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Dear friend,

Four years ago, we started a theatre journal. It was an experiment. Lots of 
questions. Would a journal in English work? Who would our readers be? What 
kind of material would they want?Was there enough interesting and diverse 
work being done in theatre to sustain a journal, to feed it on an ongoing basis 
with enough material? Who would write for the journal? How would we collect 
material that suited the indepth attention we wanted to give the subjects we 
covered?

Alongside the questions were some convictions. We knew, for example, that we 
wanted to pay attention to those kinds of theatre work that were off-beat, 
alternative, serious, sustained, activist, experimental, confrontational, small, 
semi-rural or rural, marginalized for one reason or another. We wanted to find a 
way of bringing such work to the notice of the theatre community, to help forge 
links, spread awareness and facilitate networking. We wanted the journal to be 
relevant, which meant that it had to deal with issues and problems faced by 
theatre persons. There should be food for the mind and soul, things that opened 
doors and lit up horizons, that helped one cross borders and break conventions. 
Inspirational stuff, perhaps a fellow theatre person talk of his/her life in theatre 
or how s/he overcame certain problems. Lots of ringing bells. There should be 
practical stuff, which one could use, which could help answer questions related 
to one’s work in theatre. Voices of flesh and blood people. All this, and more—
playscripts, debates, group discussions, serious reviews.

Part of what this fledgling journal wanted to do was to strengthen the very 
embattled, threatened situation in which live theatre which does not want to be 
just commercial entertainment, finds itself today. To devote a serious journal to 
this theatre was a way of acknowledging its presence, giving it importance, 
recognizing its contribution to society, giving it a voice or allowing its many 
voices to speak. It was a way of joining the struggle, if you will. Because every 
theatre person knows that today, doing theatre seriously is a struggle.

Anyway, today we are inviting you to help us by giving us your feedback, your 
inputs and ideas, which will help us take a long, hard look at ourselves. Please 
be as frank as you like. Please be as constructive as you can. We will be grateful 
if you fill in the attached questionnaire as completely as possible.

Many thanks,

Anjum Katyal, Editor
Seagull Theatre Quarterly (STQ)
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The Naqqals of Punjab, a traditional rural community of performers, 
are followers of the goddess Jawala Mai. They are bhakts of a sufi pir 
and consider their weekly performance at the dargah an act of worship, 
of bhakti. They perform the Ramleela, they enact and recite the stories of 
the Sikh sants and gurus, they perform at gurdwaras. When asked 
about this multi-religiosity, they answer: caste and religious divisions 
are man made. Divinity is one, indivisible. Humankind is one family, 
different members of which hold different religious beliefs. What does 
it matter by which name you call your god?

Aalkaap is a popular performance form in rural Bengal and parts of 
Bihar. Seeped in the essentially humanist  and mystical philosophy of 
the baul and fakir, performances begin with invocations to Hindu devis 
and devtas, even by Muslim troupes. The Aalkaap play upholds the 
principles of love and humanism above divides of caste and religion.

Mogal Tamsa, a rural performance tradition of eastern Orissa dating 
back to the 18th century, brought both Hindus and Muslims together 
before the local Shiva temple on Sankranti day; more recently, it played 
a healing role in uniting a bitterly riven community split along 
communal lines.

These examples of performance traditions which comfortably transgress 
what we are being taught are barbed-wire barriers between different 
systems of religious belief, are just a few of the many performance 
forms which, on the ground, affirm our centuries-old history of 
sophisticated acceptance of difference, of the other. This is a history 
which has always existed alongside and despite all our other histories 
of repression, hostility and dominance. As polarizations intensify, as 
increasingly strident claims to a definitive ‘tradition’ and ‘heritage’ 
multiply, such performance forms need all the more to be cherished, 
positing as they do an alternate, equally indigenous, tradition of 
humanistic tolerance and syncretism.

Anjum Katyal

Editorial



neelam man singh chowdhry, director of The Company, Chandigarh, is a director whose vividly stylish 
productions have been invited to important theatre festivals both within the country and abroad. In this 
intimate, introspective journey through memory, she shares the experiences that shaped her creative life 
with anjum katyal and naveen kishore of STQ. 

‘Contradictions and contrasts’

‘Unpeeling the layers within yourself’
Neelam Man Singh Chowdhry

4
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My family situation was quite unusual. My father came from a family of priests—the whole 
Nirankari Movement, which is a villagers’ Sikh movement, and which was a Reformatory 
movement in Punjab, was started in our family. The first widow remarriage happened in our 
family. While Raja Rammohun Roy was preaching the abolition of sati, in our family we got a 
widow remarried. The Anand-Karaj, which is marriage around the Guru Granth Sahib, was started 
in our family. Previously, even the Sikhs got married around the fire, which was called Bedi di 
Lawan.

My mother came from a very anglicized family; while my father’s family was basically taught 
how to read and recite the Guru Granth Sahib. But they were very liberal-minded people. My 
mother’s father—my nana—was the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court. He was the Ambassador 
to Ethiopia, very friendly with Nehru, the Mountbattens . . . So, it’s a very strange kind of contrast 
in terms of family exposure. When I went to my mother’s side of the family—it was all bridge-
tables in  the evening and the Nehrus dropping in; when I went to my father’s side of the family, 
we all ate in the kitchen, we lived in the gurdwara, woke up in the morning with the sound of the 
Kirtan (songs of worship), we would get up at 4 in the morning and do seva (service) in the 
langar(food distribution ceremony). So to me, the whole thing seemed to suggest a whole variety; 
and perhaps, the whole sense of drama really happened through the kind of contradictions and 
contrasts that I was exposed to.

My father is a doctor, and also a theologist, which is, in retrospect, a very unusual combination. 
He writes a lot on theology, he goes to seminars, he writes papers, but they are very progressive 
writings. So there was an interesting mix of scientific and religious temper in the house, a kind of 
westernization that came from my mother and a kind of ‘Punjabiat’ that came from my father’s 
side of the family.

Then my father went off to England for further studies and the whole family went with him. 
So, I have early childhood memories of spending five years in London, Edinburgh, Leeds—certain 
memories, certain smells, certain friendships which developed in early schooling. An attitude that 
one brought back, when one came from England. Because one was about 11 or 12, so a certain 
formation had happened. I do remember, very clearly, that I had formed a little theatre group, with 
all the local children. My father was the Medical Superintendent of the Medical College, Amritsar. 
So we lived in a home which had a lot of staff—the people who did the laundry, the gardeners of 
the Medical College. I would collect all the kids together, in the garage. I would set up two table-
tennis tables, which I made into the stage, and I would write little plays and I had my own little 
friends and we would do the plays and all these kids would be our audience. I have a memory of 
that.

But, because I grew up in a provincial city, as I started growing older, I started getting more shy, 
more inhibited; I got more into painting. I used to paint, like a lot of people paint; there was 
nothing special in that. But there was a feeling of wanting to be an artist. It’s like you sometimes 
self-consciously decide what you really wish to be. So, I wanted to be in the world of art, whatever 
that meant. One was not exposed to any painting, it was really a provincial city in the true sense of 
the word. 

[In terms of music, of course], we had just the Kirtan, we had to learn how to sing. But I find it 
just too meetha-meetha (sugary sweet). I just prefer something much more robust, which is what the 
traditional Kirtan used to be, as done by the rubabis.  But with the rubabis, after the partition, going 
to Pakistan, you had a new concept of the Kirtani Jathas, a much more meetha kind of music, very 
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spiritual, but very pretty. It didn’t appeal to my sensibility. But we had to learn that when I used to 
go to the gurdwara. We had a gurdwara in Rawalpindi, but after the whole exodus, the government 
had given us land in Chandigarh. So our Nirankari gurdwara was in Chandigarh. Twice a year we 
have a big Mela, where Nirankaris from all over collect and I was made to sing  in that from the 
age of 11-12 years. I had to sing one Shabad. So, there was that happening.  

I liked painting, I liked reading books about artists, I responded to their lives. But there was 
nothing in our environment, no background of art. There was a liberality, which really came out of 
a certain innocence. Because, in a certain way, my parents are very unworldly and not very 
conscious of worldly matters. So, perhaps they gave us a kind of freedom to experiment. The rest 
of the people that I knew in my set-up faced lots of dos and don’ts. We didn’t have any of those 
dos and don’ts and I used to sometimes feel that maybe my parents didn’t care sufficiently for me. 
But, in a certain way, they allowed me the freedom to make mistakes. So I did a lot of exploring—I 
changed many schools, I changed many subjects. But everything I did was quite mindless.  There 
was no conscious design.

Now, the daughter of one of my father’s very good friends had married a person from 
Chandigarh called Dr B.M. Goswami, an art-historian—brilliant man. They lived three houses 
down the road. Dr Goswami represented to me that world, which I could only imagine; which 
somewhere I, perhaps, aspired to be a part of; but what it was, I had no idea. He talked about art, 
he was the head of the Fine Arts Department in the Chandigarh University, he took the names of  
artists that . . . his whole language . . . he used words which I had never heard. I was very 
fascinated by that. I had just finished my BA with psychology honours. And, he said, Why don’t 
you join the Fine Arts Department in Chandigarh?

In between, this was in 1970-71, because I had done psychology, I was working in the Amritsar 
Mental Hospital; where, very unconsciously, I was doing theatre games with the mental patients. 
My father was in charge of all the hospitals, so when I said, I wish to do this . . . I had read 
somewhere in the course of one’s exposure to psychology that this was also therapeutic . . . I was 
reading books by Laing and other people to get information. So it was, basically, trying to grow 
through a certain kind of experiment; and I found that it was working quite well. The response 
was wonderful. And I used to always feel, when I came out of the Mental Hospital and joined the 
gang of people I knew, that I couldn’t relate to them. I just found their conversation about clothes 
and the other things that were part of their ambitions totally disorienting. I felt more real when I 
was in the hospital working with people who were considered sick. So, there was this strange kind 
of change in perceptions that was happening inside me. 

‘Entering a mysterious world ‘

Then I started doing my Masters in History of Art at Chandigarh. At that point, Balwant Gargi had 
just returned from Seattle, where he was heading the Drama Department. He had come to 
Chandigarh as a visiting professor and wanted to do a play with the University students. He was 
going from department to department.  Most of these departments had very few students—there 
were about 7-8 students at that time.  He looked at me and he said, I want you to come for tea in 
the evening and I want you to be in my play. I was very shy, inhibited, very tense, knotted-up and I 
said—uuu . . . I  can’t act. He said, Nahin, nahin, aap sham ko aana (No, no, come in the evening). So I 
went there—his house looked different to the regular houses I had seen, there were posters, a sort  
of conversation which had a sense of freedom. It was kind of exotic for me. He was very insistent, 
You work. Apparently, at that stage, there were not many people who were willing to do the play. 
He got me so pulverized by his personality that I didn’t even know how to say no. So we did The 
Maids by Jean Genet. And we were nervous because it was a play about lesbianism . . . [we did it] 
in English, for the English department. 

Anyway, we did the play and one felt like a bit of a star, having done a play in the University. I 
don’t know what we did, I don’t know what was happening; it was like sublimating your 
emotions. All that was suppressed was finding a certain platform. One just felt so special. It was 
just amazing. And you felt that you were on the threshold of something very exciting; that you 
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were entering a mysterious world which had all kinds of possibilities of excitement and adventure.
At that point of time, Alkazi brought two plays to Chandigarh: Jasma Odan and Othello, in 

which Manohar Singh, Raina, Uttara Baokar—all these people were acting; and because we had 
done a little bit of ‘theatre’, we were asked to help backstage. When we went backstage, it just blew 
my whole world to bits.  To see the camaraderie, the intermingling of the sexes; hearing Alkazi 
talk—his whole personality, the way he spoke—it was just magical and I think seeing those plays, I 
didn’t breathe for the full two or two-and-a-half hours, whatever the duration of the play was. It 
was like I was on edge and I thought, What is this world, what is happening, look at these people, 
look at the discipline. Before that all one’s choices had really been very unconscious, they just 
happened. But now I wanted to be part of the NSD. I just wanted to be there—I knew that this is 
what I wished to do. I was no actress, I was very inhibited, even though we did Maids and later 
Jean Anouilh’s Antigone and everybody said I was very good, very intense; but it was a very small, 
little audience in a small, little world, so I didn’t know how good or bad I was. And Balwant Gargi 
had this great capacity for seeking publicity, so, before one knew it, one was in the newspaper, in 
the Illustrated Weekly, because Balwant Gargi knew everyone—right from Khushwant Singh to all 
the editors. So, rather than the play, it was Gargi ‘back in India’ being projected, and because one 
was in that play, one’s picture got splashed around. 

‘When I joined the NSD, I was a total anomaly’

Then I applied to the NSD, and because at that time, in 1973, not many women went to the NSD, I 
was selected. I don’t think, if I had applied today, there would be any hope of my being selected, 
because I remember, at the interview, the piece that I had prepared—my voice never came out. It’s 
like I had no voice; I tried to speak, but there was no voice. It was really horrific. And facing all 
those people—it was terrible! Anyway, I joined the NSD. 

When I joined the NSD, I was a total anomaly, because I didn’t know Punjabi, I didn’t know 
Hindi. (When we came back to school, we were under the bracket of ‘foreigners’, so we had to do 
Moral Science, we didn’t do Hindi. And this was before Punjabi had been introduced as a language 
in schools.) We spoke in English . . . My father used to weep, he used to say, Mere bacheon Punjabi 
sikho (My children, learn Punjabi). A whole contradiction had taken place because of the socio-
political forces operating in the context in which one was living. At NSD, you had the behenjis 
(nonwesternized) and the angrezs (westernized) and if you spoke English, you had to be part of the 
elitist lot! 

I had done these two plays with Gargi, so I felt, before I entered, that I was ‘something’ and 
suddenly I realized that I was really ‘nothing’—less than nothing. Also, when I did my MA, I got a 
1st class, I was a gold medallist. So, there were other areas in which one had, within the parameters 
of one’s life, excelled in certain things—and suddenly, you know, sliding back at the age of 21 was 
very, very traumatic. When you live in Punjab, you are not exposed to even things like surnames, 
even a name like Hattangady or Thiyam was beyond my phonetics, or meeting people from other 
states—you had Marathi nuances, people from Bengal and Manipur, from Bangladesh—it was a 
very rich exposure, but I had no experience or maturity to be able to handle all that. But there was 
no way I was going to turn back. I was determined to be accepted, to be a part of it, to find my little 
niche in that whole environment.

So the three years were a process of total demystificaton in terms of what I felt I was, all that I 
had learnt, all my perceptions, it was like deconditioning just about everything. And the process 
can be very, very painful. I always felt I was on the brink between sanity and madness; I would 
find myself crossing over. One had become very fragile; all kinds of things were happening to me. 
I was a total and complete mess at the NSD. I had many friends, friendships were formed, the 
teachers were very kind to me, but I was extremely fragile. After the three years, I never thought I 
wished to do theatre, because I felt it had really destroyed so much inside me. What it had 
destroyed was everything I stood for. And it had not really been replaced by anything else. So 
many strange things had happened—I had almost started stammering, I didn’t know what to wear, 
I couldn’t relate to my body, I couldn’t relate to my speech, I couldn’t relate to my mind. It was a 
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total breakdown of just about every coordination within myself. I think it happens to everybody at 
the National School of Drama in different ways. There is a total annihilation of everything that you 
believed in, when you come there. Some people, perhaps, in that whole three years process, can 
find something. Somebody like me found it or I am still finding it much later; but I do feel it was a 
very major thing that happened. But there was nothing I could hold on to—I hadn’t achieved 
anything, I wasn’t a particularly good student, I hadn’t made any impact in the school.

(Can you remember any particular things, about the teaching, or anything else, that have stayed with you?)

Alkazi as a teacher—extraordinary! If it wasn’t for the compassion and understanding that he 
showed to my situation, I don’t think I would have been able to survive. He was absolutely 
charismatic; he had entered our consciousness so  completely that we had no other conversation, 
but about Alkazi . . . aaj Alkazi sahib ne mujhe good morning kaha, aaj Alkazi sahib ne mujhe ek kitab di 
(today, Alkazi wished me, gave me a book). And Alkazi was phenomenal. Suddenly, at 6 o’ clock in 
the morning he would walk into the hostel and examine everything from the breath of the guys to 
the cupboards—because he said that theatre is the art of proximity, so you have to be clean. It was 
like an X-ray machine detecting all that was inside us. I don’t know if there is another teacher like 
him, who can be such a powerful and all-pervasive influence on vulnerable minds. The other 
teachers were also good, but they were peripheral in this whole Raslila that revolved around 
Alkazi.

I remember that when he used to direct plays, all of us who were not doing a role would sit 
there, taking notes like supplicants. And if he made us work for 15 hours, he worked for 18 hours 
himself. Because he was such a perfectionist, he pushed us to that kind of thing. I really find him 
quite flawless as a teacher and even after 20 years of not having been his student, [whenever I meet 
him] my husband always says, Neelam you become yes sir, no sir, three bags full sir . . .  He has 
that effect. So, that’s Alkazi!

Then, of course, we were a crazy lot. We would do funny things like—we were always hungry 
and wanting to have good meals. So all of us would dress up in our Sunday best and join the baraat 
(groom’s procession) of weddings. And because everybody could sing and dance, we would take 
over the singing and dancing, have a good meal and come back. We really had a lot of fun, also.

My good friends were Saba Zaidi—she did a lot of work for the television, did costumes for 
Junoon, Shatranj ke Khiladi; then Jyoti Deshpande, who is now working in Pune. She is the sister of 
G. P. Deshpande [the Marathi playwright]. She was a very good friend. Om [Puri] was a very dear 
friend, still is. Lots of very close friendships developed within all of us. It’s nice when we meet, 
there’s a kind of camaraderie. Bansi [Kaul] was, is, a good friend. Bhanu Bharati was in the 
repertory. There is a nice, warm feeling, because we have been part of a certain memory, a certain 
trauma, a certain experience, a certain struggle, insecurities we shared. There is a sense of having 
shared a very vital experience together, which binds you. 

And all our teachers were people of calibre. Nibha Joshi—brilliant mind. She was supposed to 
be teaching us Sanskrit theatre, but one got many insights about life, philosophy, metaphysics, 
love, relationships. She was a phenomenal influence. To a great extent our language was formed by 
Alkazi, an expression of work culture. There was  Nemi Chand Jain who, in a certain way, 
stimulated our minds to be analytical and to think. Then there was Rita Kothari, who we were all 
very petrified of but whom everyone admired.

When I joined NSD, the first production we did was the Kabuki theatre. Sozo Sato was a 
ornagatha (Kabuki female impersonator) who had come from Japan. And for 3 months, suddenly, 
the whole of NSD, was converted into Japan—right from the tea ceremony to the ink painting. So 
one got a whole feeling of the Zen way of life. We saw many films. We were given choices of what 
we wished to do as backstage people. I went into makeup. I used to love painting Om Puri’s face. I 
admire people very easily. So I picked on Om to admire. He was two years senior to me, and I 
knew he was going to be a great actor. I was supposed to do Om’s makeup and the Kabuki makeup 
is very elaborate and long-drawn-out. I used to really respond to doing that.  

I had read many books on Zen. The project I did in the first year was based on the Zen way of 
life—Haiku poetry. Whatever we did at the NSD, at that point, was like entering into a world. Not 
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in a superficial way, but into its intricacies—right from its fabric to its textures, to its music, to its 
sounds, to its movement. That also, in a certain way, formed the premise of how I deal with my 
group . . .

When we did Yerma, I told them about the Spanish painting, the Duendo, there was a great 
exposure to Spain given to them. When we did Nagamandala we followed the snake ritual, snake 
myths. So we don’t just put up a play, in a certain way I try to give them a much larger canvas, and 
then we throw all that away and the whole process of osmosis, of making it yours in terms of your 
own personal experience—as a Punjabi, as a person living in Chandigarh—takes over.

After that [at NSD], we did a Yakshagana play with Shivram Karanth. B.V. Karanth had come 
as Shivram Karanth’s assistant. That was the first time I met B.V. Karanth—very serious, very 
‘no-nonsense.’ Shivram Karanth was wild and we got along marvellously, because his daughter is 
married to a Sardar. And because I am from a Sikh family, he would say, Tell me Punjabi gaalis 
(curse words). We had a great rapport. He reminded me of people like Balzac or Rodin. He had 
that whole thrust and almost monumental quality about his teaching, his personality, his energy, 
his violence, his being able to destroy all that he created, which was just phenomenal. So we did a 
Yakshagana called Bhisham Vijay. In fact at that time, he wanted to give me the role of Amba, which 
was the main role; but then everyone said, No, no, no, she can’t dance, she can’t speak. I did the 
role of the younger sister, which was equally interesting, perhaps not as major. And Rohini 
[Hattangady] was phenomenal; there was no doubt. She was a much superior choice. It was very 
exciting to work with Shivram Karanth.

(In what way does the fact that you have been on stage influence your direction?)

I think that all the blocks that I had as an actress help me understand the blocks in other actors. 
And because I know the tension areas which prevent one from really giving oneself fully—I can 
relate to that. And my own very complex psychology as a student helps me understand the 
complexes that could be experienced by my actors. So in that way I feel it was a very valid and 
necessary experience that I went through, which I can today objectively observe and which helps 
me to draw out some of the younger actors in my group. 

‘We formed a little company’

Nadira [Zaheer, later Babbar] had just come back from Germany after having worked with the 
Berliner Ensemble. Raj Babbar was my class fellow. She used to come to the NSD. You know, we 
had all heard about our seniors, and we admired them. We all got together and formed a little 
travelling company—Nadira, Pankaj Kapoor, Ranjit Kapoor, myself, Raj Babbar, Anu Kapoor 
(Ranjit’s younger brother) and many other people. We just got together, and we did Jasma Odan. 
And I did the role of Jasma! 

It was suddenly like somebody believed in me and gave me such a big role to do. It always 
reminds me of the life of Jean Genet—when he was asked, Why are you a thief? he said, Everybody 
said I was a thief, so I became a thief. It’s like everybody said I was Anglicized, I couldn’t act, I 
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should be a director, my body didn’t move well. So, my body, if it could move well, started moving 
badly, whatever I said became more Anglicized, because the whole self-consciousness created its 
own kind of tension. I really felt like Jean Genet—because she said, You can do it, I did it.  

(How was it different from Alkazi’s?)

When I was working with Alkazi I was taking copious notes, observing how he handled the actors, 
how he analysed a character, how he used space, how he choreographed.This wasn’t something 
we were doing at the NSD. It was much more casual and informal, more relaxed. Nadira was very 
laid back, there was no pressure. It was, Khao, pio, chalo thoda sa kaam bhi kar lo (eat, drink, let’s do a 
little bit of work also . . .). So it was a nice feeling. For six months, it was really fantastic. We toured 
all over India. We went to rehearse in Simla. We toured Himachal, Haryana, Punjab, Bihar, UP— 
we did about 60-80 shows. The local DCs gave us khana-peena (board and lodging) plus Rs1000, 
500, whatever they gave, because money was never the criterion. I think, at that time one was more 
. . . one felt like one was an ‘artist’. Now, of course, everyone says, Kitna milega? (How much will 
one get?) I think it was really the whole age of innocence, the age of faith, the age of struggle, the 
age of wanting to do something for the sake of growth. At least I think we all felt that way.  One 
never thought in terms of Kitna kamaenge (How much will we earn). That never crossed our 
minds—and it was not a question of people who came from better homes or less privileged homes. 
I think it was really the psychology of the times. It’s the way one thought. It was before television.  
It was before people like Naseer[uddin Shah] had made it into films, which gave a chance to 
people with ordinary faces who didn’t look like heroes in the conventional sense.

So we toured all over and it was wonderful, because we were really roughing it out. One felt 
one was a part of a movement. There were many, many experiences . . . Like, in Kathiar (in Bihar). 
To them, a theatre company was like a Nautanki company. This was before the NSD had started 
touring, or the National Festivals etc. So we reached the town and there were posters of the play all 
over. They had put us up in this—I’ll never forget this place—it had gautakias, peek daans and thuk 
daans (bolsters and spittoons) there was paan and supari all over. Suddenly all the seths (VIPs) of the 
town arrived. They wanted to meet the star, which was me—Heroine se milna hai (we want to meet 
the heroine)—I was supposed to be the chief courtesan of the group and they had come to 
proposition me with money. I remember that all the guys—Ranjit, Pankaj, Raj Babbar, were saying, 
We’ll thrash them, they’re casting eyes on the women! But I kind of enjoyed the whole thing. To 
me, the whole thing was so theatrical.

And then we did the show. They hated the show because they wanted naach-gana (song and 
dance) and all that. And then there were interruptions. Whenever the dances would come on, 
because Jasma Odan has some dances, people would throw money; they were whistling and 
hooting and the boys would get really furious, but I think the girls quite enjoyed it! 

We had so many interesting experiences. I remember that we would be so tired that in between 
trains, we would roll out our beddings and sleep on the platform. And the people would come 
cleaning it and throw water over us. We were so fast asleep that we didn’t even realize that water 
or mud was being thrown on us. It was really funny.

‘It was very exciting to work with Shivram Karanth’. Facing page 
left: Yakshagana play directed by Sivaram Karanth. NSD 1974. 
Ratan Thiyam (back) Rohini Hattangady and Neelam Man Singh; 
right: The Class of 1974, NSD. Saba Zaidi, Naseeruddin, Chhaya, 
Raj Babbar, Bansi Kaul, Manohar Singh, Kadri, Balraj Pandit, Jaspal, 
Asha Kasbekar and Neelam.
Right: ‘It was suddenly like somebody believed in me . . .’ Neelam 
in Jasma Odan. Directed by Nadira Zaheer, 1975-76.  
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Anyway, after this was over I got married and shifted to Bombay . . .

(Your parents did not mind your travelling around?)

No, no.  But my parents used to say, if a boy was coming to see me, Don’t tell them you are an 
actress. If they ask what are you doing, say you are an artist. There was this whole thing of 
defiance—I would say if he is going to be put off because I am an actress, then I don’t want to 
marry him. It’s better to find out the way he thinks.

Anyway, I met Pushi, but it was very casual, it wasn’t in the typical conventional manner. I was 
rehearsing. So I would take him to rehearsals. We were doing Hamlet, which Bhanu Bharati was 
directing for an outside company called Sabrang. Pushi would come to the rehearsals; so he knew 
what was happening.

‘Bombay is a very open city’
Then we got married; I shifted to Bombay. At that time, Naseer and Om Puri had finished their 
years at the Film Institute. Rohini had got married to Jaydev [Hattangady] and they were in 
Bombay. 

So a whole lot of us from NSD got together and we formed a theatre group called Majma. At 
that point of time, I also met Pearl Padamsee, who was a neighbour; and she said, I do a lot of 
children’s theatre, why don’t you get involved? She asked me to direct a children’s play. I said, But 
I can’t direct. She said, Of course you can. I’m there to help you. I was really hesitant and very 
nervous. But I directed the play and it worked quite well. It was a one-act children’s play. I realized 
that I really enjoyed the experience. It was so much more exciting than being an actress. It gave me 
a good feeling.

