then I get up and leave.

As soon as that scene was over, Seema’s father-in-law (he is no more), a kind old soul, 
came up to me and said, ‘You have hurt your foot badly, haven’t you?’ He was genuinely 
concerned and worried. Even the audience would be so involved, that they would react 
when I tripped over.

In a subsequent rehearsal, I was asked not to do that again. ‘It is an intense moment 
anyway and if you fall down on top of that’ . . . It wasn’t exactly falling down; I can’t 
quite explain. An elderly lady, ill, and then in the excitement, what happens . . . I go 
forward, get a bit unsteady and then my foot brushes the stool. That the audience would 
react to that in this way . . . It was just the timing that did the trick. I had very consciously 
timed it. It was nothing, really, but I was asked to leave that out. There are problems to 
normal acting too. These are two experiences I have had and now I am scared to do 
normal acting [Laughter].

Samik B: Since morning we have listened to three great actresses—Ketaki-di, Maya 
and Chitra, who have told us quite a lot about their experiences . . . 

ketaki D:  . . . how would you explain this, Samik-babu? This thing about being 
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‘great’? How do you explain that?
Chitra S: I have known Samik for a very long time. He has reviewed several plays. 

We have a tremendous respect for him as a critic. You won’t be able to imagine how 
anxious we are even today if we know he is coming to watch a performance. If he praises 
something, then it is something he has thought about and found worth appreciating. 
And that is something we treasure. Nearly all our contemporaries feel that way. I don’t 
know how it is with those who are acting today. 

My son is always happy if Samik says something good about our plays. ‘I don’t need 
anybody else’s opinion, I have his!’ 

Samik B: We have largely found what we were looking for. The relationship between 
the director and the actress, the give and take that happens within a production. But 
because in our two-day discussion, we have tried to look at actresses and directors as 
women, we wanted to know what individual actresses bring from their life experiences 
into their acting, sometimes in small details of the work, sometimes in the depiction of 
the complete character. And, in a majority of situations, we have seen that it is the male 
directors who are directing, women are acting. And we have no way to deny that there 
are many aspects in life where men have practically no role, it does not come within their 
experience. It comes from a woman’s work, life and experiences. In the last 8-10 years of 
the world’s history, men have become more widely aware of women’s independence, 
their separate lives, thinking, the distinctive aspects of their character. In this context, we 
wanted to know what they were bringing from their experience . . . and we have got 
some examples from the 3 of them. Sometimes a male director cannot accept the other 
perspective, the different aspects that this actress brings into her acting. Sometimes a 
conflict may arise from there; but the actress arranges/prepares her place in the play, 
brings to her role a different kind of touch, which ultimately enriches the play. 

So the actresses of an earlier age—an age when this awareness did not exist—have 
told us how they had to fight their way through, with the strength of their experience, 
their personalities . . . they have had to take infinitely more pains to achieve something. 
For the actresses of this age—maybe—their work is a little bit easier as a result of the new 
awareness. There are two very active actresses among us and I ask them to share with us 
some of their experiences. Right after that, I want to move on to the two directors who 
are here. From them, we especially want to know—Ishita was not here yesterday when 
we discussed many things from the director’s point of view—but there is one question 
we want to ask you and Jayoti today. When you came to be a director, this awareness 
about the individuality of the woman had been established and it was quite strong. How 
consciously did you bring or try to bring a woman’s individuality, a woman’s awareness, 
to bear upon your selection of plays and direction? How far have you been successful? 
How far has this effort been recognized? The people you have wanted to work with—
you cannot do something just because you want to, because theatre is a collective/
collaborative art . . .  how far have you been able to do it? Where have the obstacles been? 
If you could tell us about that. First Indrani and then Baisakhi.

inDrani m: With such immensely talented actresses before me, I don’t consider my 
experiences to be of any significance at all. I was so fascinated listening to them that I did 
not feel the hours go by. It would be nice if you could guide me a little, on how to go 
about it. 

Samik B: If you could take up just 2 or 3 roles you have done; examine them in the 
light of how much the director guided you upto a point, and what you brought to the 
role from your own reading of it as an actress, how you developed the role in your own 
way. If you could identify a few moments in those plays, moments which were your 
creation, your input in the play, and not the director’s.

inDrani m: I have already explained that I was initially a dancer. That I would ever 
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be in theatre, or indeed that there was theatre going on somewhere in our city, I did not 
know. I would listen to radio plays sometimes, but apart from that I did not know 
anything about drama. I came into acting because—as Chitra-di said a while back—
acting is integral to dance. I used to dance in the group. Those dancers who did the main 
roles—the heroines—were prepared by those who used to explain it to them: those 
explanations used to attract me strongly. What used to attract me was the abhinanya. I 
used to notice expressions while dancing, and that was how I gradually got attracted to 
the element of acting in dance and the thought of coming into theatre grew in my mind. 

An opportunity came when I joined Theatre Commune. At first, in Theatre Commune, 
I could not do anything but say the words monotonously. I could dance, I had enormous 
physical control, and could handle even the most intricate of compositions. But I couldn’t 
act. At first I tried to be nearly perfect in my body language while acting, so that I could 
partly compensate for my handicap in acting. I was able to do that quite convincingly. I 
was in a group in which I was the only woman, and did whichever role was assigned to 
me. One day, my mother had gone to see Dansagar, in which I played a young woman 
who dies during delivery. The next day, she told me, ‘Don’t do this play any more.’ She 
was sobbing. She said, ‘I felt you were really suffering like that at childbirth, and you 
died. I could not bear it.’ I understood that not just I, but the play as well had risen to 
such heights that my mother had not been able to separate me from the character I was 
playing on stage. Then I felt that I had been successful. I had never seen a pregnant 
woman in labour. Neither had I seen the way they suffer in giving birth. When I was 
required to act it out in the play, I felt I could do it, because of a kind of an intuitive 
feeling. And this I feel every actress has within her, and this is what helps her understand 
a role, and bring into it the finer aspects that enrich a role.

Meanwhile, a few friends and I broke away [from Theatre Commune] and formed 
Sudrak. The first play we did was Amitakshar, which Debashis [Majumdar, playwright 
and director, Sudrak; Indrani Moitra’s husband] wrote keeping in mind those of us who 
were there. I was the only woman in the group then, but I did not know any acting. 
There were two female characters,  Niharbala and Ghosh-kaki. Because Niharbala was 
an important character, and I had never done much acting, there was no question of my 
doing it. It started with my standing in for her in order to get the play going. We 
continued practising that way, and eventually another Niharbala could not be found. I 
had to do it. I was in my 20s at that time, and I was playing a 45-year-old woman. If I 
was offered the same role today, and if I had the maturity to realize what I was heading 
for, I might not have done it at all. I was quite immature at that time, and I just leapt into 
it without understanding anything. I remember Samik-da had seen the play in its early 
stages—I had just started acting in it. He told me, ‘Thank God you had the right facial 
expressions. Otherwise, it would have been quite unwatchable!’ I can quite understand 
how horrible I used to sound on stage. I used to say all the words in the same pitch, in a 
dull monotone. Thank God I had impeccable control over my body because I knew 
dancing, and could tackle just about any composition, for example, rising on my knees, 
and simultaneously turning back to see who had come. I knew exactly how to measure 
my movements, and knew the scope of those movements on stage. While doing this role, 
I discovered so many things that—I think all of you have said this in some way or the 
other—no directorial input can hope to give. It has been my experience that one 
discovers several unexplored aspects of a character gradually, while doing the role; even 
feeling the mannerisms of the character, how she is supposed to talk, how she walks, or 
even how she ties her hair. I discovered the details slowly, gradually, as I was acting. 
This, to me, was the beginning of learning how to act. 

Though I had made this start, I realized that my voice was a great hindrance to me. I 
could not use my voice as I liked. I did not know how to throw my voice. Those who 
were acting with me in the group were not equipped to help me in voice exercises and 
training. In the mean time, I had come to know Tripti-di. I had talked to her several times 
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for our magazine Sudrak and I had the opportunity to interact with her on a personal 
level. She would say, ‘sabda brahma’ [word sound eternal]. Yes, I knew that, but who 
would help me acquire the skill? I was painfully aware that my acting skills were 
definitely not up to the mark. 

After Amitakshar, came Samabartan. While doing this play, I learnt how to emote with 
a natural, unhindered grace. I did not in a very conscious manner, but everyone said that 
my acting had reached quite a different height. I was able to improve my performance 
and somehow the character I played impressed the audience. 

When I came to do Chandalini, I had to face another problem. On the one hand, I was 
happy that the play had songs and dances, and I would be in a position to teach myself 
something new. I knew a bit of dance; and singing I would have to learn. My only worry 
was my voice.

This training I received while working with Uday Shankar on Shankarscope. I would 
observe very closely when he explained the role of the mother. And listening to him, I 
would be transported to another world altogether.

When it was decided that Sudrak would produce this dance drama, I could not ask 
Debashis to let me play the daughter. Who would play the mother if I did the daughter? 
Besides, I was already past the age when the role of the daughter would suit me. It has 
always been the norm in Sudrak that I would be given a role that would be convenient 
for the group as a whole. Debashis has always been very stern on this issue, and he 
would never let me do a role just because I asked for it. Till today I have been given only 
those roles which will be convenient for the group. Sometimes important, meaty roles 
have come my way, sometimes I’ve just been given a supporting role, and sometimes a 
nondescript role. There was no question of choice, ever.  

And then began a great tussle within myself. I loved the role of the daughter. I am 
Prakriti, I would think; and now I would have to begin to love the mother. I began 
thinking, what is there in her role anyway? And when finally I came to identify with the 
persona of an untouchable chandal woman (we had been working on this for about a 
year in our group’s rehearsals), there was no looking back. I don’t know how, but I was 
able to do something with my voice at last! I found that I had to make my voice heavy 
and bass, and from the depth of that voice, it seemed to me, a quality emerged, which 
approximates to the characteristics and behaviour of a chandal woman. Now I was much 
more reassured. I am not indebted to any director or organization for having taught me 
this.

I’d like to share with you an incident I cherish even today. This was a long time ago 
when we were attending rehearsals for Shankarscope. My elder sister and I both used to 
learn dancing there, my father was a music director there . . . we had been given a break 
during rehearsals and had come out and stood on the balcony of his house on Golf Club 
Road. Unnoticed by us, Uday Shankar had come up and was standing right behind us. 
When we realized this, we were quite confused and didn’t know what to do. He said, 
‘What are you looking at?’ ‘We’re only looking at the road,’ we replied. He was very 
pleased. ‘Look on, look on,’ he said, ‘If you want to learn an art, you first have to learn to 
see. You have to watch all the details very closely. This man who just walked by, and the 
man who walked by right after; did they have the same gait?’ ‘No, they did not,’ we 
replied. ‘Now, since you say they were both different, have you noticed where the 
difference was? Can you act it out—the two of them walking?’ he said. This is how, from 
a very early age, these seeds had been sown in me. 

My father used to play the sarod. There were days when I would hear him play as I 
fell asleep, and when I woke up in the morning. Just like the sound of rain that patters 
incessantly, music in my life was like an incessant stream flowing continuously without 
any breaks; and without my knowing it, so many melodies have been embedded in my 
very being, that it has almost become a part of my existence. I consider it my good 
fortune that I was blessed with such a childhood. My father would compose something 
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and ask me, ‘What kind of scene do you think of when you hear this piece?’ ‘I feel I am 
wandering around in a fair ground,’ I would reply. And his face would light up with joy. 
‘Yes, that’s right!’ Then again, on another occasion, he was composing a score for a 
documentary. I saw him playing on an assortment of queer things like metal utensils, 
bowls, brass plates, pots and pans. He created some sound effects and called me in. I was 
always the privileged first listener. ‘What do feel when you hear this?’ ‘I feel something 
is being dug out,’ I replied. I was right. He had been composing for a documentary on 
the Archaeological Survey of India. 

I have come to realize something: nothing comes from nothing; nothing can take 
shape simply out of vacuum. The seeds may have been sown even without my knowing 
it, and the results begin to take shape in time, almost imperceptibly. I feel a play is very 
much like a raga. In a raga, there are only few notes. The playwright writes down a few 
words. Now the classical music exponent interprets the raga, weaving in his/her own 
interpretations. This again varies according to the gharana of the musician. In a similar 
way, an actor interprets the role, bringing in his/her very personal perceptions to it. This 
ability to interpret a character is the ultimate test of any actor. And this cannot happen by 
acting in just one play. Every play provides the actor with a space to enhance one’s acting 
abilities. It is a two way process. If we could take stock of our lives as performing artistes, 
it will only be too clear that our experience has been eclectic. I am still learning, and on 
introspection I have come to realize that I’ve come a long way since I started as an 
actress. I learnt to rectify the flaws in my acting once I identified what went wrong. I’ve 
learnt it the hard way, little by little, one thing at a time. Once I taught myself what not to 
do while acting, I felt more comfortable, because I knew exactly what was demanded of 
me in a particular play.

We are having regular shows of our new play Rangamati. I’ll begin with an outline of 
the plot: a girl is raped in a remote village in Bihar. A social welfare group arrives, and 
the members decide that the outrage should be brought to light and they start building 
up a public opinion campaign. They organize a talk show on television and even get a 
sponsor/producer for the programme. The rape victim is brought to the city. Ultimately 
the plans fall through, and the organizers can do nothing about it. That is how the 
playwright envisioned the plot. Mine was a very brief role. I was in just 2 scenes in the 
play where I could act. My dialogue did not fill up even a whole page. There is a 
sequence where a recorded interview is shown on the screen. People see her traumatized 
face on the screen. Any actress could have done it; but if she decided to leave, the entire 
production would suffer. We could not afford to discontinue the play from our repertoire. 
I was a safe bet. So whether it was a big role or a small role, I had to take up the 
responsibility, because I am responsible for the group as a whole. I have absolutely no 
regrets. This is because, right from the outset I have believed, that if I can act, if I have 
some credibility as an actress, even a small, insignificant role will make an impact. And if 
I cannot act, I won’t be able to impress the audience, and they’ll go away with a sense of 
boredom and frustration. This has always been my position and I continue to stand by it.

It has been the convention in our group that we work with the actresses who are 
members of our group. This was the first time that we were inviting actresses from 
outside our group. Now, those who came to act were extremely competent. I had never 
acted with any actress outside our group, and I needed to find out for myself how 
competent I was when I was sharing the same acting space with them; whether their 
acting standards matched mine. These things needed to be tested on stage.

I played the rape victim in the play. The play begins with her interview being filmed. 
I speak my very first lines slowly, haltingly, as I recount the incident. In a play, the 
mood/atmosphere gradually starts taking shape through the conversation between 
various characters, or even a monologue spoken by one character. Here I was faced with 
the rather daunting task of creating the mood of the play through the few words that I 
was supposed to speak. It is extremely difficult, at least for an actress like me. I tried 
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saying it several ways, but found that it slumped back into a flat stock-acting. I could 
hear my own voice, and it was Indrani speaking, not a Bhojpuri girl from a sleepy 
village in Bihar. This is where Debashis gave me a clue. ‘Alter your voice,’ he suggested, 
‘unless you can make your voice less sophisticated, you cannot get under the skin of 
this character.’ Now I started listening to singers with a bass voice. Since I was 
spending most of my time with my child at home, I listened to the songs with my child. 
And then, miraculously, when I went to the rehearsal, I started speaking in the voice of 
the Bhojpuri woman. It sounded very strange even to my own ears. That is what the 
director gave me, upto this point . . . and then it was the way I would handle the 
character. I was playing a girl who had perhaps never seen electric light in her life. This 
girl is sitting on the floor of the studio and she is being filmed. I had to build the 
moments up little by little, thinking about all the finer details of acting. How, for 
example, would she react to the setup around her? I knew that the element of physical 
acting would have to be strongest, and I had to feel everything that she felt, internalize 
her emotions and then translate that into acting. This was the first time I felt how 
physical acting can give a whole new perspective to a character. I realized that while 
acting. But it was not a taught role. 

BaiSakhi marJit: The little I have learnt about acting was from my first director 
Debesh Chakraborty. This was at a theatre group called Epic Actors’ Workshop. What I 
learnt from him was mainly how to say the dialogue without giggling. I had once tried 
to act in neighbourhood theatre with disastrous results, because I just couldn’t say my 
lines without giggling.  

Next was the Chenamukh phase and Pakhi [Bengali adaptation. of Anton Chekhov’s 
play The Seagull] directed by Ramaprasad Banik. I played Nina. Rama-da would teach 
us very carefully—whether it was a simple tune or the correct/appropriate intonation. 
Often while seeing a play, I would be acutely conscious of how the characters were 
overdoing certain portions in the play, spoiling them with loud acting. I knew I had to 
be on my guard when I was on stage. The most important thing Rama-da taught me 
was: even when you are not speaking, you are still saying something. So I learnt how to 
construct those dialogues internally. So that my mind was not blank even for a moment 
on stage. 

Next was Kushilab. There wasn’t any ‘training’ per se in this group. Their first play 
was Kancher Putul. I played the role of a girl with a physical deformity. That was the 
only physical acting I was shown as such—how much I should do, that she would not 
do too much. And that throughout the play that balance should be maintained. That 
was the one thing. 

When I went to work with Shyamanand Jalan, it was an experience which helped 
me. That was completely different. There he had one method which was without 
dialogue, just emoting. It was a new method to me. In some cases, it really helped me. I 
was having a problem with some physical acting there. There was a hip movement, all 
through the play, it was in the walking. Shyamanand-ji showed me that himself. In that 
play, I think one thing which helped me was . . . When I was young, behind our house 
there was a family of sweepers. When they had a disagreement, they used to argue in a 
violent way, hit their chests and all in a completely different way. When doing this 
character, I used that. Shyamananda-ji did not say no to it, so I took it as a yes. 

There was one bit where I was having trouble. There was a small seductive sequence 
after she becomes very drunk. Maybe internally, there were some inhibitions working. I 
could see that I was not doing it properly. Shyamanand-ji kept showing it to me but it 
was not happening. One day at rehearsal—and we had very few rehearsals, maybe 
12—some outside guests had come in to watch. It came out at that rehearsal. I could 
identify my  problem, my unconscious inhibition. Because the audience was there, my 
attention was on them and I did not have a problem. 

Generally what happens is when I have to sing a bit, I get stage fright. I have learnt 
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singing since childhood. But I have never had any 
schooling in theatre. Which is why I have no stage 
fright when it comes to plays. 

Another thing that you were saying about 
singing and dancing. I feel that what one knows 
well can often be a disadvantage. For me, to sing 
suddenly in a play is very difficult. Because, 
instantly, I start thinking about which scale I 
should sing in and—technical things automatically 
come in. 

ketaki D: If you know something well, then 
you worry about not doing it perfectly. If a half-
note is wrong . . . 

Chitra S: But you are not singing like that. 
Even now I hum at home when I am happy. It’s 
not that it has to be in tune. If your key shifts, it 
does not matter.

BaiSakhi m: Maybe it does not matter but I 
become conscious of it. That is my disadvantage. 
What should have been an advantage for me, I 
often see as a disadvantage. 

inDrani m: The kind of ‘pure’ singer that she is 
referring to, I was that kind of a dancer. When I 
had to dance in Chandalini, that was purely 

Indrani Moitra (centre) as Poonam, the raped 
woman, in Sudrak’s production of Rangamati. 
Photograph © Nemai Ghosh
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dancing. I was doing it perfectly with my arms, legs, body movements and positions. I 
was of course doing it in places where I was supposed to be dancing, but also when I 
was walking and talking ‘normally’ because there was a rhythm in the words, a 
melody—a special movement remains which is derived from dance. For those who have 
come with previous training, this is a great disadvantage. To break one kind of movement 
and give it new form as befits a play—I have felt this very keenly.

Chitra S: True, but it is also true that knowing how to dance helps us to do certain 
characters. Now, even at my age, when others are discussing the play intensely or 
praising it, they say admiringly, you are still so fit. Dancing has helped this a lot, body 
fitness and all that.  

inDrani m: Because I know how to dance, I can say, for example, when a person is 
going to war, how his shoulder will be held, how high his chest will be raised. And then 
again, when a man is running away after stealing something, how that broad-shouldered 
man will curl up his body to suit himself to the situation . . . If you have the shadow of a 
form in your mind, you can break your body accordingly. I would not call this mime, but 
physical acting. Dance is like the mother-cell, you derive things from it. 

ketaki D: Knowing singing and dancing is a big advantage for acting because it 
keeps the body very fit. Sitting down, getting up, bending, knowledge of rhythm . . . in 
what used to be commercial theatre, there would be a prop here and a prop there, and 
you would take 2 steps that way and turn around and say this. Then 3 steps, and you 
would come and say, tell me what you have to say. As soon as he says it, you turn 
around. But because we have control over our bodies, the steps are very easy for us. And 
I could do Mononiketan in my old age—I can’t see when it is dark, I start groping—but [I 
know] 1, 2, and on 3, I will find the specific place. Now 1, 2, 3, and I have to go down. 
Even in the dark, I know 1, 2, 3, 4 and on 5, I go into their room. It is because the set is 
completely set, everything within defined lines and measurements. But it is of great use.

JayOti B: Listening to Maya-di, Chitra-di, Ketaki-di, I have lost my own words 
somewhere. I had spoken yesterday about coming into directing—that I felt I had 
something of my own to say, even if it was not clear. But the realization that what was 
happening was not mine, there was that incentive to search. When I did my first play, 
Pratibimba, or after that Baki Itihash, even then I was groping. Today, having come a long 
way, I can see that groping meant that as a woman, my growing, my experiences 
through my interactions with life, some of my perceptions—I was searching for a way 
to express these in my own way. What I had not really found in Pratibimba, or Baki 
Itihash, I found for the first time while doing Care Kori Na. 

There is a small history behind this. There was a workshop in Pune. There is a theatre 
group in Berlin called Grip’s theatre, they do plays for children. Their artistic director,  
Wolfgang Kolneder, was doing a workshop and a play—a Marathi play. And I had been 
sent from Max Mueller [Bhavan]. I did not know much about it, I had heard a bit from 
Samik-da. Going there, watching the rehearsal and the workshop, it struck me as very 
funny that we do what is called ‘adult’ theatre or the socio-economic problems which I 
was trying to deal with and present in group theatre—that children’s theatre was saying 
almost the same thing. Children are the central characters in these plays, and their 
problems are because of adults. The adults actually don’t understand them, impose 
things on them. They can’t find their own expression. And therefore adults are 
oppressing them. And also in some social, socio-economics ways, adults are standing in 
their way—as mothers, fathers, etc. Some of this was being revealed. So then I felt, yes, 
making plays on such subjects seemed necessary. Not just necessary, very exciting. 
Something was being said that I could understand, but even then it was not clear. 

I said, I want to do plays like this. Then Mohan Agashe told me, why don’t you do 
the play Max and Milli? The English name of Care Kori Na is Max and Milli. It will be a 
superhit if it is done. At first I thought, why do a play which is sure to be a ‘superhit’? 
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But when I came back and read the play, I felt, I have to do this play. Because the first 
scene in the play was a child—8 years old—who does not want to go to sleep. He’s going 
to bed but he’s calling for his mother on various excuses—I want to drink water, I have 
to pack my bag, my eyes won’t shut. And his mother is trying in many ways to put him 
to sleep, she is getting exhausted. Mother and son have a huge tussle. She won’t let him 
have his way, he won’t let her go. It did not take me more than 15 minutes to translate 
that scene because it was very familiar to me. It used to happen to me at home every day. 
What I want to say is, it was very much my reality. I realized when I came to do the 
play—children behave like this, and why they do, what place they are coming from, 
where they are feeling insecure—I realized that after reading the play. Before that, I had 
thought only my son did this. 

I am telling you all these personal details because somewhere it was not only a matter 
of my personal experience—from the play I could understand another reality. Children’s 
reality. Their situation which I, as an adult, can understand. Where we, desiring to do 
good, are imposing on them, that too I can understand. Somewhere, I could see later —I 
had said this in STQ [no. 3, Grips Theatre issue] at some point—as a woman, I could 
identify with this. When as a woman, men—meaning husbands—out of love and 
affection say, you shouldn’t go alone, take someone with you. They do a lot of things out 
of love but they are imposing it on you. We are not at an equal level, men and women, 
and there is a strange invisible oppression there. Nobody is burning me to death or 
starving me or torturing me, but they are not giving me an equal place at the same time. 
And that is happening in the name of the desire to do good, in the name of love. And 
somewhere—I felt this later—I could relate to it—I do it in the case of children. That is 
why this play was so attractive to me then, and why I enjoyed doing it. And as a woman, 
somewhere an awareness, a recognition, understanding the situation a bit more. What 
was not very clear to me before became increasingly clear along the way, and I was able 
to use it more consciously through this play. 