In between, one was also doing plays with Majma. We did plays like Uddhwasta Dharamsala, 
Andhon ka Kaathi. These plays were really a launching pad for Om and Naseer—they wanted to 
make it into films. Gulzar and B. R. Chopra came to see their shows. We did Strindberg’s Miss Julie, 
in which I did the role of Julie and Om Jean, in Hindi, at the NCPA. Majma got the opening shows 
of Prithvi Theatre. I am not saying that we took anything by storm, but Om was a good actor, 
Naseer was a good actor; nothing to do with me, I can assure you. I am talking about 1976–78.   

Then I became a drama teacher in four or five schools in Bombay. I worked in Champion, I 
worked in J.B. Petit. Most of the upmarket schools were doing Snow White or Cinderella. I felt that 
whole image should be changed. And with the background of NSD one understood the importance 
of language. The moment I made a sound ‘ta ta ra ta, ta ta ra’ to all these very stiff school boys and 
girls, their whole bodies started responding. The memory of sound has such an emotive power in 
most of us. We may have lost it, it may not be a part of our daily life, but there must be a memory 
of the sounds that are part of your history, part of your culture. Then I decided to do Jasma Odan, 
because it was something I had worked in. So in these slightly westernized schools I did a Hindi 
play. It took me a long time to convince the headmistress that I would prefer to work in Hindi.

I have very strong impressions of Shanta Gandhi’s Jasma Odan that I saw at the NSD. The one 
that Nadira did was very informal. The Jasma Odan that I did—now that you have asked me to talk 
about it, I haven’t thought about it earlier—I was very interested in choreography, in group scenes, 
in groupings. You know, Alkazi was called the master of crowd scenes, and very unconsciously I 
picked up the way he handled the crowd—the whole sense of orchestration of so many people on 
stage, the orchestration of sounds, of movement. And I was working with 100 children. In Nadira’s 
production we were 10 or 11 people. So I had to choreograph 100 kids on the stage, the musicians, 
the dancers and the actors. It was a very large scale production. Because of my background in 
painting and having done a two years’ Masters in aesthetics and art, there was also a sense of 
composition and colours. Whatever one did, there had to be some kind of a colour palette or some 
sense of how you organize people in space. These were things I paid a lot of attention to. Also, I 
love details, so I go into a lot of detail. What I had learnt from Alkazi was the bariki (minute, 
intricate, detail) with which you handle the actor, the whole analysis of an actor. All those 
exposures I was definitely putting into the work that I was doing.



And it was quite amazing—in Bombay I got full page reviews for a children’s play, because it 
was the first time that these westernized schools had really gone in for a Hindi play. The school 
was G.D. Somani. I remember that Govind Nihalani came to see the play, and said, It seems that 
you have actually got Bhavai actors. Because the kids were so receptive, so lively, so full of beans, 
they had young bodies so they could do acrobatics almost in the Bhavai style. I had used all that. 
So, it was something I enjoyed doing; and it got a tremendous response. 

Also, what was happening was—every school has certain kids  who are maladjusted, so they 
wanted me to conduct workshops with these children. My experience of having worked in 
Amritsar and my background of psychology helped me; like, there was one kid who had a 
stammer and within 3-4 months the stammer went. He was about 12 or 13 years old and he had 
had this stammer for 8 or 9 years. There was another kid who wasn’t putting on height because he 
was so tense and repressed. Most of them came from Gujarati, Marwari backgrounds, they lived in 
joint families. This kid had a diffused sense of who his mother or his father was.  He was always 
very sick and he wasn’t putting on height. In this workshop, we played games, we tried to work it 
out. It was quite an interesting process that I had begun in a very intuitive manner, which worked 
quite well with children. I started getting invited to quite a few schools to work in this particular 
area. So that was very interesting. I was growing, I was learning, I was thinking, I suddenly felt I 
had created a certain space for myself.

At that point, Sofia College had started an ‘open classroom’ concept. I was teaching theatre 
there, in the evenings, and suddenly it was like ‘my cup brimmeth over’. I felt very good about all 
that was happening.

There was a theatre group where I was doing a little bit of acting; I was doing children’s 
theatre; I was also teaching theatre at Sofia College. So it seemed like all that I had learnt at the 
NSD was finding expression—even the theory that I had learnt was going into the teaching. I had 
got to know many interesting people; one felt one was on the threshold of all that was exciting. 
And Bombay is a very open city, a very welcoming city. If you have a certain kind of energy, a 
certain kind of enthusiasm, people are very receptive to you. They don’t care what you are, what 
you have achieved, what you haven’t achieved, as long as they feel you are interesting. It was 
something which I really enjoyed, it was a very fun period for me.

Suddenly my husband got a transfer to Bhopal and I was totally devastated. I was really upset. 
But there was no way not to move. So we moved to Bhopal. I got a couple of addresses. Everybody 
was sympathizing with me, Don’t feel so upset; there are some nice people who live in Bhopal; it’s 
a nice city.

‘I never separated my work from my family’
I went to Bhopal. I was very grumpy, very annoyed, very upset that just when I was enjoying 
things, enjoying my work, had a little group, had established a certain rhythm, a certain kind of life 
for myself, I had to be uprooted and begin all over again.

Someone had told me about Ashok Vajpayee and the Kala Parishad, so I rang him up and told 
him that I wanted to come and meet him. He said, Come this evening. And he was really fantastic. 
He offered me an assignment there and then to do a play for the Kalidas Akademi in Ujjain. You 
had people like Vijaya Mehta, Pannikar, Shyamanand Jalan doing work for Kalidas Akademi, and I 
was also asked. So it was really a nice feeling. Before this, I had done scenes from Mrichhakatika and 
other Sanskrit plays. So once again somebody, very instinctively, was making me the repository of 
his faith, and my having to meet the challenge, not let the other person down. It was like pushing 
yourself to the limits of your own possibilities.

At that point Bharat Bhavan was an idea in Ashok’s mind. And I think that’s the point of time 
when Arjun Singh was the minister of Education and Culture; so there was a great amount of 
support.

I had just had my first child, who was a month old, when Ashok offered me a job in the 
Ministry of Culture. I said, How can I do it? I’m still feeding the child. He said, Don’t worry, you 
bring the child with you to the office. Ashok in his grandiose manner said, If you have a benign 
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boss there is no problem, you bring your child. And Pushi said to me, Neelam, you must say yes. If 
it doesn’t work out, you can always say no. But at least don’t say no before you know how it can 
be worked out.

So I used to go—I had a room in the Kala Parishad. I would take the child in a little basket. 
When I had to feed him (I fed both the kids for a year), I would just bolt the door, feed the kid, 
burp him and get down to work. I never separated my work from my family. There was absolutely 
no division. Everything overlapped and became a part of the life that we led. Fortunately for me, 
there was no resistance from my husband; there was no pressure. He made it possible for me to do 
it. If he hadn’t said, Go ahead and do it, then we will see . . . I remember, when Bharat Bhavan was 
coming up, we were all working the whole night through with Swaminathan, with Karanth—
setting up the paintings, doing the folk and tribal museum, the Rang Mandal, the poorvrang 
programmes. I was designing the costumes. I had ten tailors sitting in my house. It was like 
madness; and the kid was there. He was going from arm to arm, everybody was feeding him, 
everyone was holding him. And I remember a relative coming and saying, Don’t you think you are 
exposing your child to really wrong things? And I said, No. I think I am exposing my kid to the 
best. He is with people, with music, with movement, with sound. So he is being exposed to the 
best. And I always used to say that when my kid was in my stomach, we used to go the Khajuraho 
festival and the Gwalior Tansen festival—of course, there is no evidence of it in him today, he now 
likes pulp fiction—but I promise you when he was in my stomach—this reminds me of Like Water 
for Chocolate—he used to almost kick in tala (beat). And I used to say, Look, he is kicking in total 
beat. I don’t have to do this, because he is doing it for me. So there was no separation.

‘A very full and fantastic life’
I think the five years in Bhopal were really very lucky for me. I was in the right place at the right 
time. Bhopal was the best thing that happened to me because I got a combination of two of the 
great masters of Indian Theatre—Alkazi, who is a renaissance man, and Karanth, who believes in 
improvisation, who is a people’s person, a very grassroot kind of director. So just working with 
Karanth, we used to spend hours talking about why does one do theatre? What does it mean to just 
do a play? Theatre as movement, theatre as a viewpoint, a concept. There was a lot of discussion 
about what kind of training should be given to an actor. For a long time the training had not been 
organic. So we evolved a system of training by having master performers come to Bharat Bhavan, 
to work with the actors; which was not really to acquire the skill of the master performer, but to 
release certain blocks in the body, mind, heart.

Many thoughts were evolving, many experiments were happening. It was like a whole process 
of trial and error that one was part of, very slowly, perhaps, forming ideas about what one would 
ultimately do at a certain point of time. I am sure change is inevitable and one takes different roads 
and different bifurcations. So the five years in Bhopal were very important.

We travelled a lot, right into the interiors, to Bastar, Chhindwada, Jhabwa; participated in lots 
of workshops, worked with many directors, because Bhopal was open to directors coming from 
outside. I was doing costumes, directing plays, handling poorvrang programmes. One was, at times, 
doing choreography, working with actors, taking classes. One was working from 6 o’clock in the 
morning till 1 o’clock at night. There was no sense of day or night. It seemed like one was working 
for 24 hours, catching a little bit of sleep, eating a little bit of food. It was a very full and fantastic 
life.

I directed Barrister by J. L. Dalvi, Moliere’s Bicchu, I did Respectable Prostitute by Jean Paul 
Sartre, Lokkatha by Ratnakar Matkari.

Respectable Prostitute was one of the more successful productions of the Rang Mandal. So I got 
the reputation of being very good with western plays in the realistic genre. Everybody said, You do 
realism very well, so you should do Chekhov, you should do Ibsen, you should do those kind of 
plays. Every time a western play in Rang Mandal did not work, they would say, We’ll ask Neelam 
to do it, she’s very good, she understands the western syntax. So I was getting that kind of 
reputation. I enjoyed working in the realistic format, but I also realized that it’s very difficult to do 
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a realistic play. You need sets, you need money, you need bric-a-brac.
Lokkatha was also an interesting experiment. Because at that time lots of structures were coming 

up, I used all that scaffolding on the stage. So one had done very interesting designing. I had taken 
the poetry of Shamsher Bahadur Singh and some of the very leftist, Marxist poets of Bhopal and 
woven them into the play. It was a text that one evolved by taking the basic framework. So there 
was a kind of political consciousness. At that time everyone wanted to take a political stance or do 
a political kind of play. So that was an interesting thing that I did for myself. Barrister and the other 
plays, of course, were in the realistic framework: box-sets, realistic form of acting.

I was doing a lot of designing for Karanth. All the productions that he was doing—Malvika 
Agnimitra, Ghashiram Kotwal, King Lear, Benevitz’s King Lear—I was doing costumes for most of 
Karanth’s plays. I was also designing furniture for Bharat Bhavan, buying curtains for Bharat 
Bhavan. It was like I was the main housewife of that complex. It was very exciting, because one got 
a chance to meet a lot of people. My home used to be the hub of whatever was happening—one 
got to meet Ravi Shankar, painters, writers. Mallikarjun Mansur gave a musical recital at my house; 
Peter Brook wanted soup and angrezi khana (a western meal), so I was asked if I could invite him to 
the house. Bhopal was the venue for that workshop. I was coordinating that workshop for Peter 
Brook; I think there was a certain error in comprehension. He really wanted a collection of master 
musicians, master dancers, because he was thinking in terms of his Mahabharata. I had a mixed 
bag—there was Sombhu Mitra, Habib Tanvir, Vijaya Mehta, Satyadev Dubey, there were students. 
He  didn’t want to do a workshop in that sense. He was really trying to identify performative skills 
that, perhaps, could be transformed into his production design. So I think he was a bit annoyed 
with me. 

In terms of landmarks in my consciousness, I remember really admiring the work of Pannikar. 
Karanth’s work, Hayavadana and Jokumaraswami. I had seen a lot of work by Satyadev Dubey—his 
Hayavadana, which one was very influenced by. Vijaya Mehta’s Barrister, her Hamidabai ki Kothi, her 
Shakuntala which she did for a German company, Jabbar Patel’s Ghashiram Kotwal: they were really 
phenomenal things. I remember seeing Habib Tanvir’s Charandas Chor when I was a student. I 
must have seen it about twenty times. Every time I discover something new and I find it exciting 
and interesting. I responded very much to the way Benevitz worked—His Three Penny Opera ITeen 
Paise ka Tamasha), which he had done with Vijaya Mehta’s group. There’s a certain spontaneity, a 
musicality, not in terms of music but lyricism, to his work. It was amazing how he had the capacity 
to take up world classics and totally transform them to a local, regional context without losing any 
core of the text. Taking Shakespeare and doing it with Chattisgarhi artists was absolutely 
incredible. You suddenly started feeling that King Lear was a Chattisgarhi king. His Midsummer’s 
Night Dream in the Chhatisgarhi rhythm.

With Alkazi one had experienced ‘theatre as a proscenium’, as entry and exit, as a presentation 
which was very formal, very blocked; but when I was seeing the works of Pannikar, or Habib 
Tanvir or Benevitz, it was like a revelation. You realized that performance space could be 
anywhere, and the more fluid the better, that any space could become a theatrical space. The way 
you position an audience creates a relationship between the audience and the actor. So it was like 
suddenly I was seeing this work and realizing that there were many ways that one could do 
theatre. There wasn’t a fixed way. They seemed to suggest freedom from all that I had learnt as a 
student at NSD. It was like there were other ways of seeing, other ways of doing, that you could 
really do it any way you wished; and if the way you did it worked, then it was fine, it was 
acceptable. 

In between I went to Greece, to the Delphi Festival. There one got a chance to see world theatre. 
Because of Bharat Bhavan, one got these invitations to see what was happening in the rest of the 
world. I went to Avignon, to London, and saw Festivals, I saw work from different parts of the 
world. How Shakespeare could be done in a different manner. It was all a part of growing, picking 
up, absorbing. And one didn’t really know where that got embedded and how it is going to 
express itself and when.

Then again a bombshell. Pushi got transferred to Chandigarh. Again, it was terrible, because I 
was really enjoying being a part of Bharat Bhavan; I enjoyed my work. It was such a perfect and 



privileged situation to be in. You had a wonderful company, you had theatre persons, you had 
money, you had manpower, you had lights, you had costumes. Having to leave that was like death. 
I almost felt I was in mourning.

Karanth was very upset that I was going, because there were many things I would handle—to 
a certain extent, the discipline of Rang Mandal actors; then all the girls, whatever their problems 
were, I was like the sounding board; I was a good mediator between the students and Karanth 
because they all felt that he was very unapproachable. I was like the buffer of Bharat Bhavan. 
Swaminathan, when he wanted to write some letters, would say, Call Neelam. I was a handy 
person there.

I remember, when I left, Karanth said two things to me, Now that you’re going, you must put 
us out of your mind; and wherever you are, work in the language of that place and work with the 
local people. Don’t think that you have to import people from outside. I think of him as my teacher, 
somebody who is a guru to me—when we sit and chat, there is a great friendship, but there is that 
sense of somebody who has touched my life in very deep ways, influenced my artistic journey. He 
is a very meaningful influence in my life.

So we moved to Chandigarh. Again the question, What should I do? I didn’t know where to 
begin, where to start, what I wished to do.

Doing Punjabi theatre
In 1984, Punjab was a politically disturbed area. At that point, there was really no wish to be in 
Punjab. The only nice thing was that I’d be closer to my parents; but otherwise, I hated Chandigarh, 
because my two years at the University were a total nightmare. You had all these rich macho types 
and every time we walked from the hostel to the department, these guys would pass all kinds of 
remarks. There was lot of eve-teasing. It wasn’t a healthy place to be in. And women were really so 
badly treated at the University. The women were petrified, they almost wanted to be in burkhas, 
because the guys would make their lives so miserable. They would go out in jeeps—all these sons 
of big zamindars, with big money, spending three–four years in the 1st year, in the Law 
Department. It was really a gundon ka raaj (thugs’ rule).

So, for me, Chandigarh was anathema. I never wanted to come here. I would come because my 
grandparents were living here, because we have a gurdwara. But that was slightly isolated from 
the city culture. 

Pushi had been told that he had to set up a factory and then we would go to Bombay. So I 
decided, while he is setting up the factory, I’ll have my second child; and while I was expecting, the 
Drama Department asked me to teach. I started teaching while I was expecting.

But I was pining for Bhopal. It was like a hurt inside me, like a big black hole that wouldn’t 
allow me to settle anywhere, because the pull was so strong . . . and the pull was equally strong 
from their side, because every month they were inviting me to do this or that or be in a meeting or 
come for a show. They missed me as much as I missed them. So every month I was going to 
Bhopal. At the drop of a hat, I was being invited to Bhopal.

Then Pushi got an offer to start a joint-sector company with the Punjab Government, and we 
decided to stay on. Because everyone knew I was with Bharat Bhavan and NSD, local people 
would approach me and say, Do a play with us. There were lots of groups here, doing theatre. I 
decided to do Saiyyan Bhai Kotwal in Punjabi.

I had made up my mind that I was going to work in the Punjabi language. And it is also a very 
emotional thing for me, because everybody used to make fun of the Punjabi language. Everyone 
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would talk about how crude it is, how it’s a very unrefined language. And the whole image 
distortion in terms of the language, the culture, the people, that came from the representation of 
the Sikh in Hindi films. He was always the truck driver, always the funster. He was never the lover, 
never the hero. Somewhere I felt the need to break that image; because by this time I had become 
very involved with language—language as culture, language as expression, language as impulse, 
language as smell, language as sound, language as history—that it’s not just words but  a whole 
emotional experience that language seems to create in one’s mind. 

It’s not that one did not know Punjabi, but one dismissed it when one was growing up. It was 
like all that I had rejected, but was stored up within me, suddenly automatically gushed out. And I 
found that I could speak such theth (pure) Punjabi, such colloquial Punjabi—where was it all stored 
up? 

For me, it was like a passion, a very obsessive passion—I am going to make Punjabi a language 
to be recognized and appreciated in the same way as Marathi, Bengali. Everyone is saying Bengali 
is so beautiful, Marathi is so lyrical, but Punjabi?—the sounds are so hard, it’s so heavy, it’s so 
undeveloped. I thought to myself that the whole sufiana tradition, Waris Shah, and all that poetry 
has been written in Punjabi. The Guru Granth Sahib, which is such high poetry, has been written in 
Punjabi. How can the whole language be dismissed as not having the refinement that all the other 
languages have?

Chandigarh had Hindi theatre, but no Punjabi Theatre. Even the Drama Department does plays 
in Hindi. I found, whenever I went into any situation and people said, What do you do? and I said, 
I do theatre, they would say Oh! English theatre? and I would say, No, Punjabi theatre. The 
moment I said that, people would lose interest in me. The Punjabis were alienated from their own 
language. They thought that somebody like me who comes from a particular social group should 
be doing English plays. How dare I do Punjabi plays? Suddenly I had betrayed my so-called class.

I really feel very good that today the Punjabi language has won a recognition which it was 
denied for many years.

(So you did your first play in Chandigarh . . .)

Yes, a journalist approached me. She said, I know a lot of IAS officers, so money is no problem, you 
do a play for us and I’ll collect the money. That’s when I met this gang—Happy, Kuldeep, Vinod 
and all the guys you’ve seen. I was using my Rang Mandal methods, Time se kyon nahin aaye? (Why 
didn’t you come on time?) and so on, and it seemed fine.

This journalist was putting in the money, so she thought I should respect her because she was 
the producer. But she was also doing a role and one day she rang me up and said, You’re a mad 
woman, you’re neurotic, none of the actors like you because you are always yelling and screaming. 
For you it’s a profession, for us it’s a hobby. You’re too strict and too tough, it doesn’t suit the 
temperament of the city. I couldn’t believe it, because I thought everybody liked me and was 
responding to me. The whole night I cried and wept. Next day, when I went for rehearsal I thought 
no one would be there—the entire gang was there. And they said to me, We are so happy she isn’t 
there any more. Because she wanted to put in her brothers and her sister, she wanted it to be a 
family show. And because I didn’t cast her brothers and her sister, and her grandmother, and her 
grandchild and her boyfriend in the main role, that ‘family’ walked off.

‘I had made up my mind that I was going to work in the Punjabi 
language.’ Left to right: ‘A local story . . . a love legend, a sufi love 
story’: Heer Ranjha, 1985; ‘It was really within the traditional 
format’: Keema Malki, 1986; ‘Here I took the literary tradition . . . a 
poet king, a scholar’:Raja Bhartrihari, 1987. Photos courtesy The 
Company.



Here I was lumped with a production and no money. Suddenly I had a group of 20 actors and 
Karanth was coming [to do the music] and I didn’t know what to do. So I tapped a few relatives. I 
said, I’m doing this play, can you give me an ad? And they said, We don’t support theatre because 
we don’t believe in theatre and art. We support the caddies, the golf caddies. But because you’re 
asking, we’ll give it to you. I kind of cringed, but I needed the money because the play was ready 
and we had to do the costumes, just little things, whatever . . .  One managed to collect 10,000-
12,000, which was fine. We did the shows. That’s the only time I did theatre in a proscenium in 
Chandigarh. And it worked quite well—people laughed and they loved it. Then we went to Delhi 
and I really got ripped apart because they said I had copied Karanth, my whole style was like 
Karanth. Maybe I had, but what the hell—he was my teacher, I was influenced by him and if I 
copied him, it was no big deal.

At that point we felt, Let’s form our own company, and that’s how The Company came into 
existence. We thought we’d continue like this, collect money from the ads, some money from the 
shows. It’s now that one is thinking in terms of training, in terms of money. Money was never the 
impediment. One could take more risks at that time.

The Company
Whatever happened never really happened as a conscious design. It wasn’t that I took a certain 
stance. It’s just that during the whole process one was exploring, exploring it with people, a group 
formation took place. And before I knew it they became so loyal, committed and friendly that it 
became very cohesive.

Most of the local groups have dissolved. None of them exists any more. This, perhaps, is the 
only group which is actively doing theatre. But there is no reference point for them. Living in 
Chandigarh, one is like an island. One is all in all—right from doing the set design, to doing the 
workshops, to doing the costumes, to organizing the chai, to doing the discipline or organizing the 
food.

Inspite of the tremendous travelling that they have done, what happens is [they hardly see 
anything]—They do two shows a day and they cope up fantastically in terms of their energies. 
They also do a workshop in the morning; their bodies can sustain that kind of demand.

When I choose a play (I feel quite annoyed with myself) I always say Okay, I have Gick 
[Grewal], and an actress like Raman[jit Kaur], there’s Payal and Pamela—all of them feel that they 
are equally good; no one is earning anything in terms of ‘earning’, but they are giving their time. 
Our whole psychology is very immature, but we try to work on professional lines. In a certain way, 
I want to make all of them happy and satisfied.

When the Avignon people were coming, we showed them Nagamandala, Yerma and The Mad 
Woman, so they have the capacity to do one play after the other. But I do feel that they don’t have 
any reference point. What I mean is, they don’t know how other groups work. They do a Gatka 
workshop, Clive Barker comes and works with us, a lot of people come and do workshops with us 
through the British Council; when they leave, they always say, Your group is the best group we 
have worked with, which is very strange to me. We’ve never seen a group where everybody wants 
to work, everybody wants to perform, everybody wants to be in the centre. Normally, people 
recede from the centre, but in your group everybody wants to plunge into the centre.

17
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The Company, after the performance of Yerma at LIFT 1993. Standing, left to right: Madan, Bahadur, Prem, (the late) Lakshwinder, 
Karam, Gick, Kuldeep, Happy, Neelam, Vinod, Ramanjit, Harjit, Rajesh, Mehar. Sitting, left to right: (the late) Kharaiti Ram, Sohan, 
Amarjeet (Ambu), Pamela, Payal, Taranjit (Lovely), Mundri. Reclining: Puran. Photo by Simon Annand.



Even in a theatrical performance, everybody wants to be in the centre. So I have to choose plays 
where there is no hero or heroine in a traditional sense.

I have no backstage workers; the actors have to do backstage work, costumes, because 
everybody wants to be on the stage. In a professional scenario, there are certain divisions, which 
makes it easy. But here everybody has to do it, it’s democratic. If they had exposure to the 
functioning of other companies, they would perhaps be able to understand what they are doing in 
a much clearer manner. 

I feel the whole sense of being an actor or being a director is really a whole journey of getting 
nearer to yourself, of understanding the world around you, unpeeling the layers within yourself—
how much you can push your body, how much you can push your mind, how much you can 
challenge yourself. Some of them still see it as a hobby club, it gives them a sense of identity, a 
means of self-projection in an outside world. I am sure, on a certain level, it’s the same for 
everyone. But here it is the overwhelming thing, the dominant thing. But otherwise, it’s a highly 
organized group. We have co-hosted British Council shows, right from backstage to greenrooms to 
ushering to organizing the dinners . . . But it was, basically, for me to teach my group that 
organizing, collecting an audience, is integral to putting up a show—how to see that we have an 
audience. 

And what is interesting in our group is that it is a family thing. Raman and Lovely, two sisters, 
are working with us, their father and mother are also working in the group. Because it became very 
essential for me, in a city like Chandigarh, to involve the whole family. So we have lots of get-
togethers, where the wives, the children, everybody comes. The wives are made to feel [part of it]. 
So when the husband comes here straight from work, and rehearses for three-four hours, the wives 

Shehar Mere Di Pagal Aurat, 1995. Photo by Yog Joy.



don’t mind, because by the end of the day it’s one big party . . . I do believe in Public Relations 
with the family. I know it’s a dirty word in India, but it’s very important in the west. Now Pamela’s 
husband, her sons, do all the ushering and they are  so excited when there is a production. My two 
boys and Gick’s children, when they sit in on a performance, they take down notes and they tell 
the actors exactly where they’ve gone wrong. They told Raman, When that news comes to you, 
you’re supposed to be in a state of shock. Today, your pause was 3 seconds shorter than at the 
rehearsal. That’s the kind of detailing the kids know. When we have dinners, mothers are cooking, 
father’s are . . . Like the Natyashastra says, Natak wohi kar sakta hai jiska kutumb ho (Only he can do 
theatre, who has a family). So there is the concept of kutumb, which I have tried to cultivate; 
because I knew the whole respectability and theatre debate in provincial cities. In a certain way, I 
had to put that in an ideological manner—Yes, it is as respectable as anything else. And now I have 
parents inundating me with calls. My daughter wants to act, please train her. It’s good that this 
kind of thing is happening.