I felt this in the case of acting as well—the character I played was the mother’s 
character—I did not enjoy it at all. 

There is another point, the character of the mother: she is a single mother. This play 
was done in Pune, in Bangalore, they did not keep the mother single. Either she was a 
widow or the father was in Dubai, but they did not clearly make her a single mother. 
And Mohan had told me, don’t do that, in our Indian society, with an Indian audience, 
they will not be able to accept it. However, I felt that she could quite easily be a single 
mother. There would not be too many questions raised about that. I felt that, specially in 
our Indian families, all mothers are more or less single mothers, they have to take all the 
responsibility. Even more so today—taking them to school, bringing them back, 
supervising  studies, family responsibilities, then doing a job. Somewhere, there is a 
husband, but the mother has to take the responsibility when it comes to bringing up the 
children. I had felt one thing—maybe it worked indirectly somewhere—the family 
structure we see in Care Kori Na, is matriarchal. There is no father, and a child’s world 
always revolves around the mother, until a certain age. In Care Kori Na, not very 
consciously, within the structure of the play itself (maybe that was what attracted me) a 
mother is dominating; therefore the relationships, rules and regulations, somewhere it 
was giving it another dimension, giving the appearance of another kind of family. Which 
I was having great fun exploring. I kept finding new places, how and where the mother 
has to [perform], at the same time, the mother’s role, the father’s role. At the same time 
[there is] another tension at play—her own identity. I had also felt this, that she has to 
look after the children, she has to love them, she has to be a mother. The father is not 
there, so her responsibility is greater, at least so it has been explained to her. She keeps 
believing that. She is doing all of this, she is working, she is bringing up the children, she 
is doing everything. Though everything in the play revolves around the children, the 
mother does not have too much space. But even then, this comes out, that after 
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everything, she needs her own space, but even this is 
threatened, her children are laying claim to that. This comes 
out in the first scene, where the mother says, I thought that 
after working and taking care of the house all day, I would sit 
and watch TV for a while, only you want attention all the 
time. From these little spaces, I felt, as a woman, the mother’s 
identity. For fathers, this is accepted. That he will read the 
paper or something—don’t disturb your father. Your father is 
now going to do this, don’t disturb him. We know there are 
norms like this. But when mothers go to work, this changes. 
The mothers don’t hope for it, the children don’t and . . . 
therefore her own space, that somewhere she will sit down in 
her own way, will think—even there there is an encroachment. 
This can be brought out—maybe as an actress, I had that 
input somewhere. Though I did not enjoy doing the acting at 
all. I felt I was representing myself. I played the 6 year old 
daughter, Oli, in two shows: I enjoyed those thoroughly. But 
going to play the mother, I felt, this is okay, but I am not really 
acting. 

As a director, I was able to bring out certain things, which 

An adaptation of Volker Ludwig’s Max und Milli, Care Kori Na!! (1993) is a 
play directed by Jayoti Bose (second from left). Photograph © Nemai Ghosh
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I am not sure I would have been able to bring 
out with another actress. The mother has to be 
in a secondary position, which is why as an 
actress, the mother has to be a good, competent 
actress, a small character, but it has to be 
brought out well. Whenever you have a good 
actress, somewhere she will want to dominate. 
The play is about a small boy, a girl and 
another boy—they have to dominate the play. 
As a result, the mother has to take a decision 
to be in a secondary position. Yet she has to 
bring out all this. A good, established actress 
might not like this, might not be able to accept 
this, if she thinks only as an actress. However, 
if I act, the acting is not that good, but my 
directorial purpose is served. This happened 
for Care Kori Na— consciously bringing out all 
this from a woman’s point of view. 

Another play I am thinking about was 
Antim Din by G. P. Deshpande. He is talking 
about violence in the play, the many levels at 
which it happens—physical, psychological—I 
felt that this happens at the emotional level as 
well. He must have thought about it, otherwise 
I would not have found it there. In the play, 
there are two women characters. One woman 
is in an organization, a political organization. 
All of them are very articulate, they are 
believers in active politics, they are doing 
NGO-type work. There is one man there who 
loves this woman, more than loving her, he 
wants her, desires her. And the woman does 
not pay him too much attention. This man 
betrays the whole organization, but more than 
that, what he does is—the girl’s name is not 
found on any of  the papers of  that 
organization. Everyone else in the organization 
is found out, but the girl is not. Her name is 
not recorded anywhere. She feels that she has 
been denied her place in history. A man can do 
this to her. Because he has loved her and 
desired her, he can wipe her out of history. At 
one point, she tells another woman—my 
opinions, whether I believe in them, don’t 
believe in them, fight against them, I don’t 
have that place because I am not there. I am 
impotent, I am just not there. 

There is another woman who is a supporter 
of the organization. As she supports this 
organization, they keep some money in joint 
account belonging to her and her husband. 
The woman had said she wanted her 
husband’s permission, but they said it would 
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only be for 2/3 days, so she had agreed to keep it. But the police finds out and they are 
caught. Her husband is also arrested. Now the woman goes and tells her husband, ‘It is 
not your affair, let me acknowledge it. I have done it. Let me take the blame.’ He says, 
‘No, look, I have a [good] reputation, I have a certain standing in society. They cannot 
keep me here for too long, if they cannot find any proof. But that will not happen in your 
case. I love you, I do not want you to be entangled in this too much. Nothing will happen 
to me, I will be released. I love you and I don’t want you to suffer.’ And for the woman, 
the problem is, she has done something, and she does not have the right to take 
responsibility for her actions. And she is losing this in the name of love. To me, this 
woman’s crisis—she cannot even say, what you are doing is wrong. She cannot say this 
to anyone, because everyone will quote the proverb to her, the person I steal for, he calls 
me a thief. He is doing this for you and you can’t accept it! Her crisis is greater. I feel this 
is one kind of violence. At the emotional level, this is violence. 

While talking, Ketaki-di, Maya-di, everyone, one can see a lot of bitterness. Because, 
when we came to do group theatre, we believed in the organization. We believed in a 
cause, in the organizers. That belief has been destroyed. Now, I wonder, why did we 
repeatedly believe in it? Because it had come to us each time in a different guise. We were 
told and made to think a lot of other things. We have been conditioned to think or say 
these things, we want to receive these things. And this is being taken advantage of. And 
this happens at the emotional level. Nobody hits anybody. If someone twists your arm, it 
is easy to protest. Somewhere, silently—as Ketaki-di was saying, there was silent torture 
on the stage. This cannot even be articulated. This torture . . . I felt, as a woman, I could 
identify with this, understand the power structure that exists in the politics of public 
life—how even in private life, the same politics exist, how these two overlap. The subject 
of the play became even more interesting for me because of these 2 aspects which I felt 
the playwright himself had given. Capturing them and developing the play in the light 
of these 2 different perspectives. She is liberated, she can make an informed decision, she 
is involved in politics, but how she is used. The other, who is thinking of becoming 
liberated, with a husband and family, but in her femininity, somewhere she is being 
moved by women’s thinking, she cannot leave this behind. When they are trying to step 
out a bit, they are being given support. Then they are being stopped in such a manner 
that I think later they will never be able to step forward again. This is what I felt, that in 
these two sections, this conspiracy which I felt I could see, was somehow being revealed 
by the play. 

Another play I’d like to mention is Lorca’s The House of Bernarda Alba. Almost all the 
characters are women. A very old play, but I find two things in the play very interesting. 
It is often said that woman is her own enemy, that is why mothers-in-law are torturing 
their daughters-in-law—many such cases are cited. What I want to ask is, how does 
patriarchy really work? This is not considered. For example, the mother-in-law who is 
torturing her daughter-in-law is not aware of her own insecurities, which have been 
instilled into her by this patriarchy or by this society: a feeling that she has to dominate, 
that unless you are powerful, you have no existence. Chitra-di said yesterday, I cannot do 
organizational work. I become too involved in people’s affairs, whether they have eaten 
or slept or other things. So I cannot do organizational work. I was wondering whether 
this is really what Chitra-di believes or is this something that she has heard all around 
and just accepted? These are all supposed to be aspects of organization too, why does she 
feel she cannot do it? How far are we conditioned to think that with an organization you 
cannot be too involved, you have to keep a distance. Yet it is an organization which is 
talking of involvement, talking of changing society! How patriarchy keeps working . . . I 
felt this in The House of Bernarda Alba. Bernarda Alba is a woman, but the way she 
dominates is strangely derived from patriarchy. How she has adopted it and assimilated 
it. How will I today, as a woman, grasp this? This is reality. There are these places and 
how will I draw them out? In what context should I now interpret it, this has always 
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seemed very interesting to me. In the play, also, there are no male characters, yet men are 
talked about all the time. So, in a strange way, though the men are not physically present, 
yet it is for them that the women are making sacrifices. They feel that without a man, it is 
futile, that without a man, what can happen? So in a strange way men are intertwined in 
the whole play, getting the most importance, despite the 9 female characters. How these 
characters can be brought out, this is very exciting.

BaBy S: We had discussed doing this play in our group. But because there is not a 
single male character, the play was not done in the fear that the group would break up.

JayOti B: That is why I liked this play: there are no men in the play, yet they are in the 
play. There is a man there, and he is ‘man’ through women’s eyes. The women’s vision is 
shaped by patriarchy—I cannot do without a man, that is what I have been taught to 
think. 

BaBy S: I must say I was very happy that the men were scared. Fear of the group 
breaking up! 

iShita mukherJee: I know women directors often say otherwise, but as a woman, I 
experience no inconvenience and on the contrary, gain a lot of advantages. Great 
advantages. I face problems as a human being—everyone does in their place of work—
but . . . I feel it a great hypocrisy, this ‘we cannot do it without men’ . . . Well, actually, 
truly, we cannot. Just as men cannot do without women, women too cannot do without 
men. Thus to do plays just to show that we can do without men seems to me to be a great 
hypocrisy. This is very abnormal. We have to see the matter from both sides.

The second thing I want to say is that I feel that male or female is not the important 
point. I will call a man successful only when he has certain feminine qualities in him and 
a woman successful when she has some masculinity in her. If these two can be 
successfully blended, then the problems are all human problems. 

From what I have heard today, I feel that a distance is being created somewhere 
between the directors and the actors/actresses. Chitra-di said—I am sure she had some 
personal bitter experiences which is why she said it—let us form a committee, that we 
will not do any kara nataks[those which are already produced]. Excellent sentiment, very 
ethical. But as a director I feel that a group puts up a play after working very hard, after 
a lot of trouble . . . If one actress has some problems with her group, will no one come 
forward to do the play? Will the play be closed down?

Chitra S: They will prepare someone else . . .
iShita m: Then what happens to ‘I will not do a kara natak’? 
Chitra S: They will prepare someone else from their own group.
iShita m: Exactly! Then the question of ‘I won’t do it’ does not come into it. If it is an 

ethical point not to do a kara natak, then you should not do any play.
Chitra S: No, a play which has been so popular . . .
maya g: Then how will the new ones learn how to work?
iShita m: Exactly! That is why . . .
maya g: No, what I am saying is, why should a good actress be brought into the 

group to do the role of another good actress?
iShita m: Chitra-di has said, we will not do a kara natak. If you say you will not . . .
Chitra S: Ishita, a play should never be closed. Alakananda is still going on, other 

people are doing it . . . What I feel very strongly is . . . since we are calling it group 
theatre, if a single actress does not do the role, why should a play be closed down? What 
about the director’s role? Why should he not prepare another person? All these people’s 
hard work, the thought that went into the direction . . . 

iShita m: Then what you are saying is that a noted actress should not take the place 
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of another noted actress? 
inDrani m: I have been listening to everyone with a very open mind. The same thing 

can happen in my group tomorrow. It may be that for some reason I won’t be able do the 
role I am doing. But I want to bring up the issue of the social aspect of theatre. The 
question is, if there is an injustice perpetrated towards someone, if an artist is unjust to 
the director, say, then the artist has a responsibility to protest that injustice. Similarly, if a 
director does something unfair to one of his artists, then the second artist—who is to 
replace the first one—has the right to know. As Maya-di asked, ‘You have to tell me what 
happened. If in my judgment, it seems that I should do it, of course I will do it.’ 