Building an audience
And we have built up a tremendous audience. We have performed all over Punjab—Jullundur, 
Amritsar, Patiala. In Chandigarh there’s a stampede, it’s uncontrollable. I remember, Alkazi came 
to see a show. It must have been the 15th or 18th show and he asked me after the show, Was this 
your opening night? I said, No, it was the 16th night or whatever. And he said, It’s unbelievable, I 
can’t believe that you get this kind of an audience. In fact, Smita Nirula had come to see a show 
and it started raining, it really started pelting! The actors kept on performing and the audience sat. 
Nobody moved. There was thunder, there was lightning. The actors were performing with a 
passion and the audience watched. Then I came on the stage and I said, I’m sorry, we have to stop 
the show. The actors looked at me, How can you do this to us? The audience said, We are willing to 
sit. It was in the open air and the lights . . . The Shehar Mere Di . . . Photos courtesy The Company
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audience hung around even 15-20 minutes later, while it was raining. They had newspapers or 
cushions (which they are asked to bring). They put their cushions on their head. But they hung 
around. And the actors were so annoyed with me. They were ready to perform. Smita wrote about 
it in an article. And people in Delhi said, I bet you’re pulling a fast one, it doesn’t seem possible. 
She said, It’s true. I saw it.

We have a tremendous audience.  There was a time, in the beginning, when we could barely get 
30 people.

I may have unconsciously followed Peter Brook’s whole approach to theatre, where it must 
have the comic with the serious, the vulgar with the sacred, appealing to the connoisseurs as well 
as the people. And because I have the rural people and the urban, there is a sense of liveliness and 
energy. Maybe the lives we have in Chandigarh are slightly low key and we always have 
limitations of time because everyone is a housewife, a working person, so I bring a certain frenzy 
into my plays. Maybe that frenzy creates a certain kind of energy; it’s a kind of energy that just 
grabs the audience ‘whoop’ like that and then before you know it, it’s over. 

Then I felt, maybe it’s the whole language issue which had totally taken people away from the 
language, because the development of language and folklore is so simultaneous that when the folk 
tradition was suppressed, then the development of language also suffered a setback. Maybe, in a 
certain way, people feel that they can sit together and enjoy a common experience in terms of 
language. I don’t know what it is . . . 

(Is there any regular tradition of performances in rural areas or small towns?)

Basically Jagratas, Melas. Lots of them go to villages, they are called by the gaushallas just before 
the monsoons to protect the animals or cattle from disease, so you read/chant this mantra, sing 
certain songs which are healing. Naqqal, which is a fun thing, borders on the risqué, lots of 
innuendoes, vulgarity. Sometimes they cross the border between something totally crass and 
something really funny, but sometimes they maintain that really interesting balance.

(But you never have ticketed shows; why is that?)

Because there is no tradition of theatre, so there is no tradition of tickets. And in Chandigarh the 
entertainment tax is very high. It’s 100%. So for us to get into that would be a no-win situation. 
And secondly, you need a different organizational structure to sell donor passes. When we have a 
summer festival, or a festival of our plays, my group always says, Our audience will definitely 
come even if they have to pay 20 rupees. We’ll sell. I say, Either you sell or you perform. So we 
have been thinking of trying this experiment, paying the 100%. Even to get exemption for the 
tickets is such a . . . I don’t like to deal with bureaucracy.

(There is a tradition of the donation-box . . .)

We have done that. We used to do it for Raja Bhartrihari, Keema Malki, Heer Ranjha. After the show, 
one of the actors would come on stage and say, If you like the play, we are spreading this chadar 
(Prithviraj Kapoor style), please give us money. And invariably we would collect Rs 800–1000 .

Then, with the Ford Foundation Grant, the money situation eased considerably. I do get a 
Government of India Grant, but it comes once in two–three years, so you can hardly count on it.

Managing Funding
I didn’t really know about the Ford Foundation, that there was this kind of support for theatre 
people, for artists. Somebody had sent me one of their circulars, but I am so impatient with 
circulars that I didn’t even read the whole thing. Then I got a phone call saying, Why don’t you 
write something about the work that you have done, with your company? I must have written 6-7 
lines and sent it off. They asked for a more detailed write-up.

I didn’t even know what it was all about. I just talked about my ideas, my plans for the future, 
what I wished to do. Basically my premise was to take the world classics—regionalize the national 
and nationalize the regional—because I feel that you cannot be truly contemporary unless you 
know your own roots. Also, what I wanted to do was to take the scripts of the traditional 
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performers and work with a cross-section of people from different disciplines. I have done a 
playwrights’ workshop with Mahesh Elkunchwar, Surjit Patar—different people. We have taken 
social scientists, poets, writers and studied how they interpret a traditional story from their 
discipline—how a social scientist sees it, how a political activist sees it. And then have the 
traditional performers perform it, the urban actors enact it—with Mahesh Elkunchwar taking 
notes. We hoped that something would emerge out of it, but nothing happened. But it was a very 
interesting workshop. I have documented bits and pieces, but not much.

So that was really the premise of what I wanted. And suddenly a week later I get a phone call 
saying that I have so many dollars. Anyway, I got the money. And my group knew that I had the 
money.

Suddenly I found a carelessness coming into the group, in terms of wasteful expenditure; for 
example: We need coal for the opening scene of Yerma. So they buy coal, then later you see a bag 
full of coal lying in a corner and someone would say, It doesn’t matter, it’s the grant money. And I 
would say, Don’t you ever say that, because this money is trust; it has been given to us and we 
have to use it rightfully. For me, that money really became an enormous form of trust. Because I 
really think like a housewife—We have this much, but why spend 5 rupees extra?—even today, 
despite not having the Ford Foundation grant, I still have some money, which can see me through 
the next two years.

But I do feel that getting that kind of money is not really good, because you have to use that 
money. Your actors know that you have that money. They are not going to come to you on the same 
terms. If they know that you have six lakhs lying in the bank, why the hell are they not being paid? 
No matter how committed they are to you or how wonderful they are, somehow that thought 
percolates, and starts as a seed; and before you know it, becomes a poisonous tree. And you have 
to, somewhere, satiate it.

It’s like, six months in a year, we do very active daily work. Those months, I was paying 
everyone a cheque of Rs 2000–3000 a month. Suddenly I can’t pay that. So it’s like now, you have to 
rework your relationship with them. In three years [it’s not really feasible] to build your own 
financial support systems, because 3 years in a life of any company is a very short span. It takes at 
least 10 years to really know the consequences of regular work. In 3 years you cannot produce 
magic for your audience. You have to train your actors, you have to create value systems, you have 
to create work cultures, you have to create a temperament for the profession. It doesn’t happen in 3 
years. 

And then the flip side is that everybody thinks that you have a Ford Foundation Grant, and 
nobody else supports you. And getting that grant alienates you from everybody else because you 
are the chosen one. I don’t know . . . It’s great to have the grant. I don’t regret having got it; but I 
think there has to be a debate on this. Suggestions like, Why don’t you ask a Punjabi NRI to 
support you? are not serious enough. It’s a real problem. What happens to my group? The 
traditional performers are dependent on that Rs 3000. Today they are saying, Madam, we don’t get 
that money, so we have to do other things. Our children, the household, was being run with that 
Rs 3000, now what do we do? Because it was a kind of retainership.

I don’t want to make a big issue out of it. I am optimistic because I know that there has to be 
something deeper that is going to bind us together. It’s complicated. You can’t turn the clock back.

(What was the first play you did after forming The Company?)

In the beginning it was a period of trying to identify what existed. The first production that I did 
was Rashomon, based on the text of two Zen stories, put together by Kurosawa. In Rashomon, they 
deal with the whole tradition of the Samurai, which is one aspect of the text. I knew that the 
martial art form called Gatka existed. So I asked a lot of people, went to Anandpur Sahib, which is a 

major gurdwara where during Holi there is a whole procession of the Gatka artists, went to certain

A Gatka Workshop: a Participant’s Report
Ramanjit Kaur
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Introduction to the Form
Gatka is an excitingly theatrical form of martial arts. A virile and vital form, Gatka unfolds, layer 
upon layer, the cultural and the religious history of Punjab from ancient times to the present. 
Initially originated by the last guru of the Sikhs, Guru Gobind Singhji, Gatka was used to train 
the army of Nihangs and prepare them to confront the Mughal army. The guru referred to 
Nihangs as ‘the army of my most innocent men’, whose name in itself means ‘the one who fights 
without fear’; in fact they had the spirit of sacrifice, the daring, and the valour of a suicide squad.

It is a stirring sight to see hundreds of Nihangs move from one chhaoni (temporary camp-like 
structure) to another in their uniforms of cobalt blue and canary yellow. Their elaborate conical 
turbans signify the fusion of Hindu and Muslim, while also reflecting the Vedic philosophy and 
spirit of fakiri. Their swords and utensils, their army of horsemen, musicians with their vigorous 
sounding nagadas, cooks, masseurs, dhobis, etc. all move together in a caravan. Pledged to 
celibacy till recent times, their one source of income, besides performing Gatka at Holla Mohalla 
at Anandpur Sahib and other gurdwaras, is as sevadars (people who have committed themselves 
to the service of the temple). Their language is a highly idiomatic dialect, where each sentence 
creates a visual picture of the word through sound and imagery.  

With the historical, political and cultural changes through the ages Gatka has become more of 
a performing art than a means of self defence. On the Gatka akhara—the pit made in an open 
field or in the ground of a gurdwara—one hears the devotional hymns from the Guru Granth 
Sahib and witnesses the enactment of the religious poems. Beginning with the Shabad (holy 
song) Deh Shiva Barmohe Eh (which means ‘O Lord give me this much power, so that I never fear 
doing a good deed’) they perform the Fateh Nama (the worshipping of the weapons), as in the 
writings of Guru Gobind Singh military weapons symbolize divine power. Commencing with 
Fateh Nama, they perform a whole repertoire of vigorous and dangerous games. 

The Demonstration
Individual Games
1. Two edged spear/two swords—they swirl it on all four sides of their body.
2. Maraitian—This is a solo as well as a partnered game. This has a five-and-a-half-
foot long double stick, with a weight of 100-200 gms on both sides in the form of big 
balls etc.
3. Kamandkoda or Akaldan—Two-foot-long pipe which has a two-and-a-half foot 
long chain and 300-400 gms weight tied to it.

Double and Group Games
1. Phari-Soti—A cushion in the shape of a shield, and a stick specially designed for 
training, are used.
2. Sticks—Both the opponents use sticks.
3. Sword-Shield—This is like a performance of a typical war scene.
4. Spear—Both the opponents use spears.
5. Safajung Dhal—An axe-shaped weapon is used with a shield.
6. Dagger—used by itself or with the shield.
Then there are a few games where one warrior is up against a group of four or five, where 

both the parties either have sticks or swords and shields or else the group throws stones at the 
individual, and he defends himself with the sword and the shield. Finally they bring their 
performance to a climax with a deadly game where a blindfolded man applies kohl in the eye of 
his partner with the sharp edge of a sword, while beat of the dhol or nagada (huge drum) builds 
up to a crescendo to synchronize with the change of rhythm of the movement—leaving viewers 
astounded.

The Training
Our training began with the Fateh Nama. The long sticks which are used for training are laid on 
a cloth, then a parikrama (a full round) of the weapons is done individually by everyone. During 
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the parikrama one’s eyes are fixed on the weapons, building one’s relationship with them. The 
Gatka experts made sure that we learned at least the Fateh Nama that morning and we did; the 
practical consequence being that all of us suffered from terrible cramps for the next three days. 
Our bodies were not in the habit of such vigorous exercise.

On the second day we were taught how to reach the weapon gracefully, picking it up and 
then moving away from the centre with force, to establish your position.

How to swirl the stick on all four  sides is what we learnt next. This was followed by the 
movement where you make a figure of eight, which we initially learnt by drawing four circles 
on the ground and practising the movement on them.

This was a preparation for confronting one’s enemy where both the opponents do Fateh 
Nama, i.e. greet each other when they meet and also when they part, after the performance of a 
duel. All the time your eyes are fixed on the opponent’s eyes, trying to read his mind and 
analyse his next move—building immense concentration, alertness and quickness while being 
absolutely unaware of it.

Evaluation
The director  explains why she chose such a vigorous form of training for the bodies of her 
actors, now that Gatka was becoming a part of their daily routine.

Actors in my group earlier had no formalized training. The reason for this is that the group 
consists of a mixed bag of people—elderly musicians, students, female impersonators, 
middle-aged men, housewives etc.  For me to draw out a single strain or focus, which is 
quite separate from production work, was a big question mark.
Martial arts is an excellent means of training an actor in concentration, body flexibility, 
alertness and exploration of space. I believe in working with forms which are a part of the 
environment in which I breathe, rather than importing forms from other states. My 
experience has shown me the discomfort Punjabi actors face in learning Chhau or Kathakali, 
as the body impulses can relate more truly to rhythms and nuances that  are rooted in local 
origins. I was overwhelmed by the consistent enthusiasm of the group members. They are 
loving every moment of their Gatka training and are showing a commitment which has far 
exceeded my expectations. For me, the end result is concentration.

The actors’ reaction to the workshop was positive. All the urban as well as the traditional 
performers feel that doing Gatka early in the morning freshens the body and mind for the 
whole day. The eye contact between the two opponents proves to be a strong concentration 
exercise; while the form builds flexibility and a sense of rhythm.

The training in Gatka has helped members of The Company improve their stamina and 
suppleness, while exploring new relations with rhythm and space and developing an ability to 
strike a strong pose with firmness.

akharas. I requested a few Nihangs—the Gatka artists—to come and train the actors in the 
martial art form of Gatka.

That was when the terrorist activity was at its peak in Punjab, just before the riots. Just to get 
the Nihangs to the house meant that I was aligning myself with a political attitude, which really 
didn’t exist in my mind. These two people, in their beautiful clothes, walking into the house, 
created a bit of a hulchul in the neighbourhood—She is working with Nihangs! But it was a 
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wonderful workshop. I found them so gentle and innocent. Guru Gobind Singh used to call them 
‘my innocent army’, because they are really like children. They have a philosophy which is really 
sufiana. It was interesting for me to explore working with them, to do a workshop. It was not that 
one used it directly in the play, because that was never the intention. It was just to explore what 
existed, for my own sake, my own sense of finding out what energies I could encounter in the 
whole process of my work. They did a two-month workshop.  

After that I wanted to take a local story. So I did a sufiana story Heer Ranjha, which is a love 
legend, a sufi love story. It is a mahakavya, an epic poem. I knew there is a tradition of the Dhadis, 
who are sufiana singers. They sing Kissa. They are balladeers. Also, what is very fascinating about 
the Dhadis is that people who used to sing Kirtan were the Kirtani jatha. But when Partition took 
place, because they were muslim performers, they were told by their community, You are kafirs, 
how can you be in a gurdwara and recite the Guru Granth Sahib? So a tradition was taken away 
from them, they were also in a bit of a limbo. With them, I structured the whole script through the 
oral balladeer tradition, with the text of Waris Shah. 

Then I thought, I want a theatrical sound. This was really part of my process of search. I went 
to the local market and I saw these people reciting the whole marriage of Shiv and Parvati. They 
were called the Jungams. They had very theatrical sounds, the ritual instruments. I loved the tonal 
chanting, I thought it mesmeric.

There is a whole area, if you are familiar with the text of Heer Ranjha, where Ranjha goes to 
Baba Gorakhnath, who is a Shiv Pujari, and becomes a fakir. There is a concept of fakiri in all these 
sufiana stories. The fakir as the lover, as the sensuous image, is very strong in all these sufiana 
tales. So I thought they would lend themselves very interestingly to that particular area of the text.

Heer is the ultimate fantasy of every Punjabi male—Heer wang gut, Heer wang chaal (a plait like 
Heer’s, a walk like Heer’s). I thought that anyone who defies the feudal order, defies the Kazi, 
defies society, defies the economic structure, has to be a full-blooded and sensuous woman. Till 
now, even in the paintings, Heer was a very beautiful but frail, virginal kind of woman.

There is one line in Waris Shah’s poetry, where the Kazi comes and says, Forget Ranjha, think 
of the Kazi, think of the religion; and she says a line, Hun na mudan main Ranjhde ton, bhanve baap de 
baap da baap aa jaye (I won’t turn my back on Ranjha, even if my father’s father’s father comes), 
which is a very, very defiant line. Now that had everyone up in arms, almost wishing to stone me 
to death, even though it was from Waris Shah. That line was totally . . . you could play on the love 
bit, but you couldn’t play on the defiance bit, because it was dangerous.

It was really difficult for me because all the people in the city were very much against what I 
had done. They felt that I had tampered with their myth, shown a totally distorted image of 
Heer—she was supposed to be pure and chaste and I had had her embracing on the stage. I didn’t 
realize it. Maybe it was my naivete or not having been in the state. I remember there was a line, in 
an English paper, which said—Punjab, Teri Heer Maili—that was the time when you had Raj 
Kapoor’s Ram Teri Ganga Maili. There was such a fusillade of enmity towards it. I remember that 
Rahul Singh, Khushwant Singh’s son, who was the the resident editor of Indian Express, wrote an 
editorial supporting what I had done, because it had built up to such a public debate; and here I 
was just doing a small play  which I had thought no one would come to see!

(You remarked that when you are working you don’t have a gender. Can you say something about what you 
meant by that?)

naturally, when you work, there are men and there are women, so very often when I show a 
woman how to embrace a man or a man how to embrace a woman, or take a position, I can easily 
become the man, I can become the woman. It’s like I am a male impersonator. When you direct, 
you have to really enter into the male psyche while working with a male actor. And you can only 
really enter into it by understanding his maleness. And when you don’t manifest that slight 
shyness and other womanly ways, then it becomes much easier for them to fully emote before you. 
The Punjabi male has a resistance towards a woman, he can’t open up in front of a woman. It’s 
only when you remove that woman in you that he can connect with you as an actor.

And I think an actor should not be androgynous, should not have a very strong personality, 
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should not have a sense of age.

(How do you break that sense of gender?)

It’s broken within myself; because I have never played the woman, or the damsel in distress. 
Maybe, in a certain way, I have broken the concept of being the genteel woman. When I have to 
discuss a scene, I do it in a very practical, straight manner; I don’t skirt around it, I don’t couch it in 
terms which are tactful, which would cause embarrassment. I have to talk about things which are 
very private to a woman or very private to a male. When you are doing a play, you are getting into 
just about everything. It’s like laying your soul bare, laying your spirit naked. While entering into 
that whole thing, you cannot be embarrassed by your choice of words. When I was doing the 
laundress scene (in The Madwoman of Chaillot), I wanted all the women mannish, large, almost 
monstrous women, who are out to make Yerma’s life miserable. When I did the scene, I made the 
women stuff their breasts and stuff their hips, to make them almost like hadimbas or rakshasis. It’s 
like suddenly saying, Okay, I have  breasts and you don’t, so big deal. By dissolving that, we are 
making them easy with each other, more comfortable with each other, we are making them express 
that which is deepest within themselves. If you don’t recognize your body, you don’t recognize the 
emotions that are housed or nursed within that body. I have never played prim and proper or miss 
prissy, in terms of emotions.

Sometimes I felt, because I was being so obvious, some of the boys picked up the wrong signal. 
They would pick up that they could be easy in terms of discussing the sexuality of a scene in ways 
which were not fitting into the sensibility, or what I was trying to say. That is something which no 
longer happens.

If I have to do Yerma, which has to do with sterility, procreation, the yearning of the earth 
principle, then how can you knock off that whole passion of denial? You have to talk about 
sexuality, maybe in broader terms, in larger terms, but also in particular terms. So you have to 
break the inhibition that we all have while talking about sex.

Maybe in my personal life I’ll be terribly inhibited in talking about sexuality or whatever . . . 
But when I do a play I can’t afford to be inhibited about these very fundamental things.

(Are there any other ways in which you  sort-of side-step gender?)

What happens is now, all the men want to play females. And they pick it up very unconsciously. In 
the crowd scenes, most of the urban actors like to dress up as women. In the second half of 
Madwoman, these batty countesses meet. The fourth countess is a male actor. They want to do the 
role. Very often, when a woman has to act strong, she picks up ostensible male characteristics in 
terms of body movement etc. I think it has a lot to do with the fact that there are female 
impersonators working with the group. How each actor is influencing the other and how, through 
that combustion, something happens.

(Do you think that the fact that you are a woman has made some kind of a difference to the way you do your 
plays, the way you conceive them or what you are trying to show in them?)

I am sure it does. How can I deny that? [But] it’s not that I take a certain stance because I am a 
woman.

Maybe I have made the women very strong. And that is why my Heer Ranjha got such a 
fusillade, because I made her into a very sensuous, very strong, very passionate woman.

In Yerma, the woman is [usually seen as] neurotic—Baccha chahiye, baccha chahiye, baccha chahiye 
(I want a child)—what the hell, it’s such an uninspiring play. But I didn’t see it that way. I thought 
she was a woman of light and laughter. Any woman who says, The first time I went to my 
husband’s bed, the sheets smelled of raw apples—I thought she was a woman who loved life; a 
woman who celebrated her own sensuality and who only wanted to get married because she 
wanted to procreate. To me it was such an expression of life, of renewal, of celebration.

When I did the play, the beginning was played very light. I remember that Juliet Stevenson 
(who had played Yerma for the National Theatre) came to see the play. She really wept and said, 
We Anglo-Saxons play it in such a neurotic manner. Lorca’s sister came to see the play and said, I 
am sure that Federico must be smiling in his grave, because you have done it the way he really 
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wished it to be done. Everybody plays it as such a depressive character.
Most of the reviews that I got—in The Guardian by the famous critic Michael Billington, for 

example—all said, After the dower and depressing Yermas that we have seen on the European 
stage, this was such a marvellous change.

I never see the women as moaning and groaning protagonists. I never like to indulge my own 
self as a human being, so I never like to indulge my characters on the stage, in terms of their angst.  

[An update was recorded with Anjum Katyal of STQ in Calcutta on 13 February 1998.]

What was your last major production?

Fida, which was based on Jean Racine’s Phaedra, structurally. But I had taken many versions of 
Phaedra. We have a similar tale in Punjab called Loona, which is totally and completely like the 
narrative in Phaedra. Then I took Euripide’s Phaedra and Seneca, as well as a Persian version called 
Kaukas, which is the name of the King. It is actually a folk myth, prevalent even today.  So I 
combined these different narratives and tried to create my own way of looking at the story—the 
laws of love—who one should love and how much, as the famous Roman saying goes.

Because it was our own way of looking at this myth, we didn’t want to use any of the names 
that were already in existence, so we called it Fida, which is ‘total surrender’, which is also ‘love’ as 
in giving of oneself completely, and which has a similar resonance.

After The Madwoman, Yerma, Raja Bhartrihari, Nagamandala, in which my scale was fairly large, 
in terms of people, in terms of large scenes (there was a kind of internal as well as external scale 
which I was exploring in my work), when I started doing Fida, I found that I was getting more 
miniaturesque, quieter, much more minimalist, even in terms of music, in terms of colours, in 
terms of the way I approached the text.

I found a definite change taking place.

Was this consciously planned?

No, I don’t think so. I don’t want to be self-conscious in what I do. Even if something is not 
working, it has be organic to the impulse that is flowing out of me. It’s just the way I was seeing it. 

I was getting tired of handling too many people, too many separate personalities, tired of 
playing this continuous chess game. I just wanted to use two actors on stage, which is the way I 
saw Fida. The voice of passion, the voice of reason, conventional love juxtaposed with 
unconventional love, exploring the internal landscape of a woman—power, motherhood, politics, 
jealousy, life, death, birth. Conventional (contrasted with unconventional) love is the love accepted 
by the social parameters of the world you live in.

Most myths have really damned Phaedra as a woman lusting for her step son. But I saw her as 
someone totally and completely innocent, because you have to be innocent to love beyond social 
and economic conditioning. I saw the entire passion within her as a sufi tale, almost.  Surjit Patar (a 
well-known Punjabi poet who, for the past 12 years or so has been the translator working with The 
Company) who came and saw the play, also said, I saw it as the struggle of a sufi saint, because 
sufi stories deal with a love which is beyond the boundaries of economics, of social class.

What I have always found appealing in the kind of choices I make is not the beginning, the 
middle and the end, what you would call the story, the narrative, but the subterranean nuances, 
the unsaid, the mysterious, the abstract. That’s what I relate to, and the story is really just put on 
top to make it move forward. There is a great creative bonding that [Surjit and I] have. The way he 
works on the text, he creates a kind of  resonance, a layering, a stripping. That scene in Jean 
Racine’s Phaedra which every Frenchman quotes—‘The first time I saw him I blushed, I trembled’—
when he translated it into Punjabi, it went: Main pehli waar osnoon dekhya jad, mere saah ruk gaye, 
larzaa gayee main; main kambi, kamb ke pathhra gayee main—the whole choice of words has that tremor 
and tremble, which is so brilliant. It immediately seems to suggest, for an actress, the emotive 
nuance, the power of yearning.

As they say, there is the storyline, the narrative; then there is society and politics; then there is 
philosophy; then there is that mysterious, abstract thing, which is the base on which you work 
towards the other areas. The power, politics and motherhood I talked about are very much there, 



because there is the passion; the passion has to have a manifestation and the manifestation, or how 
you approach it, is based on what you understand in worldly terms; and that is where the power 
play comes in. When Phaedra realizes her husband is dead and she wants Hippolytus/Harman, 
she wants him with a desperation; the want is desperate but how do I resolve my want? This is 
when you connect with external ways of connecting with your want, which is where you  exercise 
your power. She identifies Hippolytus as a man who loves power, so she says, I give him my 
kingdom, I give him my throne. I recede from what would be rightfully mine after my husband’s 
death—that’s how she uses power to get . . . the obsession—you try all ways to get to the centre 
that you want to really connect with.

Another thing I felt was, when I started doing Fida, the moment the male characters entered the 
narrative, I felt totally blocked. I just felt they didn’t seem necessary. They seemed essential to the 
development of the narrative, but they didn’t seem necessary in terms of its dramatization. So I 
just decided not to use any male protagonist; to make it really the journey of a person.

Did you figure out why you felt this strange sense of being blocked dramatically?

Because I wasn’t interested so much in the story—this happened and then—I felt the male 
protagonist was more a part of Phaedra, he existed because she breathed life into him, he became 
an extension of her persona. So I dissolved him in her. He is the unresolved dimension or dream 
within her.

Why was the second person necessary dramatically?

More as a kind of contrast. The main person I was interested in was Fida. The  counterpoint was 
also necessary to create dramatic moments, clashes, combustions. There had to be a counterpoint.

But in the new text that I am working on, I am thinking in terms of one person. I am getting 
more and more interested in personal stories, personal histories negotiating with the life of the 
actor.

What is the new text?

I am reading quite a bit.
I have read a book by Shivram Karanth, The Women of Basroor. One story [interests me], the 

story of a courtesan, because there was a very strong tradition in Amritsar and Jullundur of, not 
the courtesan, but the singer who is never going to get married. Marriage is not part of her 
thinking pattern; neither is she a prostitute. But she has the choice to decide on her provider.

So you find yourself moving towards less, cutting out people?

Absolutely—chiselling, pruning. Madwoman was like a burst of colour, energy, madness and shops, 
hawkers, with rickshaws coming in. It was like a musical, where every actor sang, where every 
actor did all kinds of things. I found I was getting exhausted by that kind of energy.

I have had this group for the last 14 years now and it has been the same group. Some people 

Fida, 1997, with Ramanjit Kaur. Photos by Pushi Chowdhry.
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are still growing, some people have really become comfortable and sloppy. I just feel that I don’t 
want to deal with that any more. My threshold of tolerance is not as high as it used to be. I knew I 
was working in a situation which had no theatre around. The only way I could keep a group 
together was by giving a lot of myself, which also meant tolerating a lot. At times I feel, maybe I 
should not work in a group situation, work like everyone else is working—hire actors from outside 
and work with them. So you work with professionals . . . But that, also, I am not  sure about.

But I thought that in the new work I do, I definitely would like to explore working with 
professionals, at least backstage and technically.

Funding has also dried up . . .

Could that also be the reason for not thinking in terms of size?

No, I don’t think so; because I still have a certain amount of money.

So you could do it on a big scale, but there are other reasons that are driving you away from that?

Yes. These days I am reading [food writer Bulbul Sharma’s] Anger of the Aubergines. Long ago I also 
wanted to do Like Water for Chocolate. Then I saw the film, which I hated. For me it’s not that the 
script should be great; it’s something that triggers off something else. I feel that it has the potential. 
I enjoyed the book, but when I re-read it I didn’t enjoy it so much, which means it didn’t have a 
value beyond its first reading.

But this time when I went to London I was really quite aghast because  everyone is into this 
food thing—Food is big! I just love the whole thing of food. For me, it has so much to do with the 
Zen experience—chopping, measurement, precision, sensuality, the colours, which are nature, the 
determination. 

When I was reading Anger  of the Aubergines, there were certain stories which were illuminating 
in their simplicity. I think I am tired of grand passions, especially after Fida. I love watching Fida, 
it’s still not out of my system, but I am just tired of large epics. I want to do something much more 
humble, simple, ordinary. And in that simplicity, to see a certain kind of meaning and beauty in 
one’s daily existence, in the daily grind.

I saw this in Anger of the Aubergines. It’s very simple—the woman and her stove, the poor 
relative and how she is used; the kitchen as a focal point—very simple stories. I find myself more 
inclined towards that. 

So I am, at the moment, going to bookstores and picking up whatever I can. Not just food 
related stuff, though I have always been interested in food.

[Recently] I did this project for LIFT [London International Festival of Theatre],  which was 
with 250 young people at the Trinity Buoy Wharf, which is the original East India dockyard. You 
couldn’t get closer to history than that. I may be fantasizing, but I almost felt that I could smell the 
cardamoms and the spices that were brought by the ships. And the Laksha community, the original 
boat people, still live around that area; they are very, very poor. I started working with the design 
people and we did the whole thing with vegetables, and food, and incense, Hindi film posters, 
silent films and Amitabh Bachchan film posters splashed on the walls. It was a huge space—so 
how do you make the space intimate and less intimidating? I found it very exciting to work with 
food, even though I hate to think of it having become a fad. There was a woman from Spain. And 
she had done a project on food—she’s the biggest expert on olive oil. So even at the LIFT festival 
this year, everybody was on the food bandwagon. I said, Oh, my God!

But I don’t know what’ll come up. There’s a process happening. Sometimes, the process starts 
working, but it might lead you somewhere else.

Again . . . this Women of Basroor is the story of one woman, her very ordinary household, but 
her recognition of her sexuality. But I don’t want to make it too close to Phaedra. Phaedra was 
about desire, this is about sexuality and it talks about sex. I think most of us, even I, personally, feel 
very embarrassed talking about sex. Even the term is not an easy part of my language. I found that 
in one story, which I felt very drawn towards, there is a very matter-of-fact understanding of the 
body, which I have not really seen in our literature. In western literature, it comes across too 
strongly. But here it’s devoid of self-consciousness. It’s a total and complete acceptance of 
[sexuality] as being your nature, within a social order, within the politics of that order, the politics 
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of gender, the politics of woman; and, in a certain way, the whole history of the performing arts. 
But very simple; there’s nothing grandiose about it.

Nobody knew that there used to be a Punjabi Ghazal and Thumri tradition. So I thought that it 
would be interesting research to do in Jullundur, Lahore, Amritsar. 

What are the things that are not changing? What is still vital to you, what must be there? 

Music! I just love the sense of music. The music may change. I wouldn’t even call it music; I would 
call it sounds—sound patterns.

Now, in Fida, I don’t think there are any songs, there are more sound patterns. The sense of 
sound patterns with speech—it’s like the word gets expanded.

So it’s more musicality than music per se. You said earlier that you feel that your theatre has a more 
structured relationship with the audience, more ordered, I think, was the word you used. You said those plays 
in London, you felt, were totally breaking that—the standard relationship between the audience and the 
performer. Do you feel that that will change in your theatre?

I would love to do it. I have never liked conventional spaces, but there are so many factors 
involved. We have tremendous limitations in terms of the kind of situation we are in. I am not even 
taking money as one of the factors. For example, I find that shows have really dried up. There was 
a time when I was performing much more frequently. Now I find that we are hardly invited for 
any festivals, which I can’t figure out, but it’s happening to many, many groups. There aren’t as 
many shows coming our way.

For example, Fida doesn’t work in a big theatre. There was a festival in Delhi, they wanted Fida. 
I couldn’t see it being done in a huge space. It’s much more intimate, much more kind of chamber. 
I wanted to do it in a particular way, in a tent. It was not workable because where do you pitch up 
the tent, how do you . . .

You wanted the audience in the tent as well?

Yes. I wanted it to be something subterranean, almost under the earth. So it wasn’t going to be like 
a circus tent. But the tent would suggest entering a womb. When I’d started exploring Phaedra, I 
found that the womb image was repeated. In Loona, when the son was cursed, he was put into a 
bori (sack) and thrown into a well. In Phaedra, he’s cursed by Neptune and thrown into water 
(which is the water-bag), the seas, and similarly in the other texts. So the womb image started 
playing in my mind.

I began the opening scene from the time when she decides to die. So she’s almost like a corpse 
lying there. The maid is trying to dress her up, to bring her back to life, and there are religious 
sound patterns (no chants), with the juxtaposition of sringar and spirituality, which is what I was 
playing on. I had a doli (palanquin), because a doli is a kind of womb image, you are crouched in a 
foetal position. And the doli always, to me, suggests a very painful moment. When a woman is put 
into a doli, it always seems to suggest ‘a cutting off’, a ‘moving into’ and, in an Indian context, 
‘leaving behind’—it’s not very pleasing.

It’s also a very, very emotional moment, even for those who are watching, not just the person inside.

I used a lot of huge things—like the cauldrons, churning, the chakki. I have tried to use all that 
movement in the play. Then I tried to show Destiny weaving its own silent pattern, while the 
human drama is going on in front. So you have this man, almost like a prop, sitting in one part of 
the stage, weaving the garland. Actually, I wanted him to make bricks because bricks seem to 
suggest an unchangeable continuity, but I couldn’t work it out physically. So I took weaving, 
weaving for her final death. But that also, I think, worked.  Immediately, the audience knew that he 
was Destiny.

I saw a play in LIFT called Oraculous,  from Colombia. It was just something else—it was like a 
journey you took. You entered into a space and you moved into other spaces. It was based on the 
tarot cards. You followed a kind of determined route, there was the unexpected that happened, and 
all your emotions of fear, anger, pain, nervousness, magic—everything happened while we went 
through this journey. And when you came out of it, it was almost like you had unclogged your 
mind in terms of the urban baggage that you were carrying with you. It’s something that clung to 
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you many, many days after it happened.
Another thing which I saw was absolutely brilliant. It gave me many sleepless nights. It was 

called Villa Villa; it was from Argentina. You went into a room, where everybody stood, and it was 
like a sky above. You had this false roof, you really didn’t know what was happening. You were 
drenched by rain. There were these bungee jumpers, they pulled you up, you went into the air, 
there was raw sexuality, there was a sense of the Holocaust, Hitler, genocide; images were being 
created and you connected with your own sense of image. The critic of The Guardian said, It was 
better than sex. It was really something absolutely extraordinary—the experience you had. You 
were drenched by rain—of course, people had come with their umbrellas because they are very 
careful. They put a lot of information on the tickets, otherwise you could be sued. It was quite an 
adventure. I would love to do something like that.

Theatre as adventure . . .

I try, with a lot of limited means, to bring the same sense of adventure into my work. They are also 
using a lot of high technology. I believe each show cost something like 15-20 lakhs to mount. We 
can’t even dream of such things. I can barely get my actors to hang 4 lights and so that the light 
doesn’t blow in the middle of a show. We are working under certain kinds of constraints. But I 
don’t want to put constraints on my imagination. 

I do feel that what is happening is that I am not interested in conventional structures any more. 
There was a big break in Fida—where I knocked off the male protagonist, where I kind of ended 
and started it at a certain point, just threw away many dialogues. It was wonderful to tamper with 
the structured  text and rework it in ways and find that it did work.

Now I am looking more towards stories than conventional plays. I think, maybe very 
unconsciously, there is a movement . . .

I also got an opportunity to see some very interesting aboriginal work from Australia—stories 
of women, stories of gender, stories of pain, struggle, personal lives.

So this personal narrative thing is becoming stronger, attracting you more.

I think so.
I had also thought of taking [Saadat Hasan] Manto’s stories, 3 or 4 stories—Kali Salwar, Khol Do 

and Mami—and showing the protagonist today, in 1998, going through her experiences. She is the 
woman of Khol Do, then Kali Salwar and she becomes Mami later. These were the 3 stories I wanted 
to weave in, show her moving backwards and forwards in time—has her life changed? In a certain 
way, the whole politics that we are feeling about ourselves, in terms of what is happening around 
us . . . there was this fervour of Free India, the brutality of the spirit which one experienced during 
the bloodiest and the most illogical madness, during Partition—what has it given you? The total 
corrosion of your spirit today, has it in any way changed you in the sense of dignity, self-respect?

Surjit Patar has already started working on that. We are talking a lot about how we see it. These 
become, what you would call, the catalyst; but you kind of weave your own personal destinies into 
it.

The other thing that really has always interested me is this whole thing of gender. Rustom 
[Bharucha] and I were talking about the Naqqals and gender transformation. Today it has become 
such a big issue. Everybody is talking about the androgynous phenomenon. Personally, when I 
work with my actors and actresses, I never see them as playing the woman or playing  the male, 
it’s just playing the context. 

But at the same time, everything upto now has had a very strong central woman character. Is it because you 
have the woman to play the role? Can you visualize it being played by a man, for example?

No! I have to be honest and say that. I have lost my ability to approach a male actor.
When I see somebody like Manohar Singh in Begum Barve or even as Mother Courage, I 

applaud him fully, because he has that marvellous androgynous quality which is really the 
hallmark of every great actor and person—to be able to shift. The all-male or all-female are totally 
uninteresting to me. To see a woman dancer, is very boring for me. But I love seeing a male dancer.

So it’s not a rejection of that. But I find that most of the male actors I have worked with have a 
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maleness without the sense of woman. But the woman actors I have, have the sense of male and 
woman. Even my traditional actors—they have that, continuously. It’s like a little leela, a little play, 
it’s continuously shifting. I like that quality in a performer and I relate very well to that. But the 
Punjabi male actor doesn’t have that subtle shift. I have to always approach them as a woman 
approaching a male, because the Punjabi temperament, which you can’t escape, the way that you 
look at yourself, is macho, male, virile, very vascular. So the male actors that I’ve worked with, I 
have to approach them as all-male. I cannot work on the subtle . . .

Which the Naqqals have.

The Naqqals have it, because all the training of a traditional actor is as the female impersonator. It’s 
not only learning skills, but also switching into a gender. And they have no embarrassment of 
bearing. I think the moment you put on another garb, when the body movement changes, then I 
am sure somewhere the psyche also relates to the change in the external. To me, ‘external’ is not a 
bad word. What you wear, how you wear it, does determine some kind of world view. I find that 
the traditional performer has that intuitive capacity; and that was something I trained my actors in, 
without realizing that that was the way they were being trained.

But the male actors could never manage it. It was a complete failure. Even when I was doing 
Yerma, he kept on saying, Am I impotent? Am I incapable of having a physical relationship? Why 
can’t we have a child? Or is she barren? I kept on saying, No, you are not impotent. It’s just that 
your energies are not matching. It’s like, two people relate to each other because they have some 
kind of energy. You don’t have to be intellectually together, you don’t have to talk the same 
language, you don’t have to like the same food or the same books. It’s just that there’s some kind of 
energy, something that ignites. If it doesn’t work, then something very precious is lost.
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The Myth Beyond Reality:
The Theatre of Neelam Man Singh Chowdhry

Smita Nirula

In a time where the focus of theatre is on realism, naturalism and the experimental, Neelam 
Man Singh Chowdhry’s work is surprisingly mythical. Where people seek to deconstruct myth, 
Neelam creates worlds of mythology.

Spatially, she creates fairytale settings by the simple expediency of moving things on and off 
stage. And what are the things thus moved? A curtain, a trunk. And yet the images created by 
these unpretentious objects are of open spaces. A house, dark cavernous depths. 

There is an obvious theatricality to her productions which are, eventually, joyous 
celebrations of existence. Her work is lyrical, earthy, yet mystically mythical.

Neelam has the ability to take a work based on myth and enshroud it in contemporaneity; 
and to then transport the original myth beyond the staged reality into the realm of yet another 
created myth. In other words, her productions turn the script into and upon itself until it is 
turned inside out and a new dimension is realized.

For example, in Nagamandala, playwright Girish Karnad has taken two folktales (The story 
of the Flames and the story of Rani) and woven their strands into a story of his own creation. 
Added to this is a plot that he has devised himself, that of Kurudavva and Kappanna. 
Nagamandala is a story of mystery, intrigue, sexual longing, violence and final redressal.

By using Naqqals, the traditional female impersonators of Punjab, as the Flames (which 
Karnad has written as a female chorus), Neelam has created a world of delightful androgynity 
which has nothing to do with sex or gender—this is as true of the launderers in Yerma, or the 
inhabitants of the bazaar in Shehar Mere Di Pagal Aurat (The Madwoman of Chaillot by Jean 
Giraudoux) as the Flames in Nagchaaya. 

Where Karnad has used tales to create a fabric of contemporary reality, Neelam has torn 
apart that fabric in her production Nagchaaya to create a third dimension—that of myth. 
Sometimes the more removed one is from reality, the more specific that reality becomes.

The strongest characters in the production are Rani, the androgynous Flames, and the blind 
woman Kurudavva, the catalyst of Rani’s story. There are also, of course, the male characters of 
Appanna, Kappanna, and the Naga himself. Appanna and the Naga are two sides of the same 
coin while Kappanna is the mystery in the tale.

Karnad has written Kappanna as a devoted son who carries his mother around.  He is beset 
by a non-visual female entity who eventually lures him away from his mother. The lost 
Kurudavva questions the identity of this female being, ‘A temptress from beyond? A yaksha 
woman—perhaps a snake woman? But not a human being. No’. Karnad has left this story 
intriguingly incomplete. Neelam has taken the essence of this entity and converted her into a 
phrase of music which immobilizes Kappanna whenever he hears it. Is it symbolic of Krishna’s 
flute? Is it purely a symbol of longing and dreaming? There is a fascinating haziness about the 
subject.

For Neelam, the appeal of Nagamandala is the very fine line the playwright maintains 
between illusion and reality. She has said, ‘Nagamandala I see basically as the duality of human 
nature. Is the world of imagination less real than the tangible world? As Indians we love agge ki 
hoyega? What happens next? What really fascinated me was its ambiguity—the shadows—are 
they truth or fiction? The pain—that which we can touch and that which we can feel?’

Yerma is a different story altogether. On the very obvious level it is about a woman’s 
obsession for a child and when that obsession is not satiated Yerma destroys that which is an 
impediment to her fruition; and in this destruction, she destroys any hope of that very 
completion, however nebulous it may be.

Neelam feels strongly about the play, ‘When I approached the text, I felt that Yerma is really 
the yearning of nature to renew and recreate itself.’ She translated her feelings into a tangible 
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yet mystical reality by using powerful nature imagery in her production. The forces of fertility 
and sterility battle it out on her stage. Colour and vivacity mark the production, which is 
outward spreading, taking in the whole of nature and contrasting the lush fertility of the land 
with Yerma’s barrenness.

Neelam’s Yerma raised a very pertinent question: who is Yerma? Is she the ghost of all 
womanhood? Is she a specific individual? Or is she nature/country/state at large? Is Yerma’s 
yearning the desire of all women? Is her desire hers alone? Or is hers a craving for freedom/
procreation of the earth? Is she Spain/India/any part of the world?

The story of a woman’s longing and obsession for a child is thus given layers of complexity. 
We have already moved beyond a mere  story into sheer myth. Powerful images of water, fire 
and earth conclude a woman’s yearning. ‘For me the imagery of the last scene is very potent’, 
clarifies Neelam. ‘There are three things that signify death. Water, blood and the matka. Yerma 
kills her husband in the end. Lorca has her strangling him. But I couldn’t see that. Yes, he dies. 
She kills him. But I stylized it to make her carry bloodred water in a matka, which she throws 
onto the white sheet covering him. She breaks the matka—and the sound is final.’

The fascination for her of Nagamandala and Yerma are their intangible, almost incorporeal 
natures. ‘You are not tied within boundaries, you need to play with the script.’

There is a ritualism in Neelam’s productions that adds to the air of mystique inherent in the 
scripts. In Shehar Mere Di Pagal Aurat, there is a battle between dream and reality. Between the 
dreamer and the materialist. Between right and wrong.

Good triumphs over evil in a ritualistic scene where Malika ceremonially sends the evil-
doers to their death by taking a normal rite like Lakshmi puja and imbuing it with a spirit of 
horror and theatrical presentation of the macabre. Malika’s world is innovative and happy. 
There is great love and bonhomie among the people who inhabit it. Neelam’s use of colour and 
texture in the props and on the set gives it an unreal fragility that is still rooted in reality.

Another quality that infuses Neelam’s work and adds to the feeling of distance from reality 
is the lack of violence. There is great gentleness, great softness in the productions, that dispel 
the feelings of harshness and violence that may be inherent in the scripts. In this, it is almost 
like Greek tragedy, where deaths occur offstage.

There is a tangibly lyrical lushness about her work that creates characters of myth while best 
serving the interest of the playwright. Neelam has the ability to take an ancient text and, 
probing deep into the core of the script, take the playwright’s drama and create a play within a 
play, myth upon myth and truth within truth.

Smita Narula is a theatre critic who reviews and writes on theatre  for several newspapers.
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A community of traditional performers, the Naqqals of Punjab were, till recently, a travelling 
people, performing in villages through Punjab. 

The word Naqqal is derived from a Persian word which means to imitate a situation, an 
incident or a person. It is normally performed by two actors, who, through a series of jokes, 
improvisations and horseplay make sharp, incisive comments on society and politics. One of the 
characters carries a leather in his hand (the size of a folded newspaper) which he uses as a 
‘weapon’ to hit his co-actor, underscoring the witty verbal punch lines. The costumes they usually 
wear consist of tehermats (lungis), a short kurta and a dunce cap. They are also known as bhands 
(clowns), symbols of the common man who, through the power of their repartee, relate to issues of 
tradition, progress and modernity in a lighthearted, frivolous yet incisive manner. By exposing the 
hypocrisy of the old and new alike, the Naqqals, by their verbal gymnastics, act as both social 
critics and popular psychologists.

Their repertoire includes clichéd relationships of mothers-in-law/daughters-in-law, fathers/
sons, servants/masters, law/citizenry, explored in ways that are hilarious, caustic and close to the 
people’s heart. A monologue on the declining moral standards which have led to hunger and 
unemployment are social truths, which, though painful reminders to the audience, immediately 
communicate and create empathy through humour and laughter. The energy level is frenzied and 
combines dialogue with song, which sometimes tends to border on the risqué, with innuendo, 
double entendre, fantastically absurd comments and gags; it has the audience participating in the 
entertainment. The other function of the Naqqal is also to provide the comic interlude during a 
serious moment in the main play, which is also part of their format, by providing the counterpoint 
and softening the impact.

The main play after the introductory Naqqal is based on the myths that are part of the folklore 
of Punjab: Heer Ranjha, Sassi Punno, Sohni Mahiwal, Puran Bhagat, Keema Malki, etc., a vast repertoire 
of song and dance, using sound patterns based on classical ragas and movements that are a 
combination of Kathak and folk forms. They are flexible performers, all trained in playing a variety 
of musical instruments. There are two parallel strands of performance: pure entertainment, the 
more comic and titillating the better; and religious performance, which includes the lives of saints, 
Ramleela, and devotional songs such as Bhajan and Qawwali for Hindu, Sikh and sufi religious 
occasions. As bhakts or devotees, they hold weekly Qawwali sessions at a chosen pir’s dargah, to 
them an act of devotion (bhakti). They are booked by the community for rural festivals, social 
occasions like marriages, or religious occasions like Ramleela; so they run the gamut from light 
entertainment to deeply religious performance.

The style of presentation is totally nonrealistic: as the main protagonist pats his horse and sings 
adieu to his mother, unsatisfied with his rendering, his charger starts singing and repeats the lines 
in a more mellifluous voice; a character breaks into a dance to the tune of a musical note, even if 
receiving bad news. No sets are used, a couple of sticks transversely poised suggest an army camp, 
colourfully wrapped bamboos, held by actors, form pillars. Cloth held aloft creates majestic gates. 
After playing a role a performer, still in costume, could either join the singers or sit in a corner 
smoking a bidi, becoming invisible on stage by letting go, almost metaphysically, of his presence.

The female roles are played by male actors. In fact, all training of the Naqqal actors is done by 
them being trained as female impersonators, because the entire process of transforming an actor to 
another character becomes more complex when you also have to change gender. It is only those 
amongst them not considered skilled enough as women who do male roles; or else, they switch to 
male roles when they have lost their youthful grace and charm. With over-powdered faces, 
seductively drawn eyes, bloodred mouths, cascading wigs, over-accentuated false breasts, 
provocative pelvic thrusts, with names like Miss Rosy and Miss Lilly, they are the real stars of the 
show. They perform an imperative function in a traditional society by depicting behavioural 
patterns that are more open and sexual, thus feeding the fantasies of the male audience.

Based on a note by Neelam Man Singh Chowdhry.

The Naqqals: A Note
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Mundri Lal
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How did you encounter the Naqqals?

[I was wondering], how do I train my urban actors? Then I said, if there’s Tamasha, Nautanki, Jatra 
and so many theatrical forms in other states, surely there must be other theatrical forms in Punjab. 
I spoke to many people. I spoke to Ravneet Kaur, who had been Secretary of Culture for many 
years and had done a lot of work. I spoke to her and she said, Yes, there are Naqqals. I’ll get hold of 
a group. She got hold of the main group, which is the group I am working with today. We did a 
one-month workshop with them on movement.  

What interested you in their style and approach?

While working with them I was really surprised, because I found that they were so . . . Brechtian, 
for lack of a better term, though I hate terminology. They did a whole Kissa of Sohni Mahiwal with 
us. One would say, Tu kaun hain (who’re you)? The other would say, Main Sohni da ghara han (I am 
Sohni’s pitcher). If you are familiar with the text, they have a ghara on which Sohni travels. Achha, 
achha, tu ghara hain ! (Oh! So you are the pitcher)—that would objectify the subject. And he would 
say, Han! Te mainu pata hai ki tu kaccha hain. Main dub jana hai, main mar jana hai, par koi gal nahin 
(Yes, and I know that you are weak. And I’ll drown and die. But doesn’t matter), I’m going to ride 
on you because that’s the way the playwright wants it. Their ability to play with time and space 
was absolutely brilliant.

To me, it was very fascinating how Mehar Chand would do this great dialogue, and suddenly, 
when it was over, he would dissolve his whole presence. He would become a presence, the whole 
charisma of a performer would happen and the moment he was not performing, he would become 
a non-presence, he would become invisible. There were some very fascinating techniques, a skill 
which is not born out of any grammar but something which is evolved very unconsciously, which 
to me was a very fascinating aspect of theatre being a transitory kind of power . . . it happens and 
then it fades. It’s like sand—that  you hold it and it goes. It’s not tangible.

For me, it became a very philosophical approach to work, which I really learnt through 
something which was so intuitive and without thought in their way of working.

When did you first come across the Naqqals? Did you actually go and see them perform somewhere?

Yes. It’s not that abracadabra, I got them to the house and we started working. As I mentioned 
earlier, when I was thinking of the Gatka, I went to akharas. I saw Bazigars, I went to Anandpur 
Sahib, saw the whole processional form, saw their salaami, their rituals, they have their chhaonis, 
they move in communities. Basically, I went there like a tourist or a pilgrim. 

I saw three groups of Naqqals—one in Malerkotla, one in Hoshiarpur. But this group I 
somehow felt—sometimes you can vibe with two people in the group, so you feel that there is a 
certain premise on which you can . . . a seed of something that might happen. It’s like you start 
working with a group and then they become part of the people you relate to. 

And you saw it in the villages, in their own atmosphere?

Yes. It’s like you see in all the traditional performers—they do their bit, then they sit in a corner 
and smoke their bidi.

The way they structure their text is quite similar. Maybe some of them have more beautiful 
female impersonators, some have better singers, some have a naqalchi who is more exciting. But 
their work is similar.  

Are there quite a few groups of Naqqals?
Not many. Not many who are performing in a traditional manner. Sometimes they are fished out 

‘The performing artist belonged to the community rather than the 
religion’

Neelam Man Singh Chowdhry on the Naqqals
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by the  Sangeet Natak Akademi or the North Zone Cultural Centre.
There have been two or three factors in Punjab which have led to a total lack of continuity, even 

in terms of its transformations. Tradition is not a static phenomenon, it is dynamic, it changes as 
the people change, as their interests change. But in Punjab, it was quite peculiar. I think the main 
thing was the politicization of language. Most of the Naqqals were also reciting the Sakhis, which 
are the stories of the gurus. But when fundamentalism came in, the Sikh fundamentalist said that 
no one is going to have an anthropomorphic representation of any of our gods or gurus. And 
because of the language issue, most of the people started speaking in Hindi out of insecurity. When 
the plebiscite took place, and the division of Punjab into Haryana and parts of Himachal Pradesh 
happened, most of the people were writing in Punjabi that their language was Hindi, because of 
the insecurity that the Sikh community might take over the Punjabi Hindu. Though for many, 
many years, the first child of every Hindu family was pledged to the guru; so in the same family 
you had Sardars and you had Hindus—cleanshaven. And inter-marriage was very much accepted. 
It wasn’t even thought about. If one wanted to marry a Hindu, it was as good or bad as marrying a 
Sikh. So there was none of this.

But this whole language issue divided the Hindus and Sikhs, in ways that were so brutal and 
far-reaching that it had reached monstrous proportions.