Chitra S: Such ethics are not very common in our group theatre. I was once asked to 
do a role on the professional stage. Suddenly one night, Jnanesh Mukhopadhyay, Biru 
Mukhopadhyay, the producer of that play,  all came along and said—Saraswati puja was 
two days later—I had to do a role. ‘It is a very important character, without which our 
play will have to be stopped.’ Jnanesh-da had come, my first lessons were at his hands, 
there was no way I could say no. I stayed up 2 nights to learn the lines. There was no 
time to rehearse. The first show was a double show. It was a test, I took it as a challenge. I 
did the role. When I was doing it, I did not falter. There is a system of prompting on the 
professional stage, and they said, ‘We did not have to prompt you at all!’ They don’t 
know that I cannot listen to prompts and act. 

Then the woman who was playing that character came back. And I could hear—this 
was the second day and I was sitting, in costume, ready to do the role—a barrage of 
unspeakable insults. I was naturally very scared. Nobody was coming out of their rooms. 
I did not know this was the system there. So, what could I do? I wrote a small chit and 
sent it to Jnanesh-da through my dresser. For a while there was no answer and I could 
not think of what to do either. Then I said, ‘I should go away. Don’t worry, I am not 
trying to dishonour you, I am just removing myself.’ She did that role. And that is my 
experience of doing a kara natak, someone else’s role. 

BaBy: When Bijan Theatre was first opened, Shekhar-da had taken it to do Joj-Saheb. 
My younger son was an infant of a month and a half. I was not working outside then, I 
was staying at home. Suddenly one night, Meghnad and Sujoy came to me and said the 
woman who played Chinu-da’s heroine had suddenly gone away without notice. 
Therefore, they wanted me to do the double show on Saturday. I said, ‘I don’t know 
anything about the play.’ It wasn’t even a play that I had done on the amateur stage, so 
that could just read the part once and do it. It was a scripted play and, on top of that, 
they had been doing it for a long time. But they insisted and I was taken along. I 
rehearsed there from 7 in the morning on Saturday and duly did the double show. 
Chinmoy Roy was very happy, he said, ‘You have acted very well’, and all that. The next 
day, Sunday, I did both the shows. 

The next Thursday was their hundredth night. It reached my ears that the girl who 
used to do this role (she was a member of their group) had gone away because of family 
reasons, a dispute with her husband. But she had told them, ‘I will do the hundredth 
night.’ However, the group had decided that because she had left without notice they 
would not let her do the hundredth night show. ‘What will Baby think? We made her do 
the shows, how can we change back to the other girl?’ I was deliberately late on 
Thursday, because I knew they had some ceremony and the woman would be there. 
Since I was late, Sekhar-da reluctantly said, ‘Okay, put on your make-up, but if Baby 
comes, then you have to let her do it.’ When I was on the stairs, Sekhar-da said, ‘Here 
you are! Seeing that you were late, I sent her to do her make-up; now you go and do 
yours.’ I said, ‘No, she will perform. I have intentionally come late. This is her role, not 
mine. You were in trouble, she was not there, so I had done the show.’ 

Chitra S: Later, a famous actor told me, Let this be a lesson to you. Whenever there is 
an offer like this, talk to the person who used to originally do the role. I had not done 
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that—neither had I had the opportunity, nor had it occurred to me.  
BaBy S: What happens is that us actresses all have the desire to work. Today I am 

working in Sayak, tomorrow—you never can tell—I might leave the group. But I will not 
leave the work. So there should be no breach of peace amongst us. 

maya g: Misunderstandings should be cleared up. I took the decision not to do a kara 
natak because when a more or less good actress does a role, something of her enters into 
that character. And some of the things she does remain as part of the character. And 
someone does it later—a woman works 3-4 months, to create a character—and she eats it 
up. This is a kind of forgery. 

iShita m: But that is your crisis as an actress, not as an organizer or as a director. You 
are just thinking of yourself, as an actress. You are not thinking of the play. The play 
could be closed down. 

You said one good thing: that when someone has been unjustly left out, then you 
should always find out what has happened and whether there is cause for protest. 
Everybody’s personal version is different. What she will say will not match what the 
director will say. But who will take the responsibility of making the two sit down face to 
face and decide who is right and who is wrong? Who will take the responsibility? 

Chitra S: Nobody will take that responsibility because there is no saying that I might 

not need you day after tomorrow. 
iShita m: There is a self-interest there. 
Chitra S: Exactly!
iShita m: If everything is self-interest, then where does that leave the art? Another 

thing I feel—this term ‘group theatre’ leaves me confused. Please tell me, what is Group 
Theatre? 

maya G: Group Theatre, in its old form, does not exist today. 
iShita m: Then why are we talking about the ethics of Group Theatre? 
ketaki D: Group Theatre is just a name. 
iShita m: Then why are we repeatedly talking about Group Theatre? Let us talk 

about plays then. Theatre ethics, Group Theatre problems, problems with the director in 
Group Theatre . . . If Group Theatre does not have an existence, then this seminar has no 
meaning. 

Another thing I want to say—I am speaking as a director here. Because it is with a 
director that an actor or actress have the maximum misunderstanding. Comparatively, 
there are less disputes with those involved in other aspects of theatre. Many actors and 
actresses say that we did the work for very little money. Of course, we are very grateful 
to them. But where does the little money come from? Jayoti will understand this better 
than anybody else. The show is day after tomorrow, I have to place an advertisement, I 
don’t know where the money is coming from. But if the advertisement is not placed, then 
those who worked will say, I have worked so hard. Why is my name not there? But 
nobody comes forward. No actress has ever come forward till today—or very few—and 
why should they—it is not possible—their place is different—why should they?

ketaki D: But there is no question of names in Group Theatre. 

w h AT  i  wA n T  T o  A S k  i S ,  h o w  d o E S  pAT r i A r C h Y  r E A L LY  w o r k ?  T h i S  i S  n o T  C o n S i d E r E d.  f o r  E x A m p L E ,  T h E   m o T h E r - i n - L Aw  w h o                                     

whiCh hAvE BEEn inSTiLLEd inTo hEr BY ThiS pATriArChY or BY ThiS SoCiETY:  A                                            fEELinG ThAT ShE hAS To dominATE, ThAT UnLESS YoU 

i f  S o m E o n E  T w i S T S  Y o U r  A r m ,  i T  i S  E A S Y  T o  p r o T E S T.  S o m E w h E r E ,  S i L E n T LY — A S  k E TA k i - d i   w A S  S AY i n G ,  T h E r E  w A S  S i L E n T  T o r T U r E                                            

i fELT,  AS A womAn, i CoULd idEnTifY wiTh ThiS, UndErSTAnd ThE powEr  STrUCTUrE ThAT                                                      ExiSTS in ThE poLiTiCS of pUBLiC LifE—how EvEn in 
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iShita m: Yes, there is. If only the director’s name is given, everybody is angered. 
ketaki D: That should not happen in Group Theatre.
iShita m: It happens, it happens. I was talking about the advertisement too. They are 

working so hard, there is no advertisement, there is no publicity. No actress ever—I can 
speak with authority—in any theatre—she will never work, however much respect she 
gets, unless at least one advertisement which includes her name comes out, unless it is 
publicized in a paper.

inDrani m: I oppose that strongly. At least in the group where I work—it’s called 
Sudrak—no one can show me a single advertisement which includes the director’s name. 
I can say proudly that I think of myself first as a theatre-worker and then as an actress. 

iShita m: This is very rare. This is the exception which proves the rule. 
inDrani m: No, no. This is the rule.
BaBy S: I would support Ishita in this . . . 
inDrani m: It is very unfortunate that the director has to think about where the 

money for the advertisement comes from. This does not happen in our group. He is one 
among many. We are all on equal footing. If money has to be brought in, we all think 
about it, we all find a way. In many cases the director does not even know where the 
money comes from. Our theatre is not the theatre of one. 

JayOti B: What you are saying, Indrani, yes, that is one reality. But it is also true that 
in our Group Theatre, there is always the director’s name. If the director’s name is there, 
then why should the names of the others not be there? 

iShita m: I am talking about the director ’s name only in the context of the 
advertisement. Many people say, we worked so hard and they could not put in a single 
advertisement! I have to hear this often. I am considering this very open-mindedly, not 
personally.  

ketaki D: I have worked with you, have I ever asked for publicity?
iShita m: But I have given it. I felt that I should. If I had not, I am sure you would 

have said nothing. 
ketaki D: I know that for Group Theatre it is not possible to give an advertisement 

more than 3 cm long. How could I demand?  
iShita m: Yes, it was very convenient. I could advertise for just Rs 400. I don’t know 

what would have happened if it cost more than that!
ketaki D: In theatre, if the director or whoever looks after these things thinks that 

yes, if I put in this woman’s name, it will be of help to us . . . 
iShita m: There is no such woman—maybe there are one or two—whose name sells 

tickets.  
inDrani m: I don’t think you know what the situation is in Group Theatre today. I 

can tell you some of the beliefs and attitudes. One belief is still alive—if I believe that the 
tickets are being sold in my name, then that is the death of the group. Then I am 
becoming the main factor. If the play is ‘established’ by the name of the director, then it 
becomes the director’s group. There is no room for anyone else. In Sudrak, we still 
believe that the actor’s place is on stage, not in advertisements. If he can prove himself, 
then people will find out for themselves what his name is. Suranjana said she used to do 
a little role in Bela Abela, but people searched out her name for themselves. Who is she? 
Because we believe in this, just putting your name in the paper and winning recognition 
through advertisement, we do not want that. This is the mentality of Group Theatre. 

iShita m: This does not happen in group theatre at all. 
Chitra S: Where were the critics in our days? There were just one or two. And they 
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used to go to plays only if they promised to be of a certain standard. There are 
innumerable reviews in the newspapers nowadays. Good and bad plays, everything. 
And of course you theatre workers of today understand that they are all written to order. 

inDrani m: I have been acting since ‘75. Till today, the name Indrani Moitra has never 
come out in an advertisement. Today, Samik-da has invited me to sit in this room. My 
name has never appeared in the papers. But has that made it difficult for Samik-da to 
know me or for me to know Samik-da? 

BaBy S: I agree with you. But I have to add—you are a very good organizer. This 
cannot be denied. Even more than as an actress, you are recognized as a very good 
organizer. It is not only actresses or directors who have been called here. The  role you 
perform as an actress within your group is something we want to know about. What I 
have felt from listening to you is that you are a very good member of the group. And I 
think that is why you have been given a place alongside Ketaki-di and Maya-di. 

ketaki D: No, no, I protest. We have to believe that we are all equal.
BaBy S: I have worked a lot less than you have. But I have established my identity 

through my work. That is what she was saying.
ketaki D: We are talking here primarily of Group Theatre. I am the only person from 

professional theatre. To sit with people from Group Theatre is a great gift to me. Last 
week when I received the commendation from Ashit Mukhopadhyay and Arun 
Mukhopadhyay, I thought it was something immense that I would receive such an 
honour from those who are the heads of Group Theatre. Because I am from ‘public’ 
theatre, I have been stamped as such. So that is nothing. We are all actresses. 

BaBy S: Because you are an actress, there are some places you make sacrifices as an 
actress. And that comes from your own words. You said that you perform your role after 
you have—as an organizer . . . 

maya g: Like a good housewife.
BaBy S: Yes. I do small roles; what no one else will do, I do. So you are making this 

sacrifice for your group. 
inDrani m: I object to the word sacrifice. I do my work. 
iShita m: The problem is that there are too few organizers like her in a group.
BaBy S: If you ask me to choose which comes first with me—not that I do not do 

organizational work, I do. Because I have been working in my group for a long time, 
there are certain responsibilities I have taken on. Which no one has given me, told me to 
do. But even then, if today, somebody tells me, Baby-di, there is this work which has to 
be done for the organization, you don’t have to go to the rehearsal—I will go to the 
rehearsal first, at 5. I will do the work for the organization tomorrow. To me, that work is 
secondary. 