For example, the Naqqal group that I am working with—when I started working with them, 
most of them used to wear pagris; they had long hair, they used to worship a Muslim pir—Gugga 
Pir—their marriage and death rituals were performed according to the Sikh rites, and yet they 
were Hindus. It was an amazing symbol of perfect synthesis and communal harmony. The 
performing artist really belonged to the community rather than the religion.

Another thing that happened was that the Green Revolution made such an impact on the 
lifestyles of the people in Punjab that the standard of living went up. And the Punjabi, because of 
very strong colonial influences, is very open to change. If there is a new fertilizer, he’s willing to 
use it, if there’s a new pesticide, he’s willing to use it. The moment he makes money he buys a 
rexine sofa set and switches to eating at a dining table, which I don’t think really happens to a 
farmer in Karnataka or Bengal. People are still much more rooted. In Punjab, even in the villages, 
there is a great sense that ‘my child speaks English’. When two Marathis meet they immediately 
start speaking in Marathi, when two Bengalis meet they speak in Bengali, but when two Punjabis 
meet they speak in English, no matter how good or bad the English might be. So the sense of 
language was never very strong. That is why the people could be politically exploited on the basis 
of language. My father always says if they have to divide Punjab, they have to divide it in terms of 
urban and rural, because in the urban areas everybody speaks English and in the villages 
everybody speaks Punjabi. Most very theth (typical) Punjabi homes you go to, the father and 
mother speak half-baked Hindi but not Punjabi. For them, aligning themselves with the western 
culture meant progress, meant many things.

After the Green Revolution, because their lifestyles changed, their way of being entertained 
changed. So most of the traditional performers were now catering to the changing tastes. Most of 
these female impersonators were really dancing to the tunes of Jayshree T., they were picking up 
Hindi film songs and dancing to that.

And speaking in Hindi?

Yes, Hindi.

You were mentioning that they have a very strong fan following . . .

Yes. Everyone has their own following, their own area.  They have their fixed areas, where they get 
shows from. The group in Hoshiarpur gets shows from that area.

They all came under the Beggary Act, they didn’t have an address. But since they started 
working with me—I am not saying they have earned a lot of money, but, for example, the first time 
we went abroad they got a lot of money, so they bought themselves a piece of land in one of the 
villages, which was not developed at all, so they got it cheap. Then, when we went to London for 
the first time they made a pucca ghar. After our last trip, they bought cows, some of them have 
bought chicks, they have started a little poultry farm, or they have started selling milk.  
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For me, it wasn’t just doing a play with them. I felt very involved with their financial situation 
as well.

Supposing they weren’t travelling with you, weren’t doing shows with you, would they be earning their 
livelihood out of their Naqqal shows?

Yes. But obviously it is not enough; for example, they came to me and asked for Rs 2000, saying 
that they would buy a truck of watermelons and five of them would sell watermelons.

I became another source of livelihood for them. If they were earning Rs 200 from their 
performances, they earn the same amount from doing a show with me. It’s not that they are 
earning more from me. So I became an extension, another source . . . The only thing is, I presume 
that for the last 12 years, they may have found this a nice atmosphere to work in. I think, to some 
extent, what they had been cut off from was being honoured here. It might have, perhaps (it would 
be interesting to talk to them), stirred up some sense of their own self-respect. Very often I have 
been to their performances, I have seen the amount of shauharat (admiration/praise) they get there, 
they may not be getting as much here. So I question myself, Why do they come? Why do they 
work with me? I am making them do things which are not a part of their work now. Why do they 
do it? Perhaps they feel—I honour them as artists, as kalakars, which to them is a very important 
thing.

Do you remember seeing this group for the first time? What was their impact on you?

I loved their energy. I really wanted to impart that kind of high energy to my urban actors, who are 
kind of half-dead and everybody wants to be serious. I loved their sense of fun, I loved the 
informality, I responded to their quality of improvisation, of how an idea grows with the audience, 
the sense of being a performer. I feel that the whole training of an urban actor is really to be an 
‘actor ’, not a ‘performer’, so how to combine the actor–performer bit. I responded to that 
marvellous, magical quality.

Then I invited them to Chandigarh. I put them up in a place and we did a workshop, where 
they just taught movement to the actors.

Did you structure the workshop?

No. I let them structure it. I just didn’t want to interfere. I wanted them to negotiate with a group 
of urban actors. I participated in the workshop. I wasn’t there as a director, but as one of the 
participants.

We used to work for about 5 hours—their makeup, their transformation. And I really feel sorry 
that I had no sense of documentation, I haven’t taken any pictures or recorded anything.

Was there any ritual aspect to their makeup or preparation?

They always pray before a show. And now it has become a part of our practice. We cannot go on 
stage unless we do that half an hour of prayer. They talk about kisi ne jadu-tona kiya hai stage pe 
(someone has done black magic on the stage). Each time it’s different—a bit of parshad, go and feed 
it to the dog or the birds. Everybody believes in it now as much as them. They started it and now 
it’s a must for all of us.

When we go abroad—where can you get parshad—I carry bags full of mishri. Once we had a 
little demonstration and there was mithai lying in the house, so I brought that. And an accident 
took place on stage, something broke, and they said, You brought old mithai, that’s why this 
happened. You should never bring old mithai, it should always be fresh. Prem Chand conducts the 
ritual on the  stage, with agarbatti, coal, water.  .  It takes about 30 minutes before the show; we 
burn a little fire—a diya or agarbatti—there’s mithai and flowers. First they give parshad to everyone 
and then they go around. It’s like you bless the stage, bless the space, bless each other.

This is a tradition they have brought into the group.

And it is something which they have inherited?
Yes. And now we cannot go on stage without doing it.  Ghungroo pehnane se pehle matha tekte hain, 
costume pehnane so pehle matha tekte hain’ (They salute the ghungroos before wearing them, salute the 
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costumes before wearing them.) Every time they receive their costume, they touch their forehead 
with it. Now I think the urban actors have also started believing in it.

You were talking about that first workshop . . .

They demonstrated their makeup, the others tried to do it. Then there was writing down the 
Naqqal portion, which is repartee, which they improvise. They have the chimota, a leather thing 
with which they hit each other to emphasize a point. It’s like a glove without fingers, made of 
leather, and it packs quite a punch. I don’t know how they do it, because obviously it can’t be 
hurting, or else they’d be in hospital after each performance.

After that we’d do more movement. We would form a circle, and they would ask the actors to 
come into the centre. Then they would do their performance and we would watch. 

They weren’t in the productions, they were just involved in the training. I was working with a 
new group of young people, we observed why some bodies moved more effectively than others, it 
is the mind that blocks the body from moving, inhibition, little things like that was what one was 
trying to garner from this workshop.

I found the Naqqals really most exciting, personally. They had great body movement, they had 
language, they could structure text, they can do a lot of handicraft—make masks and all kinds of 
things for the stage. Makeup, mukut, jewellery—they can make everything, though it’s not as high 
quality as Kathakali. We were doing all that as part of the workshop. 

Then I thought, Why not do a play just with them, with urban actors doing the backstage work. 
Seeing them perform in their space, I realized that they are not doing there what they have done 
with us. They were doing filmi songs, Jagrata; they were dancing furiously—thumaks, mataks 
(suggestive movements), they were part of a sexist tradition, they were basically working on the 
basis of seduction—moving sensuously, sitting on the lap of the sarpanch. It was basically—how to 
extract money. They would have to do the whole jumla baazi bit—aapse to paanch rupaye lenge—and 
sit in laps. The transformation is so phenomenal sometimes. When they start walking, their nakhras 
are those of real flirtatious women.

I wanted to know what their heritage really was, because in the workshop they did just little 
excerpts from plays. I said, Let’s explore the oral tradition—that’s what their plays actually are.

We decided to do Keema Malki. I didn’t want to do the more popular love stories like Heer 
Ranjha, Sohni Mahiwal; there are other, lesser known love stories like Keema Malki, so we decided to 
do that. And I got hold of one of the kaidas, like the kaida of a film in the old days. When you went 
to see a film, you would get the songs of the film outside. There are little kaidas one gets, of these 
stories. I went to Amritsar, Patiala, and fished out quite a few kaidas; and I liked Keema Malki.

Was it a text they used to do?

Yes, they suggested it. I didn’t know it, because I had been out of Punjab for 15 years. They would 
suggest, do this or do that. I would ask what the story was and they would relate the story. They 
would tell me the story in a very basic form—that this happened and then that happened etc. 
Something in the story appealed to me, so we decided to do Keema Malki. I thought that it had a 
certain variety.

At that time it was a real nightmare working with them because they thought, Who is this little 
pipsqueak? Why is she telling us to do this? Why can’t we shake our boobs around and do our 
thumaks or jhatkas. And in a certain way I was trying to sift what was part of their tradition and that 
which was a part of their market strategy. Not that I was against their market strategy, but it was a 
very subtle area I was trying to explore. I was interested in organic transformations, not artificial 
ones. What was happening was—they don’t speak speech, they sing speech. If they have to say—
’he came to the durbar’—they would sing Kis gal di khatir aaya, wich durbar pandta, Mainu khol ke 
sunade aaj raaz pundta: They sing speech in a baint style. When they speak, it’s very grandiose. They 
were trying to use tunes from Hindi films and I would say, No, no, it’s not like this. It was like 
continuously having to go backwards and forwards. They were really getting bugged.

They would bring in Hindi words and say things like, He took a taxi. I would remark, There 
was no taxi in those times and they would reply, That’s what works in villages. I would try to 
argue, But that’s not what is needed. Then I realized that it’s better to talk money—I am paying, so 
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you’d better do it. I was like a feudal lord—I am paying you, you do what I wish. Slowly, they 
understood that I was doing it more because I wanted to know what they had. For me, the basic 
disturbing factor was—why has Punjabi always been a language that is laughed at? The entire 
Guru Granth Sahib has been written in ragas; why is the image projection so distorted?

So you wanted to retrieve these texts?

Not retrieve so much as find out for myself what exists, not in any revivalist manner, I don’t 
respond to that kind of thing. Basically, because it’s still there; so what is it that has made it exist, 
there must be something in it, what is that something? When a jhalak (glimpse) of that showed, it 
was very exciting.

At melas in Bombay or Calcutta, you have these peep shows, where nachars come and do 
Nautanki while singing filmi music. They are also skilled, they know how to move, they move well 
. . . Suddenly, you have a jhalak of something and you know it’s the real thing.

It was that which I wanted to see.

So you were making them go back to their earlier ways . . .

They didn’t know that it had value for me, and they didn’t know why it should have value, because 
nobody wanted it anymore. So why did I want it? Maybe I didn’t know better. It was fraught with 
contradictions.

Then we did Keema Malki as a play in Chandigarh. We had an opening show here. I had no 
money, no funds, we did it in an open space. And it was really quite shocking for me because I 
never anticipated—it was a total sensation! Suddenly the people were weeping, their emotional 
memory had been . . . it was basically the city people. When I did Keema Malki, it was really within 
the traditional format, basically exploring an impulse which had been lost; and most of the people 
who came to see it were, maybe, 15 years or 20 years older than me. This had been a part of their 
childhood—Marasis used to come to their houses in the evening and entertain. (Naqqals are also 
called Marasis). So it revived a very strong feeling of nostalgia and memory, which is really 
something I had not thought of.

I took the show to Delhi and even there I got a very good response. The reviews were quite 
ecstatic: a genuine thing has emerged from Punjab. It was not contemporary, it was very much 
within a traditional format. It was that I, perhaps, in a certain way put together something which 
had been lost, which was also dynamic. The people’s art has never been sacrosanct; it has been 
very dynamic, very much a part of the whole changing scenario. The way it was structured—
suddenly you have the love-duet going on, then you have an interjection which just cuts through 
the whole romanticism. It doesn’t allow the emotion to build up to any emotive level, because it is 
interrupted by a fun remark which is contemporary and which is political. It had that element in it.

Then Sangeet Natak Akademi asked me to do something, under the scheme for Young 
Directors. So I did Raja Bhartrihari. Here I took the literary tradition. It’s a story which has travelled 
all over; he was a poet king, a scholar. The whole text explores three stages of his life—grihasti (his 
love for a woman), his political and social life and then a man’s inner journey. It’s very beautiful 
poetry. I worked with a local poet and we explored and structured the text of Dhani Ram Chatrak.

This was your second play with the Naqqals?

Yes. And my urban actors were also there, backstage.

This was the first time you mixed them?

Yes. They were singing; but it was still in the traditional format.
Raman did the role of a female impersonator. She dressed up, she did the same very strong, 

very powdery makeup, the same movements, their movements.
It was quite interesting actually—She, a woman, thought like a man playing a woman. She was 

the only one (of the urban actors) on the stage, the rest were amongst the singers.

How did they accept it?

Very well, because by this time four years had passed.
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In between, we did another Greek play in which the urban actors were 
on the stage and the Naqqals were the musicians and in the crowd scenes. 
Those tentative beginnings were happening.

And their initial hostility and reaction . . .

That dissolved. Perhaps because they found that I was very clean with 
them with payment, food etc. When they realized that I was a clean pay-
master, somewhere it dissolved.

And I have always made it a point to keep my finances very open. 
Because a group should never feel that you are making money for yourself. 
If they feel that it’s very democratic and whatever is earned is fairly and 
equally distributed, then a lot of the walls start dissolving. Then it leads to 
other areas of trust.

By the time of Raja Bhartrihari, things were fine. Basically, the hostility 
was in Keema Malki. After that they had many shows, they earned money, 
they felt good about it. I paid them on the dot, there was enough food etc. 
It took time, but we were slowly moving towards trusting each other.

Then I did Nagamandala by Girish Karnad.
Now by this time, because of this intermingling, for me, the whole 

separation of urban-rural is totally diffused. My so-called urban actors have 
the same humour, the same jokes . . . I think it’s a very artificial division. In 
my group, over the years of working together, a certain energy of the urban 
and a certain energy of the traditional in combination, has created 
something ‘third’; which is neither rural nor urban, but something else. 
What is that something else—that is what I am really interested in.

In Nagamandala, you have the whole concept of flames, which is a very 
other-worldly concept. I feel the female impersonators, when they get into 
their costumes, have a sense of the surreal. So I had them as a group, the 
chorus of the play. They were very much a part of the crowd scenes.

By then, everything was happening naturally. They were doing roles, 
they were singing—they were very much part of the group. Because the 
urban actors could handle speech in a way which suited the text, perhaps 
the more speech-oriented roles were going to the urban actors. But now, 
even that is growing less and less.

Do you find that you choose to do theatre in a certain way because of the Naqqals’ 
presence? 

I think they contribute to it.
I chose a script on the basis of my response to the script, but the way I 

handled the script, definitely had to do with the human material that I had. 
When you work for 8 years in a particular kind of manner, then you 
automatically want to hone that manner; it becomes a part of the whole joy 
within which you work. Because I responded to this particular kind of 
work, the choices were made on the basis of what I respond to. I have 
always responded to a theatre which has a sense of energy, which has a 
sense of sound, where the text is a visual image rather than just speech. I 
don’t like the realistic form of theatre, I don’t respond to it. Realism, to me, 
is one way of looking at reality; there are so many other layers which I am 
more fascinated by—the image of the play, or the visual transformation of 
the text. So it fitted in with what I responded to.

In Yerma, for example, to me the two sisters-in-law accentuate the sterile 
environment in which Yerma lives. For me, to have the female 
impersonators as the sisters-in-law seemed a natural choice. Then, in the 
crowd scenes, I saw all the laundresses as very harsh and mannish women, 

Raja Bhartrihari

Nagchaaya. Photos courtesy The Company

Shehar Mere Di . . . 
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who are almost de-sensitivized to the whole yearning of a woman’s need—so they fitted in very 
naturally. 

To me, the whole gender question doesn’t make sense. What does age mean, on the stage? 
What does gender mean, on the stage? It means nothing to me. I find all my male actors want to 
wear a ghagra, they all want to be women and all the women want to be mannish.

Like in The Madwoman, I didn’t realize it, it was only when I read the reviews that I realized 
what it was suggesting—One of my woman actors was doing the role of the President, but very 
unconsciously I had given her very mannish movements. So they said, It was very interesting how 
I had made one of my women play the role of a male impersonator. I didn’t even realize I was 
doing it, because for me the whole question of gender has become very diffused. What does it 
mean to be a woman on the stage? What does it mean to be a man on the stage? What does age 
mean on the stage—do I have to paint their faces or paint their hair to show age? Is it a quality? If I 
am showing a woman in control, what am I trying to show? I am really trying to show a certain 
energy which is associated with the male principle or a certain energy which is associated with the 
female principle. What is it? I am not concerned with this intellectually; I am more concerned in 
terms of its emotion and content and what I am trying to say.

Do you think that the fact that gender differentiation has become so diffused also comes out of the influence of 
the Naqqals?

Of course! The encounter between them has also been my encounter with them. And it is my 
encounter which has created a third kind of energy. What is that third presence? Or that mysterious 
presence? It’s that which I find exciting.

And because they have amazing skills, many possibilities, it challenges me to do things which 
perhaps I would not be able to do with another group.

It’s amazing how they understand a play; and they understand it so well—a contemporary 
play! How they understood Madwoman, which is a totally off-centre, unsettling perspective of the 
universe. It’s a play which people can either respond to or hate, because it makes no sense unless 
you are that kind of a crazy person. It’s a totally abstract kind of a play. But they understood it so 
amazingly.

How do you explain to them?

They are all a part of the reading. Then I talk to them like Penelope—weaving and unweaving a 
piece of cloth. My approach is very simple. I see a play in a very simple manner, so I approach it in 
a simple manner. I approach it in terms of images, in terms of feelings, in terms of ideas, I link it up 
with life—our own life—and it seems to be comprehensive.

Do they give you insights into the play that you may not have thought of, do they pick up things?

Their perception, unique to their way of seeing, based on their life-experience combined with my 
attitude, creates an unusual dynamics. Like Madwoman is set in a Paris cafe and you have the cafe 
owner and people coming and going—a flower-seller, a shoe-shine boy, then another character. I 
said, In what atmosphere should I place this play? A cafe is on the streets. What do I do? So I went 
through a whole process of: shall I set it here or there, should I do it in a park? Then I set it in a 
pavement bazaar. What kind of pavement bazaar? And everyone participates: Madam, there 
should be a temple, for sure; outside it there’s a flower-seller, a tea-shop.

And because they have such skill, they’ll pitch up a mandir; they’ll take two sarees and make a 
mandir; so you have a very beautiful thing that they create. They add a lot because they are street 
performers. So they have the ras, the chatpata (spicy) thing.

Then we started collecting street songs—how do you sell vegetables? They have these songs, 
because they have done these things, they have a whole repertoire of street songs by which they 
attract customers. Nobody is singing them these days, but there was a time when the vendors 
would all sing. They give me the songs and we work on them, we set it up. And then a whole 
process of collection, elimination, pruning, chiselling. We would do workshop improvisations—
saying, It’s a market place, so what shops are we going to have? So the musicians were selling as 
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well as playing their instruments. Then I thought, you can’t have two people talking and the others 
just sitting at the back, so how do they interact? The orchestration of 22 people on the stage at the 
same time was, to me, very difficult, but it was exciting.

I work a lot on the text—chopping, pruning, adding. Sometimes, I would say, Okay. I want this 
feeling here, it’s not in the text, but I want total silence. I want things very fast, I am very impatient. 
And they would say, Madam, let us think, let us think. And then they would give ideas. They 
contribute a lot.

When they are performing in their own environment, have you seen a kind of reverse traffic—do they use 
ideas, or space, or drama, in a way they’ve learned from you?

We were doing a Ramleela sequence last month; we had a workshop on the Ramleela. Now agni-
pariksha is not performed in Ramleela. Normally they do it on one level. Here they said, We must 
have variety, or else it becomes boring. They were using my language to talk to each other—Let’s 
do a chhand here, a doha here or a chopai there.

Let me give another example—now when they do their own performance, they use Karanth’s 
techniques. They use ara taal—because Karanth has this whole thing that taal should contradict; 
and how each musical instrument should first establish its identity like an actor before the 
introduction of another instrument. I notice that earlier they used to use very simple beats, but 
now they are more creative in their sounds, they are trying to be creative in their movements. They 
know the movements that appeal to me, which they were not using earlier; they are using those. 
They are more aware of costumes. They are more aware of quality control. Very often, when people 
would have parties, they would ask me if the Naqqals could perform, and I would encourage it, 
thinking that they could earn a little more. But I would get irritated, because they would be 
associated with me, having been routed through me, but they wouldn’t care a damn about quality, 
and say, Everything works in villages. Then I would say, No! If you are going through me, we have 
to work it out.

Some of them are like living museums. They have such a vast fund of information. But then 
they feel that people are fools, they do whatever they feel like; they are not bothered, they are very 
laid back; because they feel anything goes. Now I say, Tell me, which songs will you sing? If you 
are going to earn through me I must know what you are doing. I am more anxious than them that 
they should project themselves well. I tell them, You do one good show, you’ll get three more, 
because there will be other people at the wedding who will wish to invite you. But if you don’t do 
it well, you burn your own boats. Now they are getting more conscious of that.

How do they live within their own community? Do they have a caste?

Yes. They are Marasis.
They have wives, they have a lot of children. I used to ask them if their relationship with their 

women was a little different. It’s very interesting—when they go for a performance, their wives 
blacken their hair, their wigs are plaited by their wives. Sometimes, when we are doing workshops 
in their environment, they will say, Let’s stop, because our daughter’s in-laws are coming and we 
don’t want them to see us in our female attire.

There are people who call them hijras, which upsets me, but they have an inbuilt indifference to 
it for their own self-preservation and survival.

They inter-marry within the community?

Yes. Inspite of that [there’s still this bit of self-consciousness before in-laws].

You were saying that their most important training is to be a female impersonator. It’s only when they can’t 
manage that they take on male roles. Have they ever talked about why?

Yes. They say that here you’re not only becoming another character but also changing your sex, so 
it’s a far more complicated system of training. But they don’t let their women act and no woman 
travels with them. I was telling them jokingly, Why don’t you take the girls, they’ll also earn a little 
bit with you. They said, No, we can’t take them with us; they will not be accepted.

The illusion is so complete that even the males in the audience see them as women. And yet 
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those men’s wives are not going to kill them, because they know it’s an all-male scenario, they’re 
just having a bit of fun. The audience can do a little masti with them which they cannot do with 
women, due to social inhibitions.

[The Naqqals] bring their wives to meet me, they always bring seasonal vegetables or fruit for 
me, their children come, we are invited to their weddings; the wives cook. Ostensibly, it’s a very 
domesticated kind of situation. All of them live together or they live in nearby villages. 

I find that the ones who are actively doing the role of female impersonators bathe their 
children, help their wives with the cooking, are better husbands, because that sense of maleness as 
a very overwhelming phenomenon is not so strong. They are more tender. It’s quite funny—they 
buy more things for their wives when we travel. One of them wanted to buy a flimsy nighty for his 
wife. They have a stronger sense of what they want to buy for their wives and children. The others 
only want to buy suitcases, blankets, transistors.

Have you ever talked to their wives?

I have . . . It’s a very normal pattern for them. When my elder son was 5 years old, I had my 
brother’s kids staying with me. And they said, Let’s play house-house. One said, I’ll be the mother, 
I’ll go to the kitchen, you’re the father, you go to the office. My son said, Mamas don’t go into the 
kitchen, mamas do plays. Whatever patterns the children see, are natural for them. In the same 
way, they get married when they are 14 and they come from similar backgrounds, so for them it’s a 
very normal pattern. And this is their profession, so they respect it, because this is what brings 
them food. I ask them, Do you feel odd when you dress up as a woman? And they say, Ask Birju 
Maharaj—does he feel odd when he does it? For them it’s very fundamental. Also, they all belong 
to one family.

It’s a very close-knit community. And now they have become stars. When they go back to their 
villages, they announce, We have been to France, to England, we went to Karnataka, or We went 
for a big festival.

Is the tradition continuing on to the next generation?  

Yes. When we go, all their kids come up: Aunty ji, madam ji, take us also. And they become like 
little performers. They all play the dholak, they all sing, they know songs, they will recite Kabir’s 
dohas, they can play a lot of instruments, because it happens in the house everyday. Just like my kid 
can recite every dialogue from every play. The atmosphere of the house is such, and their kids pick 
up what they see. It’s part of the environment, it’s very natural. Little-little six-year-olds are 
playing the dholak and the tabla. 

Do they feel that they want to carry on this profession?

They are performers, they have certain skills, and performers will always be needed. Someone’s 
death, someone’s marriage, harvesting, a mela—they will always be asked to play tumbi or tabla; 
or else, there is Ramleela. For them, it’s a way of life. When it’s off-season, they do other things. 
They used to drive rickshaws. That I stopped; it’s a great strain on the body and then there’s the 
heat; their voices were being affected. They were working as daily wage earners, carrying cement 
bags or whatever. And I found that it was affecting their voices. So I said, Don’t do it. I gave them 
loans to set up something less [strenuous].

[This interview was held in Chandigarh with the STQ team.]
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The following group discussion was held in Chandigarh, with a group of Naqqals, and the STQ 
team consisting of Anjum Katyal and Naveen Kishore, along with Neelam Man Singh 
Chowdhry, who has worked closely with this group of Naqqals over the years, and Ramanjit 
Kaur, an actress with The Company. The conversation was held largely in Punjabi, with some 
Hindi. We began with introductions before moving on to discuss different aspects of their art.

‘You have to change with the changing world’
The Naqqals of Punjab

Bahadur, Sohan, Puran, performing at the pir’s dargah
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My name is Prem Chand. In Pakistan, 
when I was 10-12 years old, I was fond of 
singing; my father used to play dhol and 
sarangi; he tried to teach us a bit. We 
followed the guru-shishya parampara. Then 
the disturbances of 1947 started and our 
education remained incomplete. We came 
to Hindustan and became chelas (disciples) 
of Pandit Shambhunath of Majri-Sayal. 
From him, we learnt how to sing Ghazal, 
Qawwali, a bit of the classical ragas also. 
Then I felt the desire to dance, so I learnt 
dancing. My guru in dance is Prem Tilak of 
Jullundur. He is a very good dancer, a great 
artist—from him I got this training. I asked 
him, What is dance? What is this thing 
known as dance? What are the adayigis of 
dance? He told us, First learn the mantra; it 
will take the form of Mohini, then you will 
look exactly like a woman; then you can’t 
even abuse like a man. I danced for 30 
years, then became the disciple of Meer 
Sahib of Sealwa Majri village. From him I 
learnt classical dance, classical singing, 
Kathak. Then I went to the ustad of 
Nalagarh, Bhagwan Das Saniara and 
became his disciple. From him I learnt 
Ghazal, dance, harmonium, tabla, shair—
how to say them in classical singing, how 
to sing folk songs. At that time the Naqqal 
of Dadheri village, of Aashiq-ali gharana, 
was the ustad of the Maharaja of Patiala—S. 
Bhupinder Singh. We went to Meer Sahib 
Marasi in Dadheri village and it was from 
him that we learnt Naqqal. We became 
successful with Naqqal—we went to 
villages and did programmes, were called 
to perform at marriages etc.

In those days, 100 rupees was big 
money, if we made 100 rupees from the 
akhara, we would distribute it among 
ourselves, share and eat. Then my brothers 
joined, I taught one tabla, the other 
harmonium, and I was into dancing. Our 
relative Mundri Lal accompanied us for 
many years. Puran Chandji was 4-5 years 
old when he became my disciple; I taught 
him dance and I brought him up. Before 
that, Mehar Chandji was 4 years old when 
he became my disciple. Now he is 50 years 
old, and he is still with me. We, ustad and 
shagird, live together. He is a real artist, 
sings well and he will sing better—that’s 

what my heart says. Then there is Bahadur 
Chand. I have brought him up also, since 
he was a  small  kid.  He has also 
accompanied us all these years. Then 
Kharaiti Ram’s son Sohan Lal—I have 
brought him up also since the age of 4. In 
this way our party is carrying on.

We play all kinds of instruments and 
sing all kinds of songs—Pahari, Himachali, 
Rajasthani, Pakistani, Punjabi. We have 
done the music for 22-23 dramas. I have 
myself done roles in the drama. In 
Ramleela, I have done the roles of Ram, 
Ravana, Lakshman, Kaushalya, Kaikeyi, 
Sumitra. I remember by heart all the 4000 
pages of Ramayana. My children are also 
in the same profession and are very 
knowledgeable about sur, taal. Now I have 
grown old. Now I accompany them in their 
work.

We do Naqqals, dramas—Heer Ranjha, 
Sohni Mahiwal, Laila Majnu, Keema Malki, 
Shiri Farihad, Sohna Jaini etc. We have done 
a lot of plays for the government also. We 
used to perform in the villages. People 
come to our house to do the booking. They 
tell us what programme they want and fix 
the date. Financial terms are all fixed 
beforehand—what will they give us? How 
much money will they spend on the show? 
Payment also depends on the kind of 
programme they want .  S ince  our 
childhood, this has been our profession.  
Some of us, sometimes, do other work also; 
the rest do only this work. We do Jagratas, 
natak, dramas, Naqqal, Dahaja.

M a d a m j i  [ N e e l a m  M a n  S i n g h 
Chowdhry] supported us a lot. I am 
thankful to her; once, she  saved me from 
an insult, which I will never forget 
throughout my life. I still remember those 
words. I had organized a workshop and 
the Cultural Department asked us to leave. 
Madamji told him, Who are you to ask 
them to leave? They are great artists. You 
must give them their full payment. 

I became a disciple to do bhakti. Now, I 
am in my bhagat-roop and I work along 
with my party.
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Puran Chand
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My name is Puran Singh. Prem Chandji is 
my guru.

When I was in the 5th–6th class, I was 
very fond of becoming a girl. I wanted to 
become a girl so completely that no one 
would  be  ab le  to  compete  wi th 
me—become such a beautiful girl. Then, I 
became my guruji’s shagird. Under his 
guidance, I learnt dance; how to sit 
properly, mannerisms, etiquette etc. I 
stayed with him for 10 years. I used to 
apply my brain also—I was so fond of 
becoming a girl. While performing on the 
stage, I felt so happy. Watching the people 
in the audience, in the villages, when I 
used to personify a woman, I felt delighted. 
If people gave me money, I felt even 
happier. Why? Because my work was being 
respected, admired. I had such a great 
desire to become a girl that I wanted to 
remain one even in the night. Why? My 
age was such. 

During Ramleela days, we have quite a 
few bookings—‘Bring that dancer from that 
place’. We used to go there for 10-15 days 
and perform. We know that we have to do 
our work well, as this is our profession. If 
we don’t perform well,  how will we earn? 
For 20 years we have been doing our work.

When we came to Neelamji, we gained 
more success here than from our work.  We 
used to work, but we didn’t know how to 
work. Whatever came to our minds, we 
just did it. We didn’t know how to ‘set’ a 
piece of dance. We had a lot of matter, but 
didn’t know how much of it to perform 
and where. We did more awara dance; 
people gave money in the villages and we 
used to keep on dancing. Then Neelamji 
told us how to control a piece, how much 
to perform. We thank her for helping us 
reach this point.

My name is Amarjeet. We have come from 
Pakistan. We do Dahajas in villages, Jagrata 
and Qawwalis, Punjabi geets (songs). If 
someone says, Sing Bhajan, we sing Bhajan; 
they ask for a drama (play), we do a play; 
Punjabi geet ,  cultural programme—
whatever they say, we do. We do Bhangra 
dance, play dhol, do Naqqal. For Ramleela, 
four of us go separately—two musicians, 
one dancer and one singer. For example, he 

is Sohan Lal; he is famous for dance. They 
go to his village, Sealwa Majri, and book 
him. Then he takes four people with him.

My name is Sohan Lal. My village is 
Sealwa Majri. My father used to perform in 
Pakistan. First my parents made me study, 
but I didn’t study much. He saw that I 
didn’t like to study; and as I am beautiful, 
he thought of making me a dancer. Some of 
my training is from him, some I learnt 
myself. I worked hard myself. In this line I 
succeeded a little bit. Then my uncle was 
my ustad. There are parties of different 
kinds—Saang party, Bhangra party, Gidha 
party, Naqqal party, Drama party and some 
new kinds of parties also, these days. When 
there is a Ramleela programme, then our 
set is separated into groups of four people. 
When someone comes to do a booking, 
he’ll come for my name—saying that he 
wants to meet Sohan Lal, because I am 
famous in the line of dance. Accordingly, 
we do our bookings for 10-11 days. Ours 
was the Naqqal style of dance. That was a 
simple dance. Now, with films, people have 
become modern. Seeing them, we also copy 
a bit from that, because you have to change 
with the changing world.

Some people say, Sohan Lal, one can’t 
make out during the day that you are a 
dancer—what happens to you at night? 
Your voice becomes a lady’s voice, your 
movements also . . . I say, It’s natural. The 
moment the atmosphere changes, I change.

My name is Karam Chand. When we came 
from Pakistan in 1947, our mother died. 
After that, our father couldn’t place us in 
any business, so he made us join this line. I 
used to carry the harmonium on my 
shoulders and travel 4-5 miles to learn it 
and then come back and practise. I used to 
get up at 4 o’clock in the morning and 
practise till the evening—classical music, 
Ghazal, Qawwali and common village 
songs also. Later I was with a party of 
Naqqals and female impersonators. Then I 
started working with Bahadur and all, and 
now, for the past 18 years we have had our 
own group and we are carrying on. I was 
with Prem and all. Used to dance earlier, 
and then started playing harmonium. 
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When we go home, we have our property, 
our cattle, we look after our children—all 
that we do, when at home. When we have 
a show we go for shows, otherwise we sit 
at home.

My name is Mundri Lal, my father’s name 
is Brij Lal. He was an expert at playing  the 
nagoja and tumba. When I was six months 
old, he used to take me in his lap and make 
me lie on his chest while he played tumba. 
This is how the sound of the tumba touched 
my ears and I learnt tumba in childhood, 
because my father used to sing and play 
instruments while letting me play in his 
lap. Now, I also play the harmonium. Last 
Sunday, my programme was broadcast 
over Chandigarh Radio Station. I play 
tumba very well. In all Hindustan, I am the 
champion of tumba. I have announced a 
challenge also—if any artist of Hindustan 
or any other country comes forward to 
play tumba, I have kept a small award of Rs 
11 and a kg of khoa ki mithai; he will get it 
from me on the stage if he can play 
whatever I ask him to. 

I danced for 27 years and worked in 
Ras-mandali. Used to dance as a gopi in 
the Krishnaleela, worked with Naqqals 
also, in their dramas. I can do all kinds of 
things. These days I am harmonium-
master. I work in small–big–all kinds of 
groups. Generally, in Ramleela, I play 
harmonium, tumbi, chutki, chimta, khartals, 
talis, ghara—I can play many instruments. I 
can’t sing very well, but I love singing. I 
write the songs myself, and sing also. In 
the line of drama, I can do my work fully, 
in every way. My father played, I also play, 
my son also plays very well and maybe the 
grandson will also play. In this way this 
tradition, which is my family property like 
my grandfather’s land, in this way nagoja, 
tumbi and singing have been passed on 
down the generations. I live in 5372, Maloa 
village and Mundri Lal is my name. Jai 
Hind!

Sohan Lal
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On Performing as Women: 

Reactions and responses

My name is Bahadur Chand. My name, while performing in villages, is Miss Bulbul-e-Punjab; she 
is Miss Sohni; she is Miss Purna Pammi; Miss Mundri. When we do our makeup, we remember 
Mohini; try to become a seductress; wear makeup that can seduce someone. This is our tradition 
since our ancestors, and is still going on.
nmc: Does your wife think, ‘I am a woman, my husband is also a woman’?
bahadur: They know that this is our tradition. The wives’ domain is clothes and food, this is men’s 
work and only men do it. Our women don’t do this work. They know this is our profession and we 
have to do it.
nmc: When you do the role of female impersonators, how do you feel? How does your family look 
at you? What do your children think? What does your wife say? Remember, once when we were 
performing abroad and Puran was in makeup, they took you to the ladies’ bathroom and you said 
that you don’t have to go to the ladies but to the gents? There must be some stories, some incidents 
like these in your mind.
sohan lal: Whatever a man does, he has to create it completely, do it as best he can. As for the rest, 
about the family—they don’t feel bad; they know that it’s a profession. Our earning is from this 
work. They have seen our programmes even before marriage. They didn’t feel bad then. 
nmc: What about your neighbours or other people—don’t they say anything? For example, they 
still say ‘She does plays’. You know that in Punjab theatre is still not respectable.
sohan: Amongst our people, they used to feel it earlier. Now that they are seeing the new 
atmosphere, we are working with you, we have travelled so far; now they realize that these people 
have reached such heights! All these things have made an impact. Now they say that this work is 
good.
This is our livelihood; we do it. At that time we don’t think about whether we are boys or not. We 
only think . . .
nmc: It’s part of their livelihood. So it is just accepted.

‘Becoming women’
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The emotional experience

ak: (to Puran) You were saying that you would like to become a girl. What do you enjoy in that?
puran: I like the ada(mannerisms). You should know ada when you become a girl. I enjoy becoming a 
girl and doing the complete ada of a girl. I shouldn’t act like a man at all.
ak: Do you wish you had been born a girl?
puran: No, no. I do this work as a hobby. Since my childhood I’ve done it because it’s my own wish. 
My ustadji always used to tell me—you must become a woman ‘completely’. Ask him yourself.
nmc: Even [B. V.] Karanthji, when he ran away from home, and became a member of a [travelling] 
group, used to do the role of women; and when his voice started breaking, it was a terrible 
psychological trauma. He just couldn’t handle that period when his voice started breaking.
ak: Personally, what do you think about your work?
sohan: We don’t think, it just happens naturally.

The representational aspect

ak: He says that they become Apsaras: can he describe the qualities of that Apsara?
nmc: Bahadur, when you become Mohini, what is Mohini for you? What are her special qualities—
who is Mohini—is she strong, is she beautiful? Which form of hers do you try to take?
bahadur: Shingar is a very beautiful form of Mohini. She is strong. We remember her and become 
like her.
nmc: What are her other qualities? Is she fragile, gentle, does she have karuna-ras, bhakti-ras?
puran: She has everything. Delicacy, style—she has everything.
bahadur: Whoever becomes Mohini properly, he will have all these qualities. Like you pray to a 
God, and he guards you. This is also like that.
nmc: You do dramas—do you fight also, do you get angry while doing a play and do you show the 
anger?
bahadur: Yes, we do get angry, sometimes, at the public; we fight also. We have to be strict if they 
get out of control and spoil the programme.
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nmc: This is a crowd of people who come for a certain kind of titillation. The ultimate aim is to 
titillate. It’s a very sexist kind of a thing. And because the public is already in the state of being 
intoxicated by the whole seduction that is taking place, it becomes fairly unruly, because there’s a 
great sexual energy flowing. So they suddenly have to become male—I have seen that also. They 
say ‘sit quietly’—all that goes on.
ak: Is it always the seductress that they play or is there a variety?
nmc: Well, they also do Durga and Kali. When you do the role of Durga, Kali, or Surpanakha, what 
do you think of then?
bahadur: We sing their Shabads (religious hymns); the expression comes from that.
ak: When they ‘become’, what kind of woman do they try to become? For example, do you look at 
other women—your mothers or sisters, and try to become a woman like that?
sohan: We say we should become like Hema Malini, Sridevi—as beautiful as we can be.
nmc: The woman that you become, what’s her quality—gentle, emotional, strong, weak—have you 
ever thought about it?
sohan: We haven’t thought about it, but when we ‘become’, we become with our heart, body and 
soul; we try to be as good a woman as we can. 

On Changing tastes and times

ak: What things did people like during your time and what do they like now? What is the 
difference?
prem: In those times, people liked simple things—good singing, Naqqal, Ghazal, Qawwali, 
drama—these were the things. There were no loudspeakers, no electricity. We used to burn 
mashaals (firebrands) and gaslights, set up akharas, and perform Ramleela, Krishnaleela, Rasleela 
and Naqqal in the villages. People were simpler then and they were not so technology-minded. 
They used to concentrate on words, their meanings and the art.
mundri lal: We used to perform in lantern light.
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prem: Or we would light oil-lamps—just enough so that you could sing and dance. People wanted 
the akhara and would produce light somehow. No speakers, no electricity, no roads, no buses. We 
used to walk with our baggage on our heads, even if it was a distance of 50 kms. There was one 
bus which was bound to break down on the way and we would be left behind. So, we used to 
walk. We have learnt this art the hard way.

One day, I had a 25 kg bag of my ustad’s on my head. We were going from Ropar to Samrala on 
foot, when thieves attacked us. There was some tobacco and a few clothes in it. We just threw away 
the bag and ran. At one time, our ustadji had an elephant also. Then he had a tonga, so we carried 
our luggage on the tonga. If some place did have a bus, it used to do one trip a day and only the 
rich used to board it. The poor never had the fare, they travelled on foot.
ak: When you perform in villages, do you perform like this?
puran: No, we don’t perform like this, we do it differently there—according to the kind of people. 
We perform till people give us money. If they don’t give us money, we ask them to go away, say 
‘we won’t perform’. We do as much nazakat with them as we can, to get the maximum money out 
of them—I have become yours and you have become mine, etc. Only if I imagine myself to be a 
woman can I perform, otherwise I can’t.
nmc: That’s the reason female impersonation has survived as a village tradition in Punjab. Because 
it is so much based on the whole process of seduction, of extracting money. On one hand there has 
been tremendous progress in terms of material lifestyle. But in terms of the role of women it is still 
not accepted that a woman should be on the stage. Even now, it is very difficult to have women 
working in a theatre company. Most theatre groups that came up couldn’t really manage to do 
many plays, because that block is very much part of the social psychology.

So, by them becoming ‘women’, they somewhere satisfy a certain male desire to see a woman 
as entertainer, as somebody who is going to entertain the male. So that is why their tradition of 
being ‘female impersonators’ got an economic viability; because of this cultural situation.
rk: Is there any difference in what people liked earlier and what they like now—the kind of dance 
they liked earlier and what they like now?
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mehar: Yes, the difference is definitely there because the older pieces have become [passé] now.  
They were sada (simple). But now new things have come up. Now, a Naqqal performance is rare. 
Earlier, Naqqal and Raas were very common.

bahadur: Now, there are only small pieces of Naqqal, just an hour or so 

long.
In Naqqal, we relate Katha-Kahanis from Guru Granth Sahib also. When we do Rasleela, we 

relate Krishan Maharaj’s Katha-Kahani or a piece from the Mahabharat. While listening to this, one 
acquires wisdom and virtue.

In the old days, people used to do sukha-sukhni (pledging to do something in return for a 
wish)—Oh God! If I get a son, I’ll call Raasdharis and have a Raas performance. When the wish 
was granted, they would call Raasdharis and have a Raas performance. An aarti was sung, Bhajans, 
Raasleela. Now, people don’t enjoy all that so much.  

The world has changed and so we have to change, too.

On the Naqqal form

mehar: People change with the changing times. The mind [is influenced by] the prevailing times; 
and people like only those kinds of things. Earlier, people liked Naqqal. They used to travel 10-20 
miles to watch a Naqqal performance.
rk: Tell us what Naqqal was.
mehar: We imitate a badshah or anything else, for that matter. Just like you paint, we do Naqqal. 
Raja-maharajas watched Naqqal for their entertainment.
rk: Was it more comical?
mehar: Yes, it was comical. When people felt restless at heart, they invited Nakaliyas and watched 
Naqqal, which made them laugh and feel happy.
rk: Give us an example—a piece from a Naqqal. 
mehar: Like there is rhythm—Bharavan vargi mauj nahin je wich khar na hove, jue wargi khed nahin je 
wich har na hove, istri warga wazir nahin je badkar na hove, chori wargi mauj nahin je sarkar na hove.  
Earlier, Naqqal was like a full play. Naqqal had a beginning and an end. People liked Naqqal and 
gave it the maximum reward that they could. They used to place special requests for certain 
pieces—show us Naqqal of sants or hijras or some raja-maharaja—and for that they gave big 
incentives.

At the pir’s dargah
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Now, people don’t enjoy it so much. When 
we perform Naqqal, they say, Forget it, too much talking. Because the old art, the old culture is 
dying, people don’t admire or respect it so much. Now, people prefer film songs and dance. So, one 
performs whatever brings profit.
sohan: Even these days, people in regions like Barnala and Bathinda etc. like to hear Naqqal, 
because everyone can listen to a Naqqal. They don’t like TV, Gidda, Bhangra, so much. Naqqal, 
your sister, daughter, relatives—all can sit together and listen to.
bahadur: That is an undeveloped area. People there like Naqqal because in Naqqal there are some 
intelligent comments, some comical ones, some are full of wisdom. They listen to songs less than 
they listen to Naqqal.
rk: Bahadurji, is it because TV hasn’t reached those areas? In Maloa etc. TV has reached and they 
enjoy TV.
bahadur: Yes, that’s right.
mehar: Those people are also religious-minded. They listen to gurus’ Kathas. Katha-Kahanis are 
also a part of Naqqal—like those of Guru Nanak Devji, Bala Mardanaji. So, those people listen to 
Shabad-bhajan, Naqqal, Gurus’ Kathas, the Kahani of the tenth guru, some teachings etc.  
ak: And the dance?
mehar: That was a different kind of dance, in a bandish. Now, TV and films have changed the 
colours of the whole world. Now, even food is cooked in disco rhythm. While dancing, the actions 
were complete; just like the actions in Kathak. Now, you can’t understand anything of the dance, 
as it is all a mixture. People sing Jugni in disco, Mirza in disco. Now, there is no limit.
ak: The Naqqal dance of earlier times, do you know that also?
sohan: Yes, we know it.
ak: Is that being taught even now?
sohan: Yes, it is taught.
rk: It’s based on Kathak.
sohan: Kathak is different, this is different.
ak: How?
ambu: Kathak is classical, and a studied form. There’s nothing ‘studied’ about our form.
sohan: Our dance is a kind of open dance. Two beats less here, two steps more there. There’s no 
Kathak, nothing; we just do it according to our will—there’s Bhangra in it, there’s Jugni and more.
nmc: Maybe that’s what they feel, but I don’t think that’s really the way it is.  Because there is a 
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particular style of movement which really belongs to 
their form of working. They talk about influence, a film influence; I think the films are very much 
influenced by the people’s form of dancing. So, it’s not that they have picked up from or collected 
their movements from an ongoing system. Because we have done some workshops with them on 
movement and there is something which is known as their form of movement, which is very much 
based on the hip, the foot and the pelvis; which seems to suggest a base in Kathak. And because 
most of them, at some stage in their lives, maybe 150 years ago, came from Rajasthan, there is that 
very strong foot movement which is like Kathak.

On philosophy and religion

rk: Your forefathers were in Pakistan, they worshipped the pirs, who were Muslim. You also 
worship Durga, Shakti, Saraswati, and along with that you also relate Saaklus (stories) of Guru 
Nanak Devji and other gurus. What do you believe in; what are your religious beliefs?
prem: There are four members in a family. One worships Krishna, another believes in Islam, and 
everyone has faith in a separate religion. In Pakistan, there was a majority of Muslims. We Hindus 
lived under that influence. So our ancestors believed in pirs; we also believe in Jawala Mai. We are 
Hindus; but Devtas (gods) have no jaat (caste), no one can divide gods; this division has been done 
by people here—that ‘I am a Muslim’ or ‘I am a Hindu’. When a child is born, he doesn’t have a 
religion. So, it is a question of your own faith—someone believes in a pir, or in Baba Ballaknath or 
in Guru Granth Sahib. It is not necessary that in one home everyone has to believe in the same 
thing. It is your own dhyan, your own knowledge and your own mind.
mehar: Devi-Devtas are one. Hindus call them Ram-Lakshman, Muslims call them Hasan-Husain; 
we say Hanumanji, they say Hazrat Ali. But it is all one, it is just in your mind. People have 
invented caste; but there were only two and a half jaats—one of man, one of woman and half of 
khusra (eunuch). One says ‘I am a Sikh’, another says ‘I am a Tarkhan’ (carpenter). But castes are 
just ways of naming our work. Devi-Devtas are also one. Krishan Maharaj said, He who worships 
me as a Devta, I meet him as a Devta; he who worships me as a mother, I meet him as a mother; 
and he who believes in me as a ghost, I meet him as a ghost. He told Arjun, It is only I everywhere; 
there is no one except me. I appear before a man in the form he wants to see me in.
mehar: We believe in Jawala Mai. Our people used to travel on foot to do her darshan. It took from 
20 days to a month’s time to reach. Our ancestors believed in Jawala Mai or in Lakhadada Pir 
whom they call Lalanwala. He is everyone’s pir—Hindus and Muslims both believe in him.
prem: Everything is naqqal (imitation). A human being is a naqqal. Asal is the name of God. 
Whosoever is born on this earth, is naqqal. Asal is the name of God. Doing Naqqal is very  difficult. 
Why are we called nakaliye? What is Naqqal? (He recites a typical Punjabi shloka on Naqqal.)
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On the future

mehar: We want to say one thing—this old art should not die. It is vanishing, disappearing; but it 
should not. This art has a lot of strength, but it’s dying. Just like a thing lying useless in the house, 
without anyone using it, goes to waste.

The old plays like Heer Ranjha, Laila Majnu, Keema Malki, Sohni Mahiwal, these lok-kathas are 
ever-living kathas and they will always live. The kind of ras they have! The wisdom you get 
listening to them! But no one is bothered about them now. No one is paying attention to it, 
pondering over it; so, this art is dying. That’s what I want to say—there should be a thought put 
forward for this art, so that the art lives.
prem: We used to sing Ghazals, geet and historic songs; then came the filmi songs. Now, there are 
cassettes of songs; these cassettes reach the villages and are played. Now people are doing disco 
dance; this is also going to live for a few days and then vanish. The old arts, like Kathak or some 
old kalakari or sangeet, will never become old, they will always remain new. These new things that 
keep coming with changing times, they’ll all fly away; they have no life in them. Someone spends 
50-60,000 rupees on bringing out a record/cassette that becomes old on the very third day. Mirza 
Sahaiba has been there a long time, Heer Ranjha has a lot of life in it. Old plays, old kathas, old 
ragas—they will always live.

We are all one family and we have all spoken our thoughts.

[Based on an interview recorded on 3 May 1996 in Chandigarh. Translation by Ramanjit Kaur.]
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I
On the eastern seaboard of Orissa, next to Balasore, lies the historic district of Bhadrak, named after 
‘Bhadrakali’, the presiding deity of the area. Unlike most traditional images of Kali, the Goddess of terror 
and destruction, the Kali here is uniquely bhadra or benign. As the gateway to the neighbouring Bengal, 
Bhadrak has traditionally served as the cradle of a rich composite culture. It came under Afghan rule after 
the defeat of Gajapati Mukunda Dev, the last independent ruler of Orissa, in the Gohiratikiri battle in 
Dhamnagar near Bhadrak in 1568. The area was one of the five Sarkars of Orissa under the revenue 
administration of Emperor Akbar. From 1751 to 1803, it was a chakla under Maratha rule. By the time the 
British conquered Orissa in 1803, diverse influences—Afghan, Mughal and Maratha—had come into the 
region. Many sites in Bhadrak testify to this vigorous fusion of culture: the historic Jagannath Sarak to Puri 
passed through Bhadrak; it was a vital artery and resting place for the devout pilgrims on their way to Puri; 
the local Asura tank served at one time as a river port. According to Thomas Mutt, the Englishman who 
travelled in 1766 from Calcutta to Sambalpur in Western Orissa via Bhadrak, the local weavers of Janu Ganj 
were unrivalled craftsmen who produced delicate muslins and exported them to faraway lands. There is in 
Bhadrak the equally distinguished Santhia, haloed with the footprints of Sri Chaitanyadev. On this site is 
erected the commemorative Madan Mohan temple. At Sangat is housed one of the oldest Sikh institutions, 
dating back to the legendary visit of Guru Nanak. The Muslim Peera at Shankarpur is sacred to both Hindus 

reviving Bhadrak’s Mogal Tamsa
Sachidananda and Sanatan Mohanty

Mogal Tamsa, a composite theatre art of Eastern Orissa dating back to the late 18th century, brought 
Hindus and Muslims together before the local Shiva temple on Sankranti Day and served the interests 
of aesthetics and politics. Unfortunately, it is now extinct. The authors outline Mogal Tamsa’s strength 
and resilience, its cultural underpinning and their attempts to revive it in modern conditions. 
Sachidananda Mohanty teaches in the Department of English, University of Hyderabad, and Sanatan 
Mohanty retired as Professor of Economics in the Orissa Education Service.

Mirza and the Chopedars, Mogal Tamsa, Sahapur Bhadrak, February 1996.
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and Muslims. Bhadrak’s numerous institutions are thus an eloquent testimony to its many living traditions. 
II
One of the most outstanding examples of Bhadrak’s syncretic art forms is Mogal Tamsa. The art drew 
strength from prevalent languages like Persian, Urdu, Bengali and Oriya. The original script, it is generally 
agreed, was composed by the local poet Bansiballav Goswami. Primarily a folk medium, Mogal Tamsa was 
one among the sister arts such as Jogi Tamsa, Bhil Tamsa, and Radhakrishna Tamsa—all attributed to 
Goswami. Enacted in the neighbouring villages—like Sangat, Santhia, Garadpur, Kuansa and Janu Ganj—
Mogal Tamsa was used primarily as a satire of the corrupt Mughal administration. It revelled in exposing 
the decadent lifestyle of the Mughal Subedars. Significantly, the local Muslims patronized the art both 
materially and morally, and the play was staged before the Shiva temple on the auspicious Pana Sankranti 
Day. With the advent of the modern Oriya dance drama (Gitanatya) by dramatists like Jagannath Pani of 
Bhadrak (1836-97), Baishnab Pani of Kothapada (1882-1946) and Gopal Dash of Kendrapara (1889-1930), 
Mogal Tamsa suffered a natural decline. However, while it flourished, it held unrivalled sway in the region 
as a unique cultural institution. It served as a bridge between cultures and religious groups. According to 
the eminent Oriya historian, Hare Krishna Mahtan, ‘like the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, Mogal Tamsa 
has been fed by many streams but it has always managed to retain its pristine identity.’ Poet Bansiballav, he 
said, has vividly recorded the chronicle of a civilization in decline. Kabi Chandra Kalicharan, another 
acclaimed Oriya playwright, declared that Bansiballav created a unique force that united the Hindus and 
Muslims in a lasting brotherhood. Noted Oriya critic Krushna Chandra Behera, whose early research helped 
in the compilation of significant versions of Mogal Tamsa, contends that the association of this art form with 
the icon of Shiva is strikingly original. Bansiballav, he declared, was aware of this linkage and sought the 
community’s welfare through dramatic poetry.