JayOti B: This is not a matter of good or bad, this is a matter of attitude. What Baby-di 
said is very valid. When you consider a director, there too there is organizational work. 
But then a director is essentially a theatre-worker. But an actress too is a theatre worker. 
But somewhere one persona has to gain precedence . . . 

iShita m: The relationship between the director and actor/actress is so delicate that I 
think it is like that between husband and wife. When it starts, there is so much love, so 
much love. Then the expectations creep in. If are met, it may last—if they are not met, it 
might all go. Whose responsibility is it? Listening to you, I keep feeling that all the bitter 
experiences which actresses have had have to do with a  director. So somewhere, I feel 
that there is a misunderstanding between actors and directors. Why this happens, until 
we discover that, we cannot do good work. I think that needs to be discussed more—
why does this happen? 
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ketaki D: It is necessary to bring it out. Where does the conflict arise? 
iShita m: I think that is why you need a seminar like this. 
BaBy S: The relationship of the director and the actors should be like that of good 

friends. 
iShita m: Not husband and wife, but friends!
BaBy S: It is very inconvenient to be husband and wife. The give and take between 

friends is very necessary. It is when the director becomes a dictator that there is a 
problem. 

inDrani m: In my experience, I have felt that the director’s role is like a priest’s. A 
character and an actor—the union of the two is achieved by the director. After creating 
the union, he has no further role. The actor then has to live with the character. 
Consequently, the relationship with the director cannot be that of husband and wife, or 
friends. As friends, you have to be on an equal level. So, too, with husband and wife. But 
if I accept him as a priest, who will cause our union, then he can be advanced one stage 
and we too can move a stage. 

iShita m: If it is accepted, then it is not a problem. It is because we cannot accept it. 
inDrani m: Accepting it means accepting it through one’s work—in my place of 

belief, through my work, what his role will be in my work. If he understands this, and if 
I too can understand it, there is no place left for conflict. There can be some conflict, but 
not of such magnitude that I can never work with him again. 

iShita m: It’s regrettable, but that is what usually happens. 
ketaki D: Here, for the directors, I can say one thing. I have many years of experience. 

I have said at one point that when a theatre group very laboriously, after much sweat and 
blood, rises to success, some politics is bound to enter. In that case the director is central. 
The whole affair lands on him. But if we search a bit harder it will be seen that ultimately 
the director is not responsible. Those who are around the director are the ones who cause 
this dispute in the relationship between the director and the actor. I don’t know why this 
is so, but I have realized this twice since I have come into group theatre in my old age. 

iShita m: This may happen but I feel the problem is that the actor thinks, if I were not 
there, doing the work would be very difficult. Of course it would be difficult. The 
director realizes that too. This is very sad, but one feels this. I feel the greatest importance 
should be given—which we do not do—to the playwright. If it is basically a bad script, 
you can do nothing about it. If there is nothing in the script, the world’s greatest actor 
cannot do anything with it.  (Seagull can publish good plays. A man from a village came 
and read a play to me—he has done some work with the weavers, and he has used the 
sound of the loom so well—an impossibly good play. There is a lot of work like that 
being done.) 

We are talking so much about personal grievances that the real issues are getting 
obscured. Personal bitterness is so great, there are incidents in people’s relationships 
with one another which are transcending work. That is a matter of regret. I have learnt 
about work, of course I have learnt something about work from my seniors—but 
somewhere I feel we are not able to transcend personal grievances. Why, I do not know, 
but it is repeatedly returning to the personal. I had thought that this would not be a place 
to express personal grievances, that this would be an open discussion of our problems, 
identity crises, a place of work. But it is matter of regret—maybe I have misunderstood 
or there has been a gap in communication somewhere—I keep feeling we are all being 
very personal. Maybe I am doing that too. 

I feel it is a matter of great regret that we are all stuck with the personal. This is the 
only reason responsible for so little work going on in theatre. We are all stuck in our 
personal grooves: so-and-so said that to me, that dada said that, this didi said this. That 
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is not the important issue. How does that person do his work? 
JayOti B: You’re saying this is why good theatre is not being done today?
iShita m: Yes, it is being done . . . .
inDrani m: Ishita, we are all human. Liking, not liking, loving, disliking, we cannot 

do without this. They will come in . . . 
iShita m: It would be better if that was kept to one’s personal life. In one’s place of 

work—it seems to create troubles there.
ketaki D: The questions put to us were, in theatre-work, what was your role in the 

organizational effects of your group? The second question was, as an actress/director/
organizer, how much opportunity have you received to express your individual female 
entity and awareness? And if you have not received this opportunity, where have the 
obstacles been? The third is, as an actress in society, in your family and in the group, how 
much freedom and well-being have you felt? 

iShita m: I feel these questions were raised at a spiritual or objective level. Not at a 
personal level, which person has annoyed you, how they have behaved with you, that 
was not the intention. Was it, Samik-da?

inDrani m: Then what was the intention?
iShita m: I felt, when I read the questions, that it was to make a common platform for 

actresses and directors to talk about the theatre, the play. Not where I personally have 
been wounded [but] where I have been hurt in my place of work. Not which person has 
hurt me individually, but if someone has hurt me, how this has influenced my work. I 
did not discern any sign of that. When an actress leaves a play, then her intention should 
be to analyse, if I have left this play because I was mistreated, then how far was the play 
harmed? Not, how I was treated, but, as an actress, I had reached a certain place, that did 
not help to establish the play—it was a good production, it was closed or it was harmed. 
That is basically the harm done to the play. Though you said, we are humans and we 
cannot separate ourselves from these things, again I will say this—maybe we are too 
emotional in Group Theatre, maybe because people are not so emotional in commercial 
theatre, the work is done more easily. 

BaBy S: No, it is not done more easily. Unless artists are emotionally involved, the 
work is no good. 

iShita m: Yes, but I feel that you should avoid a personal viewpoint in all things as 
far as possible. Say, if I am working in an office, I have to decide what is personal and 
how far it is affecting my work, what I should leave out and what I should not. 

inDrani m: But working in an office is not the same. You can do office work 
mechanically, in a routine manner. Whatever else you can do in a routine manner, you 
cannot do rehearsals, you cannot understand a character. You have to, through very 
personal interpretation, reach a collective interpretation. There the interaction with the 
other group members is not at all like the relationship with one’s office colleagues. If one 
of the boys does not eat enough, it hurts me; if one eats too much, I fear he is going to get 
an upset stomach. This does not happen with one’s office colleagues. I have been 
working now for 23 years, so I know very well where the office and the group are 
different, and how. 

iShita m: Yes, but at the same time you have to keep an emotional discipline. 
JayOti B: What you were saying about emotion playing a larger role in Group Theatre 

. . . I agree with you there. In group theatre, everything, the whole thing is based on 
emotion. 

iShita m: Because there is no money.
JayOti B: Exactly, but that is the structure. 
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iShita m: Just because there is no money. I don’t think there is any very noble reason 
for it.

JayOti B: But you cannot deny that the whole structure of theatre is standing on how 
to exploit people’s emotions. And if it is all about emotional exploitation, then why 
should I object to those who exploit me emotionally?

iShita m: Fine, it is a kind of exploitation.
JayOti B: No, that is why we are talking about exploitation. Because the exploitation 

is not being called exploitation. 
iShita m: Then why should there be protests and objections? If theatre itself is 

emotional exploitation—I am exploiting a person emotionally, so someone else exploits 
me—how can I have any objections?

JayOti B: That is not what I was saying.
inDrani m: Who is exploiting whom here? We are basically coming together to create 

an art. Nobody is summoning others from their homes, nobody is being dragged by the 
hand. Everybody is there due to his or her own urge, seeking something, or finding 
something. That is where we are doing theatre from. There will first be the passion, then 
beyond that an organization, accounts, everything else. But without the passion, there 
cannot be creation. At the source of every creation is passion, then comes rationality. If I 
have the rationality and say I will create the passion later, that will not happen. Not by 
any theory. 

iShita m: We give too much importance to personal passion. 
inDrani m: You have to. If there is nothing human in theatre, rules cannot take it 

forward. 
iShita m: Maybe we don’t want to give too much importance to one person. We were 

talking about ethics and I have said repeatedly that to us, everyone is important. But if 
everyone is equally important, then why should my passion be more important to me? 

inDrani m: Could you repeat the question again?
iShita m: You are in an ideal group where all the ideal rules are being followed. I 

really feel happy to think about the role you are fulfilling as an organizer, because of 
your attachment to your group. Or because you follow fair rules. I would like to have a 
person like you in my group. That is separate. What we were saying is everyone in the 
group should be equal. 

inDrani m: Of course they are equal. Everyone has a head, arms, nose, mouth. But in 
theatre, we are equal in one place, not in another. Because not everyone is coming into 
the theatre with equal artistic talent. That is where they are not equal. But everyone is 
coming in as a human being, and that is where they are equal. Balancing the two is the 
work of theatre.

iShita m: That is where the problem lies and you have answered my question 
yourself. We are not all able to accept this, that we are not coming with equal artistic 
capacity, that I have some weakness, that I am inferior to another person, that is what we 
cannot accept. When someone accepts that, that is extraordinary.

inDrani m: If it is not accepted, then the group will not survive. If I cannot work out 
my own measure, if I imagine I am Tripti Mitra, I cannot stand, there will be no ground 
beneath my feet. Who am I, where do I fit? What can I do that Tripti-di cannot? What can 
Tripti-di do that I cannot do? I know that, or at least I try to know that. I don’t know if I 
am fully successful. 

iShita m: That is exactly what I was saying. It is because everyone does not know 
their own measure that you have these problems. I was not understood, I went so far, I 
did this—this is a matter of personal self-worth. What you think, others might not think. 
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Some do, but some do not. What I am saying repeatedly is that we need to think: whyare 
there these distances? Why are words being hurled between the director and the group, 
the organizer and the director? Another thing is that the socio-economic structure is such, 
that each play is a product for consumption. The marketing aspect is very important. 
And—this is very sad—the majority of directors have to fulfill the role of organizers and 
have to help in the marketing. This is an enormous problem. I feel the distances start 
from there. Today, the director has to work with 20 other people. There are many people 
in his group apart from the actors and actresses. All of them imagine that their work is of 
equal importance. But to a director, just as the actors’ problems should be important, so 
too are their’s. But that does not happen. In a majority of cases, the problems are between 
the actor and the director. Why does this happen? This is my question. I want to know.

I have nothing to say here, I have things to learn. I am junior to everyone else in this 
room. I have faced these problems and I am very frankly looking for answers. I just want 
to know why these things happen.

inDrani m: I feel that the most artistic interaction takes place between an artist and 
the director. Perhaps that is why you have the friendship, and you have the disputes. 

It is urgent that we understand one another’s position. Suppose Ishita came to work, 
and there was a clash. There could be a clash, but, then again, there could be friendship. 
The clash could be because—I don’t know how many years she has been in theatre—if I 
work with her today, then I have to understand where she is coming from, where she has 
gone, how she has gone there. I have to understand all this before I do the work.

BaBy S: I believe—I don’t know whether you believe in it—that an artist, whether he 
comes today or yesterday or 25, 40 years ago, if he comes to do a play and if I know he 
has come to do a play honestly, then he is closer to me than my family. 

inDrani m: The question of close or distant does not arise here. 
BaBy S: No, while working, you will come to know him. After working with him a 

few days, you will come to understand him. When we start doing some work, it will not 
be done in a day. 

inDrani m: Baby-di, understanding someone for many years is one thing, and 
understanding and then beginning work—there is a difference between the two. If the 
understanding before is not stable at a certain point when the work begins, then . . . 

JayOti B: I think what Indrani was wanting to say was that if someone senior has 
done some work, received recognition, reached a certain place, then you have to grant 
them a certain position. 

inDrani m: And you have to understand them. 
JayOti B: And you have to grant them a certain place. 
iShita m: Otherwise, he will not be willing to work. 
JayOti B: He might agree. 
iShita m: Why should he?
JayOti B: I was thinking of Ketaki-di. If I work with Ketaki-di, she might give me an 

impression that Jayoti, you are everything. You tell me. But I have to know what my role 
will be in this relationship. As an actress, she is giving that from her position. But she is 
not truly my equal . . . 

iShita m: I am very grateful to Ketaki-mashi for one reason. I have learnt a lot from 
her and, at one place, in an interview, she said—I don’t know if she still says this but she 
has said this before—that I have learnt work from Ishita. This is such a great honour from 
someone like her. I have learnt work, and Ishita has shown me the delivery line by line, 
and I have taken it home in a cassette and come back and given it to her. This is a huge 
certificate to me. She has given this interview in front of me and it has been printed, and 
I went and thanked her . . . 
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ketaki D: I did not grant this to you 
as a director, I granted you this as a playwright. But, as you said before, the 

playwright has a great role. When he writes, he has a strain of thought, he has an image 
in his head. That is why I had to ask Ishita, tell me how you want it, make me a cassette. 