The cultural and socio-economic underpinning of Mogal Tamsa was provided by the successive rules of 
the Maratha, the Mughal and the British. A widespread exploitation and gradual impoverishment of the 
peasantry marked the reign of all the regimes. This was compounded by the fatal famine of 1866 which 
totally devastated Orissa. Northern Orissa was particularly affected by this calamity. As an emergency 
measure, public feeding had to be arranged by the British at Jagannatpur which became known 
appropriately as ‘Kangalipada’ or the alley of the destitutes. This is where the Bhadrak college stands at 
present. No historical account, unfortunately, remains of the interface between such tragic events and Mogal 
Tamsa.

III
According to available sources, poet Bansiballav was born into a Brahmin family in Santhia in 1728 A. D. 
His lineage is more or less extinct now. One account suggests that his parents were Satyanarayana Goswami 
and Satyavati Devi. In alternate versions they are said to be Ramakrishna and Annapurna. According to 
local folklore, Bansiballav was a drop-out who abandoned home and took refuge at the altar of Mahadeva 
or Shiva at a place called Uttarabahini on the bank of Bhadrak’s Salandi river. He was blessed by Shiva for 
his devotion and was granted the boon of being a poet. The earliest lines that he composed were a homage 
to Shiva:

Where the learned and the talented reside, where learning is a life-long passion, 
there reigns Hatanagara or Shiva. May He become victorious!
Each of the major Tamsas composed by Bansiballav revolves around a specific theme. Each motif 

testifies to the inclusion of influences both native and alien. For instance, Bhil Tamsa deals with a journey to 
faraway Ayodhya and an encounter with the Bhils. Radhakrishna Tamsa captures an episode in Brindavan. 
Jogi Tamsa records a humorous account of a yogi who refuses to return home, for he claims he has set out 
on a pilgrimage. It is believed that Bansiballav wrote two main types of Tamsas: the Badsahi Mogal and the 
Saudagar Mogal. It is the former that is generally common.

A typical performance of Mogal Tamsa was enacted before the temple of Shiva. The venue was a sort of 
open-air theatre. On one side was raised a special platform or throne. This is where the Mirza or the Subedar 
sat. The throne in later days was decorated by coloured streamers, assorted leaves and flowers. On three 
sides sat the audience. Space was provided before the throne of the Mirza for the main performance. On one 
side, next to the audience, sat the singers and the members of the orchestra. Overhead, there was usually a 
chandua, a traditional tapestry adorned by an array of paper flowers.

The performance was preceded by the playing of traditional instruments such as kahali, jodi nagara, 
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mahuri, dhola or traditional drums. The purpose was to signal the starting of the programme. The singers 
were accompanied by harmonium, tabla, the Indian violin and sitar.

Mogal Tamsa’s performance overcame caste, class and religious divides. Here, high-caste Hindus 
rubbed shoulders with local courtesans, and priests mingled with devout Muslims. It was a rare social 
outlet, a carnival with a difference. The cast was almost entirely local; at times an enterprising member came 
from a neighbouring village. Males dressed up as females for female roles. The Mirza, as the protagonist, 
stood out in great splendour in his gorgeous Mughal costume. The Zamindar usually came dressed as a 
Vaishnav whereas the milkmaid appeared as an ordinary Oriya female balancing a pot of curd delicately on 
her head. As for the crowds—men, women, children—they kept awake throughout the night, lost in the 
magic of the spectacle.

Like the Leela Jatra of Bengal, Bhavai of Gujarat, Nautanki of Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh, Mogal 
Tamsa emerged historically as farce at its wittiest and liveliest best . . . Its antecedents are to be found in 
Maharashtra during the reign of Baji Rao I (1720-40) when high-caste Brahmins like Ram Joshi, Prabhakar 
and Bapu Rao composed many Tamashas. There are many similarities between Mogal Tamsa of Orissa and 
its counterparts elsewhere, such as in Maharashtra. Both employ ‘Asarwala’ singers as well as 
instrumentalists. Both employ prominently music and dance punctuated by sharp barbs and repartees. In 
the Marathi counterpart, after the invocation to Ganesh, Shiva and Parvati, the Gaulan enacts the role of a 
gopi. The Marathi Tamasha’s themes are pauranic as well as secular.

Mogal Tamsa uses many languages and registers, prose and poetry, the idioms of the court as well as 
that of the country, appropriate to characters and situations. The traditional verse plays of Orissa such as the 
‘Rasa’, ‘Leela’ or ‘Suanga’ used little or no prose. In Mogal Tamsa, however, milkmaids often speak in prose. 
Similarly, the Mirza Saheb uses Persian, while his subordinates and attendants speak Persian, Hindi, Urdu 
and Bangla. The Zamindar, his munimji and the milkmaid prefer Oriya. Language, here as elsewhere, 
becomes a marker for class, caste and gender, while lending realism to the dramatic action. Because the 
speeches were often delivered by novices who improvised, the utterances departed from the ‘authorized’ 
texts. It is noteworthy that both Persian and Arabic held sway over Oriya as official languages until the 
1870s. On 4 December 1871, Lt. Gov. Kamble made a proclamation to rescue the vernaculars like Oriya. 
Bansiballav had mastered both Persian and Urdu, and often relied on the popular knowledge of such 
tongues for the success of his performances.

Though Mogal Tamsa was composed towards the end of the 18th century, no original palmleaf 
manuscript has ever been traced by modern researchers. In a typically agrarian community, texts that were 
improvised were passed on orally, with each innovator free to add to the rich repertoire. Variety, rather than 
fixity, marked this approach. Even when they were copied down on paper, a monopolistic approach, based 
on the widespread heresy against dissemination, prevented a wider circulation of the texts and eventually 
impeded its performances. The few surviving accounts speak of the transcription of the text from the 
original palmleaf manuscript. It was Krushna Chandra Behera who painstakingly collected, for the first 
time, different versions from the villages of Sangat, Sahapur, Kuansa and Janu Ganj. The manuscript traced 
from Sahapur is dated 1919. It was transcribed by one Nagendranath Hajra. Many other versions of the text 
are undated. Nagendranath, who was apparently Headmaster in the Gobasahi Upper Primary School of 
Bhadrak, made the following proclamation at the end of his transcription:

We have with great labour dug out and copied from the original palm leaf manuscript, Jogi Tamsa, 
Fakir Tamsa, Chahuda Tamsa, Bhil Tamsa, Mogal Tamsa and Radhakrishna Tamsa. In addition, we 
have also collected from the various artists who have performed before the Garveswara Mahaprabhu 
valuable versions that were threatened with extinction after the demise of the artists. Henceforth, 
any one interested is requested to copy out the versions from me or my heir. No one should demand 
the note book. Despite this, if any one should attempt to steal it, he will be soundly cursed by us.
Shri Nagendranath Hajra. A lover of Tamsa
1.9.1919, Sahapur, Bhadrak (from K. C. Behera, ed., Mogal Tamsa, Bhadrak, 1966, p. 10)

IV
When we began the modest project of literary and theatre documentation of Mogal Tamsa two years back, 
we were stonewalled by seemingly insuperable obstacles. Texts were not available; the last performance had 
taken place fifteen to twenty years back; there were few surviving artists; those that existed were in their 
seventies or eighties, well past their prime, facing the inclemency of old age. There was also widespread 
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popular apathy and practically no official support or patronage despite the existence of official agencies. By 
now Bhadrak had become a separate district, delinked from Balasore, an act that was supposed to benefit 
the local people, including their cultural life. However, like innumerable other towns of India, Bhadrak, too, 
had become a victim of the so-called cultural globalization, its inhabitants were glued to the inane fare 
dished out by Doordarshan or cable television. Worse still, the local villages had lost their earlier 
homogeneous character; the Hindu-Muslim divide in the town was sharpened by a series of communal 
riots, and local party-politics was the cause of frequent tension and bloodshed. The villagers were paying a 
heavy price; no united action, let alone a worthy cultural event, could ever take place here. The students 
that passed out from a host of teaching shops, were total misfits who compounded the problem. As 
elsewhere, there was widespread literacy but perhaps not enough education. Officials had a hard time 
checking rumour-mongering. Communal parties had a field day.

We decided to take the problem head on. The fact that we were locals with our field of operation in the 
outside world helped. That way we could hope to avoid local intrigues and shenanigans. We seemed to 
command a measure of respect and our track record suggested a balanced, non-partisan approach.

Quietly, we scouted around the Bhadrak area and selected Sahapur as the venue. This village offered 
many advantages. It was possibly the only village where a measure of support was immediately 
forthcoming. It was on the National Highway, fairly close to the Bhadrak town. Also, here a few of the 
artists, albeit old, still existed and remembered their performances. They agreed to cooperate and readily 
passed on a text to us.

Convincing the leaders and touts of the village proved to be more difficult. For us it had to be the whole 
village or nothing at all. We begged, bullied, cajoled and finally brought all the groups together. Each 
‘leader’ was entrusted by us with a specific task and responsibility. Thus it was ultimately they who were 
doing the project. We contacted the local authorities, the cultural-minded collector Srihari Nayak and the SP 
Sri Hamsda, and enlisted their support. Procuring a camera team on a shoe-string budget proved to be more 
difficult. The bulk of the local effort was coordinated by Professor Sanatan Mohanty who had, for many 
years, taught at Bhadrak college and had also served for a spell at the nearby Agarpara college. His 
background greatly helped.

As the days passed, we noticed a gradual shift in the mood of the villagers of Sahapur. The initial apathy 
and scepticism gradually gave way to curiosity. Slowly people trickled in to the Shiva temple; children on 
their way back after tuition, villagers returning from the market and so on. And as they came, we spoke to 
them and invited their comments, enlisting their help. Slowly and unmistakably, the villagers of Sahapur 
began to clamour for Mogal Tamsa.

We had many sessions and, with our video team, we interviewed the aged artists. It was truly a learning 
experience for us. We felt overwhelmed by the amount of knowledge, interest and skill that these ‘non-
professionals’ displayed. In one voice they all pleaded for a full-fledged performance. Naturally we agreed. 
Even if we wanted to, there was no way by which we could now back out. We fixed a date, a meeting was to 
be held before the performance, the town’s authorities as well as leading members were invited to the show. 
It would be held on the Sankranti Day, it was decided.

The props for the stage, including the throne of the Mirza, were all prepared by the aged artists 
themselves. On the Chaitra Purnima Day, the entire village gathered. It was for the first time since many 
years, said the Collector and the SP, that they were in Sahapur for a happy occasion, and not to break up 
warring factions.

A typical show goes as follows. It begins with devotional songs in praise of Lord Shiva. The asarwalas 
use tabla, pakhawaj, manjira and harmonium as accompaniments. In a corner, a troupe plays jodi nagara and 
mahuri.

The Mirza comes in a procession. He is on an official visit to the village and a durbar is arranged. His 
grand appearance is heralded by mashaals (torches) and fireworks. He is accompanied by officials, agents 
and attendants. The asarwalas put searching questions to the Mirza through the Chopedars to test his depth 
of knowledge, studies and practical experience, the travels he has made, his material acquisitions etc.

The Mirza enquires about the place and the purpose of the assembly. Then he walks down to his seat, 
sings a song in Persian in praise of the presiding deity and salutes the Lord.

The durbar begins. The officials in charge of different services are summoned. They report to the Mirza. 
Each expects a bakshish (reward) and is paid. He then salutes the Mirza, sings a song involving Shiva, and 



63

departs.
This scene is followed by many sequences in the presence of the Mirza. The vistee (water carrier) claims 

that he has brought water from the sacred rivers of India. The jhaduwala (sweeper) appears with a bouquet 
of flowers in his hands. He is followed by the farosh who lays the carpet and decorates the durbar. Then 
come the hookahwala, the pankhawala, and, next, the Pandit, who offers books on different disciplines. He is 
followed by the followers of Nanak. Then comes the Zamindar, who reports to the Mirza about revenue and 
the dues outstanding. The gumasta or munimji provides the service of a barber along with rations of rice, dal, 
ghee, atta, bakri (sheep) and even chhokri (girls) for the Mirza’s entertainment.

The milkmaid is a hawker of dahi or curd. She approaches the durbar as a vendor and not as an 
employee. She sings a song in Oriya and offers dahi. She sharply reacts to the amorous advances of the 
Mirza, curses him and laments over her predicament in the durbar. All this through songs in Oriya.

At this stage, the Mirza gets a report of a mishap in the family. He departs for his headquarters in a 
hurry and the durbar ends abruptly.

V
By all accounts, the Mogal Tamsa performance at Sahapur was a resounding success, a lesson in real 
secularism. The artists, the villagers and the invitees were all unanimous that they wanted an encore. Fifteen 
days later, on their own, with their own resources, they organized a show. Since then, such shows have been 
organized at other villages as well. This despite the fact that Mogal Tamsa, even in the best of conditions, is 
a difficult art form, its preponderance of languages like Persian and Urdu creating considerable hurdles for 
the present-day audience. But the Muslim and Maratha influence in Bhadrak is still living, and artists can 
still tap the rich reservoir of intercultural memory. To be sure, the TV and cable network are far from 
banished from Bhadrak, and Mogal Tamsa is still fighting a defensive battle. However, a small blow has 
been struck that has fired the imagination of the locals, and who knows, this small spark, once lit, might 
kindle many more lights in the future.
The authors gratefully acknowledge the support received from the Eastern Zonal Cultural Centre, Calcutta. A video 
cassette of Mogal Tamsa which documents the theatre techniques and the show at the Shiva temple at Sahapur is with the 
authors.
[The translations from Oriya in the text are by the authors.]
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This vibrant and popular performance form is still practised in rural West Bengal and Bihar; the 
author, who has travelled widely in the region, is familiar with the form and its practitioners, 
and he describes its salient features in this piece.

The Location
Aalkaap (and a variation of it known as Pancharas Jatra, literally, Jatra with five rasas) is a theatre 
form very popular over a fairly widespread area—almost the whole of north Bengal, including the 
districts of Nadia, Murshidabad, Birbhum and Malda; Sahibganj, Purnia and Dumka in Bihar and 
probably Jessore, Kusthia and Rajshahi districts of Bangladesh. Over this vast area, Aalkaap or 
Pancharas Jatra performances are eagerly organized in almost all rural fairs, in regular gaming 
joints, and in individual villages or mofussil towns. Performing groups practising this form are 
either entirely, or partially, professional.

History of the Form
Prevalent oral history tells us that a certain barber called Banamali from Rajshahi, now in 
Bangladesh, was the founder of the Aalkaap form and he’s still saluted, along with goddess 
Saraswati, at the outset of any play. This theatre form is supposed to have spread from Rajshahi to 
Murshidabad, Malda and other north Bengal districts over the last 100 years. But the moving force 
behind the widespread popularity that Aalkaap achieved in the 50s was an ustad called Jhanksu 
Sarkar. Jhanksu was from the hilly Rajmahal region and his capacity for composing songs 
extempore, directing and entertaining, and of reading the pulse of the audience with an accuracy 
that never misfired, still survives as a legend. He is also saluted during aasar bandanaa(prayers for 
the success of the presentation) by many Aalkaap troupes.

The Formal Aspects
The absence of any written text is the main feature of this theatre form. The term aal means the 
sting of a bee and kaap means satirical performance. But some believe that the term kaap has been 
derived from kapatataa or kaapatya, meaning shrewdness. In practice, creating comic situations is 
what is known as kaap in Aalkaap. These kaap portions may be totally unconnected with the 
storyline of the main play. Sometimes such situations are created through satirizing some local 
individual—usually someone influential. For instance, it could be the tale of why Mr X can’t go to 
his in-laws’ place. Partially through storytelling and partially through enactments, it is 
communicated that Mr X had once entered his mother-in-law’s room instead of the one kept for 
him and this had led to such awkward incidents that he can’t go there any more. However, the way 
this Mr X is described, all local viewers can clearly understand which particular person is being 
referred to, his weakness for women being well known, so that the entire presentation acquires a 
different dimension altogether.

Entertainment in rural Bengal is mostly music-based. Aalkaap is a performance form deriving 
elements from Tarjaa, Kabigaan, Bolaan, rural Jatra and Kirtan. Tarjaa and Kabir Laraai are mainly 
musical forms where two contesting groups compose songs on the spur of the moment to carry on 
arguments for and against some theme determined by the audience. Both these forms are 
incomparable instances of spontaneous improvisation, an element very much a part of Aalkaap. 
The touring nature of Bolaan and the direct participation of the audience in that form of 
performance have also been incorporated into the Aalkaap form, though the religious aspect of 
Bolaan is absent here. It should be mentioned here that a large number of professional Aalkaap 
artists participate, irrespective of their being Hindus or Muslims, in the Bolaan performance held 
on the last three days of Chaitra (the last month in the Bengali calendar, corresponding roughly to 
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mid-March–mid-April). The influence on Aalkaap of 
storylines from rural Jatras and of the melodies of Kirtan is 
also clearly perceptible.

Kaaps not related to the main storyline are sometimes 
used as comic relief and sometimes to reconnect with the 
main story, especially when subplots within the main story 
bring about such diversions that the main storyline is about 
to be lost track of.

Time is an important factor here, as an Aalkaap 
presentation can carry on indefinitely, sometimes even 
extending beyond a week. So an Aalkaap story never really 
ends; and this custom of a presentation carrying on endlessly 
is also the main factor behind there being no written script. 
What happens is that, when a particular story ends with, say, 
the union of the hero and the heroine, it’s then carried on to 
show how their romantic bliss is disturbed by marital tiffs. If 
the presentation has to carry on even beyond that, then it 
veers into the story of the children of this couple. In one 
particular presentation, Tarashankar Bandyopadhyay’s 
famous short story Naa(No) carried on for three nights, 
culminating in a typical ‘coming together’ climax taken from 
a popular Bengali film of the time, enriched all along with 
many sub-stories that are all finally linked to the main 
storyline one way or another.

Aalkaap is actually a form of non-proscenium theatre. 
Generally what happens is that lanterns are hung from two 
posts in between which the performers sit and the audience 
sit around them. The artists have to turn to different sides 
when they perform, as they have spectators all around them. 
Sometimes there is no greenroom, and in such situations, a 
performer standing up indicates the entry of a character and 
sitting down indicates exit. To attract the attention of the 
audience and to create the right mood, musical instruments 
are played for quite some time before the performance 
begins. Each group has at least 3 musicians playing the flute, 
the dhol (a drum-like percussion instrument) and the kartaal 
(Indian cymbals). The use of the flute is popular in creating a 
tragic mood. 
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Each Aalkaap performance necessarily has the following 
items:

aasar bandanaa: Right at the outset, all the female 
characters come in with lighted incense sticks in 
hand to do the aasar bandanaa, which may roughly 
be translated as ‘salutation to the performance’. 
This episode consists of a prayer to Saraswati, the 
goddess of learning and the arts; homage to some 
experts in the field—though this is not 
compulsory; and welcoming and thanking the 
audience.
dance: There’s a dance item after the aasar 
bandanaa—a very titillating dance number 
presented to the accompaniment of equally 
sensuous music. Only performers doing female 
roles—whether they are males dressed up as 
women or female artistes—present this dance.
songs: Songs play an important role in any 
event—ranging from religious propaganda to 
election campaigns—in the districts of West 
Bengal where Aalkaap is popular. It is, thus, only 
natural that there would be song items in an 
Aalkaap presentation as well. The songs presented 
are a manifestation of the poetic creativity of the 
director of the group. Most of these songs deal 
with contemporary events and experiences, 
though current popular songs are also presented 
sometimes.
kaap: This item is almost entirely devoted to 
creating comic effects through small bits of 
storytelling and enactments. Some time is left free 
for kaaps immediately after the songs, but kaaps 
are also used at different junctures of the main 
play, either to provide a break or to bring the 
performance back into the main storyline. Kaaps 
are tremendously popular, though they are often 
not of a very high standard—depending mostly 
on crude humour. The complicity between thieves 

On this page: Aalkaap performers, and the daylit 
performance space.
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and the police, the miserliness of the rich, the conservative reactions of the elderly 
towards young romance, the sexual problems of elderly couples, the hypocrisy and 
stupidity of false religious gurus, the inconsistencies that urban modernity can create in 
a rural situation—these are the common, popular themes for kaaps. The level of the use 
of obscene gestures and vulgar language depends on the character and demands of the 
audience. The same kaap is sometimes presented in different styles in different 
performances. Sometimes the characters in a kaap are given the names of people in the 
host village, to let the audience enjoy an added bit of humour. One popular kaap about a 
man with two wives can be cited here to illustrate the type of humour prevalent in 
kaaps. A farmer irritated beyond measure by the constant tiffs between his two wives 
decides that he’ll divorce one of them. Which of them would be lucky enough to remain 
his wife would be determined by which of them takes better food for him to the field. 
Both wives arrive at the field with food, of course, and they both insist on forcing food 
down his throat to prove their love for him—causing the poor guy to choke to death.
pala: the enactment of a narrative. As already mentioned, there’s no written script in 
most cases, though the main storyline is predetermined. So the dialogues are generally 
created on the spot to take the story towards its climax. What needs to be remembered 
is that the climax is not the ending, for an Aalkaap play doesn’t really end. The end of 
one night’s enactment only means that one episode has ended in a comedy.

Since Aalkaap performances often happen in the open air with no provisions for a greenroom, 
there might not be any scope for change of costumes and makeup. Thus, there would be no change 
in makeup and costumes even when the same person enacts two different roles. The female role 
players are always ornately bedecked; the flashy costumes and makeup in which they perform the 
dance number in the beginning is what they have on throughout—even when they are enacting the 
role of a beggar woman. The audience is extremely flexible and open about this particular feature 
of Aalkaap performances.

Aalkaap performances include some elements of physical acting that urban physical theatre 
could do well to learn from. Sitting ramrod straight in the padmasana position with two sticks 
under the arms, creating a pallanquin with the ends of a couple of sticks on people’s shoulders etc. 
are examples of such physical tricks. The most enthralling is probably the live throne created by 
one person sitting on the back of another kneeling down on the ground, both completely wrapped 
up in a sheet, in the story of the divine throne that moves away whenever a dishonest person tries 
to sit on it and throws away any one who sits there by force. In another story, an irate peasant 
makes the tyrannical Zamindar’s blind mother hold on to the tail of the oil miller’s cow as it circles 
the mill, under the pretext of helping her to cross the Baitarani river into the next world. The next 
morning she’s found dead of sheer exhaustion after going round and round all night. In this 
sequence, one performer keeps going round and round as the oil miller’s cow, with two thin sticks 
stuck to a gamchha (indigenous towel) tied around his head and a jute bag covering his body. The 
dim light in which this is enacted makes this sequence strangely credible.

Philosophy, Religion and Thematic Content
Both the themes and the audiences of Aalkaap performances are strongly under the influence of 
Baul philosophy. When the so-called Renaissance was enlightening the elite society of 19th century 
Bengal, Lalan fakir appeared in rural Bengal to do away with some of the ignorance and bigotry 
that was reigning supreme there. Born a couple of years before or after Raja Rammohun Roy, Lalan 
had a strange life of nearly 116 years. Though he was unquestionably the best, Lalan was not alone. 
The contribution of Madan Baul, Gagan Harkara, Bisha Bhuinmali, Pagla Kanai, Gangaram and 
such other bauls was also quite significant. What evolved as the Baul creed in Bengal through all 
their efforts is actually a synthesis of the Buddhist Sahajiya sect, sufism, and Vaishnavism. They 
accept neither the shariyat, nor Hindu rituals. ‘Worshipping the unseen/Is like catching a snake in 
a dark room.’ The bauls believe that god is to be searched for and worshipped amidst the throng of 
humanity instead. God for them is forever that unknown bird or neighbour who ‘Speaks to one, 
but doesn’t become visible/Moves around in the vicinity, but can’t be located in one’s lifetime.’ 
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The fulfilment of a baul’s life lies in identifying this unknown bird among one’s fellow human 
beings. It’s only natural that they are opposed to religion or caste-based divisions. 

The influence of this philosophy on Aalkaap causes its themes to propagate communal and 
inter-caste harmony, and to be supportive of love in any situation. There’s also some impact of the 
form of sufism prevalent in eastern India on the present form of Aalkaap; and that’s why love is an 
important element here. Just as love in the form of affection, compassion, empathy, is a must in 
Aalkaap plays, so is reference to physical love and its complications in their comic interludes, and 
it’s against this that the charge of obscenity is often brought.

However, 65 year old Sarafat Hussain of Goghata, Murshidabad, better known as Saru Master, 
thinks differently: ‘It’s true that earlier obscenity was as exaggerated as everything else, but that 
would happen in performances outside a village, to which women and children had no access. But 
back in those days, it’s not only Aalkaap that incorporated such sexual elements in its performances; 
in my childhood I’ve seen night-long Jatra or Kirtan performances in the performance halls of the 
babus, where, also, the late night was always reserved for Kheur (a performance form heavily laden 
with direct sexual innuendo). But there also, Kheur would start only after the women had left. 
Today women have not only become regular members of the audience, many of them perform also. 
So there’s virtually no obscenity left any more. What happens, though, is that certain terms marked 
‘vulgar’ or ‘slang’ among the elite are used very casually by the poorer sections of society. Maybe 
that’s what makes the babus think that parts of Aalkaap performances are still obscene.’ 

It might surprise some to know that troupes of predominantly Muslim artistes also pay homage 
to Hindu gods and goddesses in their aasar bandanaa, though that’s rather common in the rural 
culture of north Bengal, quite in contrast to the mainstream culture there. Here, irrespective of their 
religion, people from the lower strata of society reign supreme in the field of music—vocal and 
instrumental—and theatre. Most of them are believers in some local creed or the other, unrestricted 
by the scriptures or the shariyat. Aul, Baul, Sahebdhani, Raidhani, Sahajiyaa, Marfati, Murshedi etc. 
can be named as some of the more popular creeds. Their love for music is instinctive, and music 
very often acts as their means of communicating views and arguments. Baul songs can be 
mentioned here as an instance, where songs contain coded clues to rituals—lines that mean 
something quite different at face value. For example, the new moon is a code for a woman’s 
menstrual cycle, a meandering river signifies the vagina, the moon stands for the phallus, while the 
four moons collectively signify menstruation, semen, urine and excreta.