JayOti B: I think, Ishita, that if Ketaki-di had said this about me, I would have 
thought, 

I did not really teach her.
iShita m: There should have been one line added after this, as I told Ketaki-mashi, 

that when Ketaki-mashi came and delivered the same lines in rehearsals, that was a 
thousand times better than mine. This I told Ketaki-mashi instantly. These are the gaps in 
communication which take place. 

inDrani m: She has so many years of experience, if she feels a thing, how easily she 
can express it! 

iShita m: And then when she says, I learnt it from Ishita! That cannot be imagined. 
inDrani m: Not learning how to speak the lines from Ishita, but the conception that 

Ishita gave her . . . 
iShita m: I am saying that only a person like her could have said something like that. 

I am saying that this relationship between the actress and the director, just as I have 
learnt a lot, Ketaki-mashi thinks she has learnt, she is saying it openly, before witnesses. 
Later, she is not denying that she said it. That’s something great for me. 

inDrani m: This is not just her, this is what any true artist would have done. You 
cannot be an artist unless you have an open mind. 

iShita m: What I wanted to say was, we do need a forum like this where we can 
discuss things openly and where there are some people who can arbitrate. I think that is 
very important. As Baby-di said, it would be very good if we could do something like 
this periodically. 

BaBy S: If we could just sit down and talk . . . 
ketaki D: So that there is no generation gap. 
maya g: Where is the play in all this? It is because I love the play that—I will perhaps 

never be able to say words like this, so it needs to be said now, when everyone in theatre 
is here—let me tell you today why I left the theatre. I last acted in 91, in Bera. For 5 years 
I was sitting in the group, 5 years. For 5 years, an actress like me was left sitting—for 
what reason? Because no play is being accepted by the audience, they have to be satisfied 
and the group has to be established. I thought, that is true, you can’t have the theatre 
running on our domestic earnings. We have done it in our time. But it is not possible 
today. The theatre has to stand on its own legs. They are experimenting with many 
different plays. Some were being accepted, some were not. I am sitting idle for 5 years. 
An artist has a hunger, he too wants to do some work, a play occasionally. You will be 
amazed to hear that in the last 3 years, I did 4 shows a year. In 3 years, I did 12 shows. 
People don’t know. For a long time, people thought I had stopped acting in theatre. But 
no one came and asked, Maya-di, why are you not doing it? 

When the group was in trouble, I plunged in wholeheartedly. I have done roles which 
did not suit me, roles in which there was nothing. A play which lasted 3 days, I have 
done a role in that. A show on one day, I have fought for that. Doesn’t that contribution 
have any value? Why am I not acting? Because I had said I would not do a kara natak, this 

who iS ExpLoiTinG whom hErE? wE ArE BASiCALLY CominG ToGEThEr To CrEATE An ArT. noBodY iS SUmmoninG oThErS from ThEir homES, noBodY                                        iS BEinG  drAGGEd BY ThE 

EvErYBodY iS ThErE dUE To hiS or hEr own UrGE, SEEkinG SomEThinG, or findinG SomEThinG. ThAT iS whErE wE ArE doinG ThEATrE from.                                    

BUT wiThoUT ThE pASSion, ThErE CAnnoT BE CrEATion. AT ThE SoUrCE of EvErY CrEATion iS pASSion, ThEn ComES rATionALiT Y. if i  hAvE ThE rATionALiT Y And                              
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was made an issue and people started shouting.  
Apparently there is no good role for me in all the world. All the good roles are now 

being written for men. Those were the plays which were being found. I had no objection 
to that. Macbeth was taken up, it was newly garnished, there were many things I did not 
like—the idea of Lady Macbeth which was presented—but I adjusted because I love the 
play. Nobody can take away Lady Macbeth’s sleepwalking scene. There I can show who 
I am. The scene was not omitted but other things were done. I am not going into that. But 
after 18 rehearsals, the play was dropped. 

After that, on his second death anniversary, Ajit-da’s Saudagarer Nouka and a couple of 
other plays were done as audio plays. The dialogues are excellent, as everyone knows. I 
said, ‘Ashok-da, I will not do that role. Why? Firstly, my guru has done that role—I will 
always see my guru there. That is my personal affair. There is no flaw in the play.’ (I love 
the play and the theatre. That is why I have gone to Shibpur, to Behala, to Kankurgacchi, 
to Haripal. I go there to do plays for small groups. Many people may not know this. To 
do new characters. There are just two or three shows, but I do them.) Secondly, I said, 
‘Two women have done that character, Bina Mukhopadhyay and Latika-di. I have seen 
Latika-di’s acting, it was extraordinary. Her way of talking is very beautiful, her father 
was a bohuroopee, she used to do it very well.’ Then Ashok-da said, ‘That was not very 
well done; if you did it . . .’ I thought, that wasn’t good? Latika-di’s acting is still floating 
before my eyes! Those images are in my mind, so I will not do the role. They will haunt 
me and take me in the same direction, I will not be able to achieve it and it will grieve 
me. I said I would not do it. Then he said, ‘Then you will never be able to do a good role.’ 
I said, ‘I won’t do them then.’ Macbeth is a dream for any artist. Isn’t that a kara character? 
So many women have done it, in our country, Sova Sen has done it. So why was I doing 
that? Nobody was seeing the arguments, they were all just saying that Maya will not do 
a kara role. 

There is also the reason I mentioned before. When a woman works for 4-5 months on 
a play, achieves great fame and I see 3 rehearsals, that is cheating her. That is why I do 
not do it. I have a few logical reasons for it. 

When someone leaves a group [it is after] a lot has accumulated. The final straw that 
breaks the camel’s back is not the real reason. It has been building from much deeper 
down. When I left, they said, ‘Why did Maya leave just for this?’ It wasn’t for that alone. 
It lay much deeper, and I could not tell anyone. After all, it was my group. Who should I 
tell? I have been left hungry many times. Who should I tell? I am a vegetarian, I have 
problems. I have never told anybody this. But because I love the theatre, I spend the 
whole day without eating and then go on stage at 10 at night. Was my love shaken? Why 
did the boys not remember that? 

Then what happened was insolence on stage, which my artist’s mind compelled me 
to protest. I have nothing but the theatre. But I will do theatre well, I have that 
determination in me. I was fighting two battles, artistic one and personal. And in the 
midst of that, the rudeness. I was being forced to make mistakes.  

I left, there was too much pulling in two directions, no peace, too much pain. The 
responsibilities that love causes, maybe artists have a different mentality. It troubles them 
and bothers them. I don’t want money. I am given Rs 150, even if there are 10 rehearsals, 
whether our own show or a call show. On the day of the show, they bring me back in a 
taxi. But the money is the same. I have no other source of income, I have no family. For 
money, I work in office/para theatre, and there I do roles that I like. I may do just one 
show, but it is a good character. Then why should I not get a role in my own group that I 
like? I can’t say yes, but don’t I have the right to say no? If I refused two plays in 
succession, the boys were told, I am very bad, I refuse roles. It is not for the sake of big 
roles, but for an important role. Where the audience will stand up and say, that is Maya. 
That is what all artists want. I will do one scene, I will speak two lines, I will leave 
silently, but I will have a presence. 
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I am saying repeatedly, let new girls come in. How long shall we work? And we will 
play the mothers, there is no competition with others. They will do new work. Can you 
do it, Ishita? Make a new girl do what Ketaki-di has done? 

iShita m: Well, there is the matter of age, of experience . . . 
maya g: Yes, there is. You cannot create a Maya Ghosh. A Maya Ghosh evolves 

gradually. My theatre and I have become one, we cannot be separated any more. This 
was all I had left, and this was seized from me. When a group calls me now, may be the 
show is only on one day, I go running to do rehearsals. Because I love the play. I am very 
well now: I don’t love anybody and I am asking for no love in return. 

inDrani m: Ishita, when you go to act, both sides have to understand one another. 
The actors and actresses have to understand the director and the organizers and the 
director and the organizers have to understand the actors and actresses. The more there 
is a balance, the greater the stability in that place. 

iShita m: That is why open discussion is very necessary. 
BaBy S: This is what I told you before. If the director stays a director, the artist will 

always honour him, that is the rule. 
inDrani m: And he will get the honour due to him.
BaBy S: Those of us who have done plays long ago have seen that even if the director 

explains something wrong, we accept that. 
JayOti B: It is not like that any more. I will now question him with good arguments. 
BaBy S: Yes, it is not like that any more. If someone explains something wrong, I will 

want to know why I should do this. We did not do this before. But if the director becomes 
a dictator, then that becomes a problem. When there is no logic behind what he is saying.

inDrani m: If there is logic and justification, then he is not a dictator. I am not 
speaking for the director. I am saying that a director can perpetrate a dictatorship only 
when what he is saying does not have justification or the person he is speaking to does 
not have the capacity to understand his arguments. If there is a flaw in his logic, he 
becomes a dictator.

BaBy S: Let me tell you about what happened in the case of Bashunobhi. The director 
has said that acting in-between lines cannot be taught. But my character was an 
authoritative character—I am not denying that. She was written in such a way that from 
the start, whenever she spoke, she drew the audience. Knowing that I would draw 
attention, if I then distorted my face or did something that made people look at me when 
my co-actor or actress was acting, then I, as an actress was not thinking of the total 
production. I will never do that. If the director tells me, you do this here, then won’t I 
want to ask why I should? It is then his job to explain to me with logical arguments. If he 
cannot make me understand, then it is his responsibility, not mine. 

inDrani m: Nobody is saying that if the actor or actress cannot understand, that is his 
responsibility. I am saying that the responsibility is both his who is understanding and 
his who is making the other person understand. He too needs to have the capacity to 
understand. 

BaBy S: Let me tell you a funny story. I used to work in an office club. I was doing a 
play at Bowbazar Post Office. I was taken there—amateur theatre. Maya-di said she used 
to laugh a lot. I too used to laugh a lot, this habit has still not gone. I often laugh on stage, 
for which I am regularly scolded by members. It sometimes becomes a liability. I had 
gone there to act. The director—he was from the office—was East Bengali. I had a scene: 
the mother has died, the girl comes running in from outside, screaming, ma, ma. I had 
rehearsed this a couple of times, but the director had not liked it. He was explaining to 
me [with East Bengali pronunciations]—why don’t you understand? You come in and 
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you scream, maa [long cry], maa, maa. Three times. You lift it up, lower it and let it burst. 
As soon as he said this, I started to laugh. And I laughed so much that he did not take 
me. I came and told Geeta-di, ‘I could not do the role, so he told me this and I laughed.’ 
Geeta-di said, ‘Don’t let me hear something like this again. Whatever people tell you, 
you will listen and work with that.’ 

Samik B: We are very grateful to everyone. You have all ‘lifted, lowered and let it 
burst.’ 

ketaki D: I want to propose something to Seagull. Every 2 or 3 months, if we could 
get together like this, all our misunderstandings, distances, differences would get 
thrashed out. 

inDrani m: And even if the issues are somewhat different, if we could follow up 
some of the possibilities which were raised here. 

(Translated and transcribed by Sudeshna Banerjee)
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dolly basu (b. 1956), actress, began career in theatre as a child artiste in Anamika, acted 
in theatre groups Rangakarmee, Ensemble; founder-member, Chupkatha, for which she 
has acted in Takhan Bikel (both in Bengali and Hindi), Aakarik and Janmadin.
bratyabrata bose (b. 1969), actor, playwright, director, associated with Ganakrishti, for 
which he has written and directed Ashaleen and Aranyadeb.
Jayoti bose (b. 1953), actress, director; trained as a dancer under Thankamani Kutti and 
at the Uday Shankar Cultural Centre; acted in Theatre Workshop, Sundaram, Ensemble; 
leads Sutrapat, which has been associated with the Grips theatre movement in West 
Bengal. Major appearances have been in Rajrakta, Mahakalir Bachchha, Mesh O Rakshas, 
Abar Dekha Habey and Uttaradhikar. Her directorial works include Care Kori Na!! and 
Robot Kupokat, both her own adaptations of original Grips plays. Has conducted several 
workshops for children.
bibhash chakraborty (b. 1937), actor-director, began theatre career as actor with 
Nandikar, breaking off in 1966 to form Theatre Workshop which he led till 1985, when he 
formed Anya Theatre. Was employed in Doordarshan, 1974–89, for a long period as 
producer. Has directed plays for several groups and television serials. Major directorial 
works include Rajrakta, Chak Bhanga Madhu, Madhab Malanchi Kainya. Has acted in several 
films, including Parashuram, directed by Mrinal Sen.
biplabketan chakraborty (b.1946), singer-actor-director, began theatre career with 
Chetana, subsequently forming his own theatre group Theatrewalla. Shot to prominence 
as leader of the chorus in Mareech Sambad. Major directorial works include Kancher Deyal, 
Baghu Manna.
suranJana das gupta (b. 1963) singer-actress; shot to fame with her role in Madhab 
Malanchi Kainya; has acted in Sadhabar Ekadashi, Sudrayan, Himmat Mai, Mukti.
chandra dastidar (b. 1935), actress, playwright; began acting career in theatre groups 
Baishakhi and Rupantari, before moving on to Charbak; acting in plays like Karnik, Padya 
Gadya Prabandha, Mukhomukhi. Her plays include Sati, Pratyasha and Banjara. 
ketaki dutta (b. 1934), singer-actress, daughter of the legendary Prova Devi, began her 
career with Sisirkumar Bhaduri at Srirangam; was a leading actress in the commercial 
theatres Minerva and Rangmahal, before producing and playing the female lead in the 
popular Antony Kabiyal and Baarbadhu. Has more recently appeared in several solo 
performances of scenes and situations from earlier theatre; and Kamalkamini and Mukti. 
Has been awarded the Sangeet Natak Akademi Award.
usha ganguli (b. 1945), trained as a dancer; actress-director leading the theatre group 
Rangakarmee; major directorial works include Court Martial, Lok Katha, Rudali, Himmat 
Mai, Mukti (in Bengali), Shobhayatra, Maiyyat, Inspector Matadin Chand Par. Recipient of 
the Sangeet Natak Akademi Award.
maya ghosh (b. 1943), actress, began acting career in Nandikar under Ajitesh 
Bandyopadhyay, moving on to form Theatre Workshop, of which she was the President 
and lead actress; major roles have been in Natyakarer Sandhaney Chhati Charitra, Manjari 
Amer Manjari, Jakhan Eka, Chak Bhanga Madhu, Beda, Bela Abelar Galpa. 
indrashis lahiri (b. 1962), playwright, actor, director; teaches at La Martiniere School for 
Boys, where he has directed school plays. His adaptations from Agatha Christie and 
Tennessee Williams and original plays have been widely staged by Group Theatre 

A note on the Participants
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companies.
indrani maitra (b. 1953), talented dancer and actress; performed as a dancer under 
legendary choreographers like Sadhana Bose and Uday Shankar, and her father, 
percussionist Kamalesh Moitra; began career as an actress in Theatre Commune, 
breaking away subsequently to form Sudrak with Debashis Majumdar. Major 
appearances have been in Dansagar, Amitakshar, Samabartan, Chandalini, Rangamati.
debashis maJumdar (b. 1950), playwright and director; associated with Theatre 
Commune till 1977, breaking away to form his own group Sudrak; plays have been 
translated into several major Indian languages; editor of theatre periodical Sudrak. Major 
works as playwright include Dansagar, Amitakshar, Swapnasantati, Chandalini, Rangamati, 
the last four directed by him.
baisakhi marJit (b. 1963), actress, began theatre career with Epic Actors’ Workshop, and 
Theatre Passion, now acting with Kushilab.
manoJ mitra (b. 1938), playwright, director, actor in theatre and film; Sisirkumar 
Bhaduri Professor in Drama, Rabindra Bharati University; major works include Mrityur 
Chokhey Jal, Ashwatthama, Chak Bhanga Madhu, Alakanandar Putrakanya, Shobhajatra, Sajano 
Bagan which have all been successful productions, particularly the last one, with the 
playwright acting the decrepit Banchharam; major film appearances in films by Satyajit 
Ray (Gharey Bairey, Ganashatru) and Tapan Sinha (Banchharamer Bagan, Adalat O Ekti 
Meye). Recipient of the Sangeet Natak Akademi Award.
arun mukherJee (b. 1937), playwright, actor, director, has led the theatre group Chetana 
from 1972. Major works include Mareech Sambad and Jagannath, both written and directed 
by him. Was awarded the Best Actor’s award in the National Film Awards 1978 for his 
role in Mrinal Sen’s Parashuram.
ashok mukherJee (b. 1940), Professor in Communications, Rabindra Bharati University; 
playwright, actor, director; started career in theatre in 1960 at Nandikar, breaking off in 
1966 to form Theatre Workshop, which he now leads. Major directorial works include 
Bela Abelar Galpa and Beda.
harimadhab mukherJee (b. 1941), actor, playwright, director, pioneered theatre 
movement in Balurghat, South Dinajpur with his group Triteertha, which he has led since 
1969. Major productions include adaptations of Brecht’s Life of Galileo, Dürrenmatt’s The 
Physicists and Kleist’s The Broken Jug; Bijan Bhattacharya’s Debigarjan; and several 
contemporary plays with a strong regional identity, like Debangshi and Bichhan. Has also 
received acting awards for several performances.
ishita mukherJee (b. 1963), playwright-director, translator; came into prominence as the 
playwright-director of Kamalkamini, with Ketaki Dutta in a virtuoso one-woman 
performance; leads her own theatre group Ushnik.
Jnanesh mukherJee (b. 1926), actor-director, playwright; began career as an actor in IPTA 
(1950), going on to direct Bishey June, Rahumukta, Sankranti; has directed and performed 
in several plays for his own group Mass Theatres and the commercial theatre. Has acted 
major roles in films directed by Satyajit Ray (Abhijan), Mrinal Sen (Baishey Sraban, 
Mrigaya), Rajen Tarafdar (Ganga), Ritwik Ghatak (Ajantrik, Meghey Dhaka Tara, Jukti Takko 
Gappo).
ram mukherJee (b. 1942), singer-actor, playwright, director; associated with Theatre 
Workshop, acting in Chhayay Aaloey, Handi Phatibey, Rajrakta, Chak Bhanga Madhu, Narak 
Guljar, Schweik Gelo Judhhey, Bela Abelar Galpa; in The Life of Galileo (under Fritz 
Bennewitz); leads his own group Playmakers.
seema mukherJee (b. 1959), actress-director, playwright, writing and directing for 
Rangroop; major works include Bhanga Boned, Bikalpa, and Je Jon Achhey Majhkhaney 
(which she has also directed); has acted in Bhamma, Ispat, Bikalpa, Bhanga Boned, Abarta, Je 
Jon Achhey Majhkhaney.
suman mukherJee (b. 1966), actor-director, playwright; has acted in Chetana, and 
directed plays like Coriolanus, Gantabya, and the more recent production of Teesta parer 
Brittanta, which has been critically acclaimed.
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pankaJ munshi (b. 1948), actor in theatre, films and television serials; associated with 
Satabdi (1967–73), acting in Ballabhpurer Rupkatha, Kabi Kahini, Abu Hosain, Sagina Mahato; 
formed his own group Sameekshan (1978), for which he has directed several plays by 
Mohit Chattopadhyay. 
baby sarkar (b. 1945), actress, has acted both in professional and Group Theatre, was for a 
period lead actress with Sayak, acting in Bashabhumi, Dayabadhha, Karnabati.
chitra sen (b. 1938), talented dancer and actress, performed in several dance dramas by 
Tagore before joining IPTA and Lokaranjan Sakha; as an actress associated with Theatre 
Guild, Sundaram, Swapnasandhanee, Rangroop, performing in plays like Bhalomanusher 
Meye, Grihadaha, Jadubangsha, Shobhajatra, Alokanandar Putrakanya, Pratham Partha, Je Jon 
Achhey Majhkhaney and Anamni Angana. Film appearances include Komal Gandhar (directed 
by Ritwik Ghatak).
koushik sen (b. 1968), actor-director, Swapnasandhanee; came into prominence, acting 
opposite Soumitra Chatterjee in Tiktiki (an adaptation of Peter Shaffer’s Sleuth by Soumitra 
Chatterjee, who also played the lead); has directed Pratham Partha, Tara Teen Bon, 
Mukhomukhi Basibar and Anamni Angana, also acting in the first three. Has been a popular 
star in television serials and jatra.
sohag sen (b. 1946), actress-director; major appearances in Will Shakespeare, Akash Bihangi 
and Aleekbabu (CPAT), Leniner Dak (LTG), Surya Shikar (PLT); major directorial works 
include Abar Dekha Hobey, Party, Uttaradhikar and Paap for Ensemble, a theatre group she 
leads. 
nilkantha sengupta (b. 1948), actor-director, playwright; major directorial works include 
Dansagar, Sadhabar Ekadashi for Theatre Commune; major film appearances have been in 
films by Mrinal Sen (Akaler Sandhaney, Parashuram)
rudraprasad sengupta (b. 1935), actor-director, playwright, translator, leads Nandikar; 
has been visiting faculty at Rabindra Bharati and the National School of Drama; major 
directorial works include Antigone, Khadir Gandi, Sankhapurer Sukanya, Shesh Sakshatkar, 
Gotraheen; has received the Sangeet Natak Akademi Award (1980).
sangramJit sengupta (b. 1952), playwright, director, actor, founder-member, 
Krishtisangsad; major directorial works include Durbeen.
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biJan bhattacharya (1915–78), playwright, actor, director; wrote and co-directed 
Nabanna for Indian People’s Theatre Association (IPTA), starting off the new theatre 
movement in Bengal and continued to lead groups like Calcutta Theatre and 
Kabachkundal, with plays like Mara Chand, Debigarjan and Garbhabati Janani, all of 
which he wrote and directed; acted in films directed by Ritwik Ghatak and Mrinal Sen. 
keya chakrabarty (1942–77), lecturer in English Literature, Scottish Churches College, 
Calcutta; critic and translator; lead actress in several Nandikar productions including 
Natyakarer Sandhaney Chhati Charitra, Teen Paisar Pala , Bhalomanush, Antigone.
sanJibchandra chattopadhyay (1834–89), founder of Bengali literary periodical 
Bangadarshan, which he edited for some time; best known for his travelogue Palamau. 
Elder brother of Bankimchandra Chattopadhyay.
bankimchandra chattopadhyay (1838–94), first major Bengali novelist and thinker, 
author of India’s national anthem Bandey Mataram; social critic reviewing land relations, 
the clash of cultures, history and tradition in a series of essays and in Kamalakanter 
Daptar, a brilliant take-off on De Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium Eater.
mohit chattopadhyay (b. 1934), retired as Reader in Bengali Literature, City College, 
Calcutta; poet and playwright; adaptor and translator from Sanskrit, English and 
German; came into prominence in the 60s, with plays like Mrityusangbad, Chandralokey 
Agnikanda and Nishad, centring on an outsider confronting and critiquing the 
establishment in a highly original dramatic idiom; Guinea Pig, later renamed Rajrakta, 
has been translated and staged in several Indian cities.
michael madhusudan dutt (1824–73), poet and playwright, major figure in the Bengal 
Renaissance of the mid-19th century, introduced new poetic styles and forms and a new 
poetic idiom in his works, best represented by his epic Meghnadbadh  Kabya; as 
playwright best known for his Krishnakumari and Sarmistha, and the two farces Buro 
Shaliker Ghadey Ron and Ekei Ki Boley Sabhyata, the last two revived by Utpal Dutt; was 
instrumental in introducing the first actresses in the Bengali theatre.
utpal dutt (1929–93), actor-director, playwright, ideologue; led the theatre groups 
Little Theatre Group (LTG) and the People’s Little Theatre (PLT). Was a major star in 
cinema, appearing in films by Satyajit Ray, Mrinal Sen, Ritwik Ghatak and James Ivory. 
Directed landmark productions Angaar, Manusher Adhikarey, Kallol, Teer and Tiner Talwar, 
with outstanding performances in most of these plays. In the 1970s and 80s, played a 
leading role in the revival and rejuvenation of the traditional jatra as scriptwriter and 
director. 
ritwik ghatak (1925–76), filmmaker, known for his films Ajantrik, Meghey Dhaka Tara, 
Komal Gandhar, Subarnarekha, Jukti Takko Gappo.
girishchandra ghosh (1844–1912), playwright and director, dominated the professional 
Bengali theatre from 1872 (when the first regular public theatre opened in Calcutta for a 
long run) till his death, training a whole line of actors and actresses, and leaving his 
impress on the acting style of Bengali theatre in general; best known for plays like 
Prafulla, Balidan, Jana, Pandaber Ajnatabas, Bilwamangal and Abu Hossain, revived again 
and again, long after his death.

notes on Persons referred to in the Text
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tulsi lahiri (1897–1959), trained as barrister; actor-director in theatre and films, 
playwright, music composer; best known for his plays Dukkhir Iman, Chhenra Taar and 
Banglar Mati, and his performances as a singer-actor.
sombhu mitra (1915–97), actor-director, playwright, led the theatre group Bohurupee till 
the early 70s; best known for his productions of Putulkhela, Dashachakra, Raktakarabi, 
Oidipous, Raja, Pagla Ghora.
barun sen (?–d. 16 July,1969), founder member and actor, Nandikar.
mrinal sen (b. 1923), filmmaker, best known for his Akashkusum, Bhuvan Shome, Interview, 
Calcutta 71, Padatik, Ekdin Pratidin, Akaler Sandhaney, Khandahar, Genesis; nominated Member 
of Parliament; subject of a documentary Ten Days in Calcutta directed by Reinhard Hauff.
tapas sen (b. 1923), lighting designer for theatre and cinema, best known for his innovative 
improvisations in indigenous technology; has designed and illuminated landmark 
productions like Raktakarabi, Angaar, Kallol, Gandhi vs Mahatma; subject of a documentary 
Let There Be Light by Asit Basu.
badal sircar (b. 1925), author of Ebong Indrajit, landmark modern Indian play; ideologue 
and director of a free theatre movement, spearheaded by his own theatre group, Satabdi; 
trained as architect and town planner, has served as city architect of Calcutta, and in 
Nigeria. 

The synopses and brief theatrographies of the plays mentioned in the text required some more 
detailed research and therefore could not be included in this issue. They will be included in the 
forthcoming issue of the Seagull Theatre Quarterly.
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DATe (Developing 
Awareness Through 
Entertainment) engaged in 
promoting children’s 
theatre movement, is 
planning to bring out a 
national directory, which 
will list organizations and 
groups of individuals 
engaged in such activity. 
DATe is keen on 
increasing interaction 
among like minded groups 
with a view to bringing 
meaningful theatre and 
performing art activities 
tochildren. 
DATe also plans to start a 
resource centre, which will 
hold workshops for script 
writers, actors, producers, 
teachers, parents and 
children.
All those involved in the 
children’s theatre 
movement and other 
performing art activities 
for children are requested 
to send details to:

Dr. Mohan Agashe, 
55, Ahireshwarwadi, 
Mukundnagar, 
Pune 411037 
email: mohanagashe@vsnl.
com

Dr. Meera Oke, 
Sharmishta 2, flat no 7, 
Shivajinagar, 
Pune 411016 
email meeraoke@hotmail.
com

Seagull theatre Quarterly SuBSCriptiOn rateS

in inDia:
Individuals: Rs 220 per annum

Libraries/Organizations/Institutes: Rs 280 per annum
Life membership: Individuals: Rs 2500

Institutions: Rs 5000
Back Issues (single): Rs 50 each; double: Rs 100 each

Please add Rs 25 as clearing charges for outstation cheques.
Drafts must be payable in Calcutta.

in pakiStan, BanglaDeSh, Sri lanka:
Individuals: equivalent of Indian Rs 220 per annum

Libraries/Organizations/Institutes: equivalent of Rs 280 per 
annum

Please add the equivalent of
 Indian Rs 25 as registered mailing charges per issue 

or Indian Rs 100 per annual subscription.
All payments to be made in bank drafts only.

Drafts must be payable in Calcutta.

in uk, uSa anD all Other COuntrieS:
Individuals: £16/ $20 per annum

Libraries/Organizations/Institutes: £25/$35 per annum
Back Issues: £4/$5 each

Please add £2.50/$3.50 as clearing charges for outstation 
cheques

Please include £ 7.50/US $12 for registered mailing and 
handling.

All drafts must be payable in Calcutta.

Note: Cheque/Draft to be sent in favour of: 
seagull foundation for the arts

26 Circus Avenue
Calcutta 700 017

India

phone: 240 3636/7942 
fax: 280 5143

email: seagull@giascl01.vsnl.net.in

visit us at www.seagullindia.com
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new releases from Seagull books

Captured Moments: A Life—ShamBhu Shaha

With a biographical essay by ChanDrima Shaha

vii + 100 pp, with more than 50 b/w photographs and a number of sketches.
rs 400. ISbn 81 7046 200 2

In the early 1930s, the streets of Calcutta were frequented by a young man armed with a 
sketch book and photographic equipment, who was either patiently sketching a scene or 
clicking away with his camera. This was Shambhu Shaha (1905–88), one of India’s 
pioneering and best known photographers. Shaha was amongst the first Indians to 
graduate from using a large format camera to a small one, and to specialize in candid 
photography. His spontaneous shots of everyday life, along with his portraits of 
historical figures, capture a whole era in our national and cultural life, marking India’s 
transition from pre- to post-Independence.
Although he is best known as ‘Tagore’s photographer’, his work encompasses royal 
weddings, protraits of famous personalities and national leaders, the refugee influx into 
Calcutta in the early 1970s, street life, inductrial photography and architecture.
This volume brings together in print, his best known photographs, along with a 
comprehensive biographical essay, and a selection of his sketches.
dr chandrima shaha, a scientist working at the National Institute of Immunology, New 
Delhi, is the daughter of Karuna Shaha and Shambhu Shaha. She learnt photography 
from her father and is currently engaged in a comprehensive documentation and 
cataloguing of her parents’ work.

In her Own right:remembering the Artist karuna Shaha—tapati guha-thakurta

vii + 68 pp, with more than 45 colour plates, b/w photographs, sketches.
rs 425. ISbn 81 7046 199 5

karuna shaha (1921–96) was one of the first women students to enroll in the 
Government College of Arts and Crafts, Calcutta, and amongst the first women artists 
who persisted—indeed insisted—on claiming professional space in her own right. She 
exhibited regularly, continuing with her drawing, sketching and painting right till the 
end of her life. She was a founder-member of The Group, a collective of women artists. 
Shaha remains best known for her studies of the female nude, and art historian Tapati 
Guha -Thakurta’s insightful analysis explains how ‘the nude would become for her the 
prime symbol of artistic freedom and the shedding of inhibitions . . . The bodies which 
inhabit her drawings and paintings through the 60s and 70s are deliberately divested of 
any sense of the idealistic or ethereal . . . [with] the artist wanting to capture through 
charcoal and ink or brush and paint the sheer materiality and corpulence of human 
flesh.’
tapati guha-thakurta is an art historian and a Fellow in History at the Centre for 
Studies in Social Sciences, Calcutta. 
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Till Death Do us Part: Five Stories—mahaSweta Devi

Translated by vikram iyengar

82 pp. rs 150. ISbn 81 7046 186 3

These touching tales, with their humour, delicacy and warmth, are each centred on a 
woman character. There is Kuli (‘Talaq’) who finds herself unexpectedly divorced in the 
heat of a quarrel, but decides to defy societal taboos with her ex-husband, companion of 
many years. Mohini, lonely after her sons leave home, vows that since her husband 
objects to her verbosity, she will henceforth talk only to the crows and cranes (‘The Saga 
of Kagaboga’). Kamal (‘The Poet’s Wife’), discovers how harsh the indifference of today’s 
world can be; while Anandi (‘Pani’) mourns the sudden loss of her only friend and the 
simple pleasures of their companionship, even as insensitive forces question her links 
with the old man. Finally, there is the ageing actress, Kusum (‘Love Story’), who, after a 
lifetime of devotion to her lover, finds herself alone, and questioning what it was all 
about.
This volume, spanning over three decades of writing, shows an unusually tender side to 
Mahasweta Devi, widely known for her satiric prose and biting indictment of societal 
inequities.
mahasweta devi is one of India’s foremost writers. Her powerful fiction has won her 
recognition in the form of the Sahitya Akademi (1979), Jnanpith (1996) and Ramon 
Magsaysay (1996) awards, amongst several other literary honours. She was also awarded 
the Padmasree in 1986, for her activist work amongst dispossessed tribal communities.
vikram iyengar, currently engaged in research in Performance Studies, is also a Kathak 
dancer. He is based in Calcutta.

Postwar revolt of the rural Poor in bengal: Memoirs of a Communist Activist—
aBani lahiri

Interviewed by ranaJit DaSgupta

Translated by SuBrata BanerJee, with an introduction by Sumit Sarkar

224 pp. rs475. ISbn 81 7046 182 0

This is an English translation of the memoirs of Abani Lahiri, dedicated Communist and 
one of the foremost leaders of the Tebhaga uprising of 1946–47, a movement of 
sharecroppers and the rural poor. In the form of an extended interview conducted by the 
late Ranajit Dasgupta, Communist activist and well known labour historian, whose 
discreet yet highly perceptive questioning raises it much above the level of most 
memoirs. Abani Lahiri re-assesses a critical period of post-war, pre-independence nation 
fromation, and raises pertinent questions about the path since taken.
abani lahiri is a veteran Communist leader and activist who has played an important 
role in people’s movements in Bengal since the days of the nationalist struggle.
subrata banerJee is editor, Man and Development, the quarterly journal of the Centre for 
Research in Rural and Industrial Development (CRRID), Chandigarh.
sumit sarkar is a leading historian known for his association with the Subaltern Studies 
initiative.

DramatiC mOmentS—nemai ghosh

Photographs and Memories of Calcutta Theatre from the Sixties to the nineties
viii + 192 pp. over 100 b/w photographs. 
rs 900. 
ISbn 81 7046 156 1

Best known for his photographs of Satyajit Ray at work and in his more private moments 
and moods, and his stills from Ray films, Ghosh’s photographs of theatre capture the 
distinctive individualities of renowned directors, actors and actresses like Sombhu Mitra, 
Utpal Dutt, Tripti Mitra, Badal Sircar, Ajitesh Bandyopadhyay, Manoj Mitra, Bibhash 
Chakraborty, Keya Chakraborty, Kumar Roy, and others in performance and directorial 
presence. 
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‘Now I’m Chapal Rani through and through. No longer Chapal Bhaduri.’
Chapal Bhaduri, alias Chapal Rani or Queen Chapal, leading lady of Bengal’s traditional 
folk travelling theatre-in-the-round, the Jatra, spent his life playing women. Feeling like 

a woman. Until history changed tradition and women began to play female roles 
themselves. Out of work, ageing, he turned to a new livelihood: that of playing Sitala, 
the poor person’s dreaded goddess of pox and disease, in dramatized performances of 

the goddess’s sacred saga. 

This video biography brings you face to face with a unique individual, reminiscing 
about the world of the Jatra, discussing what it meant to be a woman night after night, 

talking of the essential loneliness that came from being neither one thing nor another, of 
living as a human being on the edges of conventional society, and showing how he 

metamorphoses into the goddess in order to perform her story. In the process we get a 
fascinating view of the milieu of the professional Jatra,  an integral part of the people’s 

culture of Bengal.  

In-depth interviews on the life of a Jatra actor, extracts from milestone fragments of Jatra 
plays, the makeup process that metamorphoses a man into a goddess, and 

documentation of the play on the goddess, provide you with a rare entry into an 
unusual world, and a close look at Chapal Bhaduri’s life and work. 

Performance/Theatre Studies/Cultural Anthropology/Folklore/Gender Studies
Colour. 44 minutes. Betacam.

VHS Rs 275/-,  £15/-,  $25/-, NTSC $35/-

Produced by:
The Seagull Foundation for the Arts, 
26 Circus Avenue, Calcutta. 700 017

Tel: 240 3636. Fax: 280 5143.
email: seagull@giascl01.vsnl.net.in

Performing the Goddess: Chapal bhaduri’s Story