Three themes are often present in either the main storyline or the subplots of an Aalkaap 
performance: a) a child from one community being lost and then brought up by people of another 
community, subsequently accepting this second family as her/his real family even after knowing 
the truth; b) love between a man and a woman belonging to two different communities, the 
resultant social conflicts and the ultimate victory of love; and c) projecting Lalan’s theme of human 
beings being more important than any kind of social division. It may be mentioned in this context 
that an Aalkaap story never ends in a tragedy.

Organization and Structure
Each year, groups are reorganized and rehearse for a maximum period of some 15 days. As already 
mentioned, Aalkaap presentations usually have no written text. Some kind of a framework is 
crafted out of one or several stories characterized by intense passion—stories that may be created or 
based on local folklore like Kajalrekha, Beder Meye etc. As far as renowned literateurs are concerned, 
the ‘rural poet’ Jasimuddin’s writings are popular with Aalkaap troupes. The director is known as 
the ustad or the master; his job is to narrate these stories to the performers, simultaneously 
explaining the peculiarities of the characters. Then it is up to the performers to create the dialogues. 
However, troupes that present their Aalkaap or Pancharas productions in big pandals just like city-
based Jatra groups normally have dialogues created by the director, and their scripts are more rigid. 
But for most groups, the length of a presentation keeps varying according to circumstances, so that 
a lot of the dialogues are created impromptu. It is the director’s responsibility to determine the 
ending on the basis of the time allotted to a particular presentation.

No special occasion is necessary for organizing an Aalkaap show. It can be held anywhere, in 
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any rural fair or festivity. Normally, local organizers bear the cost, but when performances are put 
up in rural fairs, it’s the fair committees who organize it. Gambling is popular in rural fairs and to 
give that some kind of legitimacy, the fair committees keep a certain percentage of the profit made 
at the gambling dens. The cost of putting up an Aalkaap or Pancharas performance normally 
comes out of these funds. Sometimes Aalkaap or Pancharas competitions are arranged in rural 
fairs. Some fairs are held every year on fixed dates, and Aalkaap performances are an inevitable 
part of these fairs: the Patharchapari fair starts from 7 Chaitra at Siuri, Birbhum; the Bunla’s fair 
starts from 1 Kartik (the month corresponding roughly to mid-October to mid-November) at Hili, 
Dinajpur; the Kali fair at the same spot held on the full moon day of Agrahayan (the month 
corresponding roughly to mid-November to mid-December); the Dubtola fair that happens at 
Dubtola, Murshidabad in the second summer month of the Bengali calendar, on the day of the 
Ganga puja; and the Mayna fair that happens at Gajol, Malda, on the last day of the month 
corresponding roughly to mid-September to mid-October.

Pancharas troupes have evolved into an important element in rural economy these days, 
supplying the means of livelihood to quite a number of performers. About Rs 50,000–60,000 needs 
to be invested to form a group. All the artistes, technicians and backstage workers join a group on 
a seven-month contract, and they receive salaries for all these 7 months. The upper limit of this 
salary has now reached the level of a monthly Rs 3000. It is also the responsibility of the group 
owner to take care of transport, food and shelter expenses for these 7 months. Most women artistes 
join a group along with their husbands/male companions. If such a couple has a child who also 
performs, they receive separate wages for her/him, too.

The Performer and Society
One of the main qualities necessary for an Aalkaap performer is the ability to improvise creatively, 
without which it would be virtually impossible to carry on acting. The more improvisatory skill a 
performer has, the higher s/he is rated as an artiste. Young artistes play small roles to 
simultaneously learn acting and develop their potential for improvisation. That is what ultimately 
determines an Aalkaap performer’s status and income.

Because their parents are Aalkaap performers, many kids grow up in these touring troupes. 
They start acting as child artistes and grow up to be performers. There are many adult performers 
who have grown up like this. Somewhat dishonoured in society, silently accused of doing what 
they please without caring for social norms, ostracized as violators of religious and caste-based 
taboos in their personal and marital lives, Aalkaap performers feel at ease only within their own 
community.

The majority of the performers lack the privilege of literacy, firstly because they come from 
economically backward classes, and secondly because children born of performing parents are 
unable to attend school as they keep touring with the troupes. This, however, is no significant 
exception to the general rule of illiteracy in rural India. A survey carried out in 1996 reveals that 
among the performers of 5 troupes centred in and around Murshidabad, 16 are illiterate, 22 are 
barely literate through the National Literacy Campaign, 15 have had primary level education, 12 
have read till class VIII, 4 have passed the school-leaving Madhyamik exam, 1 has studied beyond 
that and 1 is a graduate. Aneek Biswas of Panchdara village in Nadiya district is the graduate, 
booked for the year 1996 by Annapurna Opera of Raghunathganj in Murshidabad district.

Gender Equations
Till recently, actresses were hard to come by, so male actors would do female roles as well. Now it’s 
become much easier to recruit actresses, but even then there are many male performers who do 
female roles in amateur or semi-professional troupes, or even in poorer professional groups. These 
male actors use the stereotyped devices of big, pointed, artificial breasts, exaggerated swinging of 
the hips etc. to depict femininity. Boys younger than 14 are usually preferred for female roles and 
dances. They are referred to as sangaal or chhokri (young damsel), and sometimes as bener putul, 
literally meaning the trader’s doll. Living legends like old veterans Sarafat Hussain think that age 
is a very important factor behind becoming a successful sangaal, for a teenaged boy’s charms can 
easily be made attractive. But to achieve real success, sangaals need to observe and practise 
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feminine gestures and postures in their real lives outside the performance, also. It’s still better if 
they can always remain dressed in women’s clothes, hair styles and makeup. Out of 6 very 
successful sangaals, one thinks that this manner of achieving success in his art has affected his 
sexual life.

Today, audience demand and the availability of women artistes have led to the virtual 
eradication of the sangaal system, but two performers known as Indurani and Satu are extremely 
popular even today, over an extensive region of 3-4 districts, for their performance of female roles.

Carrying the act of being a woman beyond the performance has never really evoked adverse 
reactions or unmerciful jests in society, either before or now. Their local culture provides an 
acceptance that allays such fears. According to quite a few of the religious creeds popular in rural 
Bengal (like Sahajiyaa, Vaishnavism, Raidhani etc.), God is the only Purusha (Man), everything else 
being Prakriti (Nature), which is feminine. People are accustomed to seeing men belonging to these 
creeds dress as women as part of their religious rites. But the community of Aalkaap artistes lack 
social acceptance as a whole and that’s probably because society at large is not quite ready to 
accept the freedom that they enjoy in their personal lives regarding love and marriage, with 
religion and caste playing no role at all. 

The Audience
The audience plays an indispensable role in this performance form. During the kaaps, the audience 
is made a part of the entire performance through direct conversation. These kaaps generally reflect 
the pleasures and sorrows, frustrations and aspirations of the rural poor. Some ustads—Zinnat 
master of Radhanagar, Nadia, to name one—takes the opinion of the audience in determining the 
outcome of a particular episode when it reaches a climax.

Aalkaap is so rooted in the natural circumstances under which it’s performed that it inevitably 
appears lifeless on an urban stage. Till very recently, the major part of an Aalkaap audience would 
consist of the poor and the low born from both Hindu and Muslim communities. One reason 
behind this certainly was that such people compose the majority of the rural population of Bengal, 
but it’s also true that the rural sophisticate and upper castes looked down upon Aalkaap as a form 
of crude entertainment. Till about a decade back, attending Aalkaap performances was considered 
immoral for educated men, and women. The declared reason has, of course, been the so-called 
obscenity of such performances, but while that charge might have been partially valid, it’s unlikely 
that it was the real reason for the virtual boycott. It’s much more probable that since the sarcasm 
would almost inevitably be directed against those well established in rural society, Aalkaap could 
never become their cup of tea. Being anti-music, the Muslim maulvis are also opposed to it. A large 
number of Aalkaap artistes come from Muslim families. While they haven’t had to face physical 
assault like the bauls, an attitude of disrespect and disdain towards them is strongly prevalent till 
date.

However, there have been qualitative changes in the villages of West Bengal in the last decade, 
leading to perceptible changes in Aalkaap and Pancharas also. The participation of women in the 
panchayats, the spread of female literacy and the increase in the number of women in the bidi 
industry enables many lower-middle-class women to have some money of their own. These 
changes have given Aalkaap performances an entry into the villages themselves, and multiplied 
the number of women in the audience. This has, in turn, resulted in the virtual elimination of 
obscenity from Aalkaap performances, as well as in an increasing competitiveness among various 
Aalkaap troupes.

Comparison with Pancharas
So far I’ve been using Aalkaap and Pancharas as interchangeable terms, but they are not really 
synonymous. Strictly speaking, Pancharas is the modified and commercialized version of Aalkaap 
as it is presented today. It is possible that the name Pancharas has evolved out of the five elements 
of traditional Aalkaap—aasar bandanaa, dance, song, kaap and the enactment of the pala—which 
have been preserved in this form. It is equally probable that in today’s situation of increasing 
communal tension and heightened identity politics, the name Pancharas has been substituted to 
remove the Muslim association built into the term Aalkaap. 
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If one explores the relationship between Aalkaap and Pancharas, certain important differences 
in their practical and formal aspects surface. These dissimilarities can be listed as follows:

a) Only professional artistes act in Pancharas Jatra while amateur or semi-professional 
artistes perform in Aalkaap shows.

b) Pancharas performances take place on stages with the audience on four/three sides, 
but Aalkaap performances still happen simply on the ground around a couple of 
petromax lanterns hung from bamboo poles.

c) Pancharas shows have definitive narratives that last for 3-4 hours and the same kaaps 
and storylines are enacted in different shows. But Aalkaap performances still function 
with open-ended storylines that continue for days on end and never really end.

d) Pancharas performances always use women artistes in female roles, while in Aalkaap 
mostly males do female roles, women artistes still being a rarity.

e) Modern lighting, makeup and electronic gadgets have found their way into Pancharas 
shows, but other than the female impersonators, Aalkaap performers use a minimum of 
makeup. The use of electrical and electronic gadgets is minimal as well.

f) Pancharas performers are fully professional, earning their livelihood from these 
shows, and are therefore conscious of the commercial aspect. But Aalkaap artistes are 
only semi-professional at best, allowing them to be more invested in things artistic, 
rather than in the question of commercial calculations.

In an attempt to compete with the Calcutta-based Jatra companies, the Pancharas wing of Aalkaap 
is fast developing urbanized skills and sophistication. They are also noticably more efficient in 
terms of propaganda and contacts. Imitating the Jatra troupes of Chitpur, Calcutta, the Pancharas 
groups have come together to set up several contact offices at Beharampore, Raghunathganj, 
Domkal and Kaliyachak near Farakka.

One area where Pancharas groups have a definite advantage over the jatra troupes of Calcutta 
is the financial one. Rs 25,000 is the minimum cost for inviting any jatra company from Calcutta for 
a just a single night’s performance. But even renowned Pancharas groups like Mohtab Opera, 
Sonali Opera or Ma Durga Opera can be hired for just Rs 5000–6000 per night.

Translated from the original Bengali by Paramita Banerjee  
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Well-known director Jatinder Verma of Tara Arts, London, discusses his own work as an Asian 
theatre person in relation to theatre in England, with Anjum Katyal of STQ. The interview took 
place in London, at Tara Arts, in the summer of 1996.

STq: I thought maybe we could start with the beginning—how you came into theatre, how Tara 
Arts was started . . .
JV: Well . . . I think, in fact, both my own beginning in theatre here in England and in the case of 
Tara came about as a result of a response to events. The first thing to bear in mind is that I came to 
England in 1968 . . . I was born in Africa. I migrated here . . .
STq: 1968 was an important year.
JV: A very important year . . . What I mean by response or opposition was that I first did a play in 
1972 which was a Tagore play—The Sannyasi. I had a break before going on into university—I had 
a year off. I was about 22. There was a local Indian association in our own area here in south 
London, and I, along with other young people, was involved in it and I got really very disgusted at 
one point—I think it was a Diwali thing, and they had a Ravana, they were doing the story of the 
Ramayana. Ravana with ten balloons on his (laughs) and I was totally disgusted so I said to some 
friends of mine—Look, look why don’t we do a play, why don’t we do something, kind of more 
sensible—this is a travesty of literature, and I wasn’t looking at it from any religious perspective, 
but it is just great literature, you know . . . But they pooh-poohed the idea—it was more interesting 
to stay at home and gamble on a Saturday night. So I got really disgusted and got some people 
together and did the play.
STq: This is Sannyasi.
JV: Sannyasi. And . . . then I went off to university and my group died . . . and in 1976 . . . two 
things happened. One was that in June—4th of June, 1976—a young Sikh boy called Gurdip Singh 
Chaggar was killed in Southall. It was quite obviously a racist murder. And that was a very, very 
significant event because it’s really the response to that event which was perhaps the most 
significant thing in terms of modern Asian history here, in that, for the first time, Asians took to the 
street. Southall became a no-go area. People were stoning white cars that were coming in. And 
everywhere—the effect was felt. Whether young or old, everyone was asking—Now what’s going 
on, what’s happening . . . This news affected me and I began to work on some form of publication 
to try and make sense of this. While I was doing my Masters—I was in London, researching—I met 
up with two of my friends, the friends who had not wanted to take part with me in 1972. And they, 
too, had been affected by this and they, too, had been working on a publication. So we got together 
and said, Let’s do something. Initially our idea was to make a film but three weeks into that we 
realized that [that wouldn’t work]. In any case, our objective was to try and get a lot of people 
involved and to have some kind of critical discourse. And we thought, you know, a film wouldn’t 
do quite the same thing. But then the two of us went to see an Asian event—an arty kind—and 
once again it was really sickening—(laughs) in that, you know . . . it was like a variety show—Royal 
Albert Hall—and the sight that really did bug me was this little girl, must have been about seven 
years old, and she was tricked out in pigtails and a frock and she did sort of make you feel really 
sick (laughs). I just thought it was so horrendous, ironic and terrible. So that night . . . I was saying 
to my friend as we were coming back from that event that, Look, forget about making a film, forget 
about doing a magazine. Let’s do a play, at least between the two or three of us, I’ve done a play 
before, so I know something about it, but hey, there’s a great text here—you know, I was looking at 
this Tagore play, Sacrifice, and I thought that would actually be a very interesting play for us to do. 
He got excited as well and that’s really how it began.

A Dialogue with England
An interview with Jatinder Verma
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STq: Who is this other friend?
JV: The three of us—Sunil Saggar, Ovais Kadri and myself.

So then we looked at Sacrifice and realized that actually, in the main, what was very interesting 
about it was Tagore’s use of the metaphor of 14th century Bengal to talk about the 1917 War. We 
thought it very, very interesting and totally pertinent. The key thing about that production was 
that we decided that in our adaptation we’d not only comment upon our relations with whites, the 
immigrant critique, but also internally, since we were aware already of institutions building up, for 
example, there were temples in Southall where those who were considered untouchables, 
schedules, were not allowed, so there were already these kind of institutions—I mean, well, that 
was equally horrendous. And I think that that’s really what saved us—that we had this very clear 
approach at that time—there’s got to be a two-pronged attack. I mean, we are looking critically at 
society, be it our own or be it white, it doesn’t really matter. 

We had about fifty people involved directly in the production, and we lost nine-tenths of them 
after it because they did not agree with our critical approach. They just wanted the fun of it. We felt 
that there was something more. But nevertheless, we kind of regrouped, you know—individuals 
kept on joining us . . . and I’d say that to date, there ís a direct link with that first production. We 
have maintained the kind of approach which is critically looking at society both within ourselves, 
inside and outside. And also increasingly, certainly over the last ten years, I’d say we’ve begun to 
look at the classics—be they Indian or European classics—as much for now, or for saying 
something about our relationship here. 

After the Tagore play, we did a lot of plays that were contemporary, in the sense that they were 
being written by ourselves, usually by me, about the experiences here. Even in those plays there 
was a definite attempt to connect historically with what else was going on. For example, in 1981, 
we did a play called Inquilab 1919—about Jallianwala Bagh. But the reason we did that play was 
that in 1981, there was another set of riots in Southall, in Bristol. And it seemed to us that the same 
sort of issues were being thrown up. And so we connected what occurred in Amritsar with what 
was happening here. And that movement through our modern or contemporary work and our 
classical work, I think, is continuing. And that’s where I find it very difficult to . . . to separate off 
the work and say . . . I do increasingly get a lot of people saying—Why aren’t you doing 
contemporary work? I think I am doing contemporary work. But, having said that, there are certain 
types of scenes and issues now emerging . . . which I am very keen to find a writer for or to find 
ways of developing . . .
STq: Like?
JV: Like the shopkeeper—the fascinating image of the shopkeeper. I think that that is the myth of 
the Asian here. But there’re some very interesting things about shopkeeping, or if you think about 
shopping. Shopping has another sense which is disloyalty, to betray; and shopping has the obvious 
sense, which is a transaction. Something that happened . . . two years ago . . . or maybe three or 
four—in the East End, a young Bengali boy . . . a gang of about seven youths, four of whom were 
women, got hold of him and beat him up so badly that he’s become a vegetable. The girlfriend of 
one of the boys discovered that he was one of the perpetrators because the blood of that fellow was 
on his trainers; and she shopped. She told the police. He was arrested, she got ostracized from her 
community. That boy, who was arrested, was himself half-Bengali. It’s an extraordinary sort of 
story, and it’s something that’s been in my mind since then . . . This is where the idea of the 
shopkeeper, of shopping, began to cohere. I’m playing around with it, sort of, initially just 
developing it ourselves at a workshop and I suspect . . . in about three years’ time, it’ll be a play . . . 
In the sense that there is that one source event . . . but I don’t really want to just do it as a kind of 
documentary about that . . . but much more about the kind of issues it raises. 
STq: So you find that there is more and more immediate material that you want to handle.
JV: Absolutely. But I think this is where the classics have been very useful because one of the things 
that they’ve given me is a written text, and very important structures. Also, a kind of epic 
dimension. I have a strong sense that the migration experience is, in its essence, an epic experience 
and that . . . I will not touch it unless I know that I can present that kind of epic quality. And that’s 
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sort of made me think of another project which I start [soon], which I’m calling Journey to the West. 
It’s actually from a Chinese epic, a 15th-century epic which, in English, is called Journey to the West, 
but the West for the Chinese was India, and it’s actually the story of this monk who leaves China to 
come to India to get the original Buddhist scriptures and he’s refused by the Emperor, so he 
actually defies the Emperor and a lot of adventures happen. I like the title very much, you know, 
the story—I didn’t delve too much into it, but what I’ve begun to think of and the kind of project 
we’re putting together is to have a core of about five to six performers, who will . . . do two things. 
One is that they will set up local history networks or connect up with the first generation 
immigrant and actually build up a documentary archive of memories, reminiscences of the first 
generation, their stories of the actual journey and so on, which will vanish with their deaths. So 
even just as a project by itself, it’s very important—there’s a documentation. So they think of a 
documentary textually as well as visually. Then the same actors look at other narratives—the great 
narratives, the Ramayana, The Journey to the West, The Odyssey, and reconfigure those real 
narratives, those journeys, within these classic narratives. I’m seeing it as a three-year project . . . 
over the course of three years to look at the three essential elements—the journey, the arrival and 
then the transformation. So that’s another thing which is now looming quite big . . .
STq: When you started, what kind of audience were you playing to, and what’s the audience like 
now?
JV: I think, very strangely, the audience has not changed . . .
STq: Who was the audience?
JV: When we did Sacrifice, we’d taken the decision to do it in English. We were quite focused on the 
fact that we were expecting to see Asians in the audience, and that we as Asians were doing it; but 
we chose English because we felt, Look, if we did it in Hindi, the Bengali people who are here 
won’t follow it, or the Tamil-speakers, so for all those sort of reasons we did it in English. I think 
increasingly what has happened is that we have also begun to accept the fact that, Look, it’s got to 
be our English. So you know, we bring our concerns and our kind of things into it . . .
STq: Your kind of English.
JV: Yes. Going back to Sacrifice—because of that decision, the audience was actually quite a mixed 
one. Obviously there were a lot of Asians in the audience and involved in the production, but in 
addition, simply because it was in English, a lot of people turned up purely on spec. Up to that 
time, there’d been no play for the public in English done by Asians. Which is not to say there 
weren’t Asian actors. There were, but they were all basically spear carriers. So this is the first 
occasion when you could see young Asians doing their own work and doing it in a language 
which was transparent.
STq: Which theatre was it in?
JV: This was at the Battersea Art Centre which is a local centre.
STq: . . . which is also very respected.
JV: Absolutely. And I think from then onwards that range of audience remained. However, by 
about 1981–82, we began to worry because we were looking at our audience and we felt that they 
were all like us—they were all young, middle-class, educated and we weren’t getting the variety, 
we weren’t getting the older people, the young, below college age-group, and we said to ourselves, 
Maybe it’s something to do with the way we’re doing theatre. So we began to critically look at our 
plays, and realized that, in fact, in terms of production and technique, formally, there was nothing 
there which was saying—this is Asian, even though the content was, definitely . . . and so, it was in 
the 1980s, that our formal change began and one of the first inspirations for that was Ghasiram 
Kotwal. That did something to us, you know, particularly the fact that we experienced a play in 
Marathi which we didn’t understand, and yet completely understood.  Some of the formal 
techniques used were just mind-blowing. Then Kirti Jain was here on a visit, so we did a little 
workshop with her. But most importantly we turned around and said to ourselves, Okay, forget 
about ourselves and forget about the audience in general—let’s just look at the Asian audience. 
What is their cultural diet? It’s not the theatre, and it’s not music. In terms of art, it’s the film. And, 
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within the film, it’s not the arty-farty films that we watch but commercial stuff. So we said, Okay, 
swallow your pride, you know, let’s just go and see what this commercial cinema is all about, I 
mean, what are the ingredients, maybe there’s something here that we could use: and, of course, 
we found, in the best examples of the popular media, that the songs—which all of them, of course, 
had—in the best examples, the songs were narrative devices. And the kind of gestures were 
extraordinary. They were pushing the story, whether it was set in a city or wherever—pushing the 
story into an archetypal realm—a parable realm. Interesting. We thought, perhaps we can use these 
techniques, forget about the content, we can put in the content; and we began to experiment with 
that. 

Well, it’s only really in 1984 that I came across the Natyashastra. And I thought, my god, there’s 
an enormous irony here, in that Indian cinema seems to actually come from Indian theatre, at least 
the techniques of it, and in a way, you know, we’ve come to the same sort of discovery . . . the 
Natyashastra became a very, very important source. Right through the 1980s, that has been our 
formal journey. But I was very aware, particularly when it came to the Natyashastra, that it can’t be 
applied rigorously to our situation. And what I mean by that is . . . for a lot of the actors, the 
language has disappeared, and with that, the ear for the music has disappeared, so the rhythms are 
different. And if we try and apply this it will be like foisting a different skin on the actors—so we 
have to take a certain distance on it, try and look at the principles of it for movement, for music . . . 
for the structure of the story. We have to be free to bring in our own sensibility so that the music 
doesn’t sit awkwardly. One, therefore, works on what the ear is attuned to and that, I think, has 
forced us into an increasing eclecticism. So, in a sense, I’d say that now, the sources are really all, 
without being any one. But clearly there is a sense, which certainly attracts me, of questioning the 
textual tradition as it is perceived and consumed in England, where the notion of the body of the 
actor is largely irrelevant. It’s not the primary focus. The notion of narrative is much more linear 
and—I felt in the 1980s and I feel it still—what should define our practice, what continues to define 
our practice, is our questioning of . . . be it naturalism, the questioning of the European 
dramatization tradition. In that rests, if you like, our Asianness. Not necessarily in the colour of the 
skin, or how authentically Indian you are and all those complexities which we have enough of over 
here—that’s sort of, irrelevant, really. But if we don’t have that spirit of questioning, then, in a way, 
we’ll be in the danger of riding on the back of political fashion—you know, it is still relatively 
fashionable to get funds on the grounds of being Asian or being black or something, and, for me, 
that was never the course to take. It was because of the kind of work we did rather than necessarily 
our being Asian; and, of course, the work we’re doing reflects what we are and reflects our 
diversity, and that should be the primary focus. And it’s really been a journey into the European 
texts, a dialogue, if you like, with England, which seemed to me where we actually existed in this 
dialogue. Sometimes, you know, it doesn’t go very well, sometimes it really brutalizes the original 
source. Sometimes it transforms the original source. Fine! I mean, all those possibilities are there, 
but the dialogue is the crucial point.
STq: Can you give me an example of one particular text?
JV: Well, take one example which is the Tartuffe which I did at the National Theatre. What I’d done 
with the Moliere was that I initially wanted to keep it in the 17th century . . . all this was just after 
Salman [Rushdie] had been forced to go into exile. And looking at the original Tartuffe, I realized its 
history is exactly the same—it was banned as it was and Moliere had to rewrite it and then came 
up with the third version, which is the one that exists now, where he basically copped out. While I 
was looking at that I had the sense that there is a relationship formally between Comedia, which 
was his source, and Bhavai. So I explored that, why there should be such similarities. And then I 
began to look at the Mughal history of that period and found Aurangzeb very similar to Louis XIV. 
Louis XIV was the first of the emperors who began a very active religious policy, like Aurangzeb. 
As I was looking into that, I came across the letters written by a French traveller called Francois 
Bernier who wrote letters back to France to Louis’ court. Bernier, I discovered, was a friend of 
Moliere’s. They’d been in the same college. When he was writing back, Moliere was at that time in 
the court of Louis XIV. There was one letter he wrote which was fantastic—written in 1664—
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Tartuffe was first written in 1667. In the letter he talks about the fakirs in India, and he says, you 
know, all these fakirs are of a ‘comely disposition’. However, Heaven help the family that does not 
pay them respect, even though everyone in the family knows that these fakirs have eyes only for 
the women of the house . . . This is Tartuffe! This is totally Tartuffe! I was obviously suggesting that 
maybe the source of Tartuffe was that . . . but, you know, I wasn’t going to push that point. So what 
I did was to frame that production within the court of Aurangzeb, where Bernier offers a gift from 
the West of a play (which has been translated by the local munshi), which shows all the beauty and 
greatness of the West. This was Tartuffe.  And so, for the vocabulary of the stage I used elements of 
Bhavai, simply as an entry in. But really, from Bhavai we went into tumbling, so there was also 
Comedia. Three women were acrobats. Most of the work was done acrobatically. And that play, 
which I then adapted in terms of the text—it opened up many, many levels. I mean, textually there 
was one moment . . . this translation device was a very important one. Already I had begun to use 
a lot of Indian languages, whatever my actors were capable of, I would use that in the  text. But 
here, I formally set up at the beginning that what is going to be presented is a translation of a 
French text which is this gift of Bernier’s, which has been translated by this pundit over here. And 
then there were certain things where we literally translated, so we might do an opening stanza in 
Gujarati, and the nati would translate it. As the play went on we broke that wall. So there was a 
moment where the two children, both of whom are being dislodged or harried by their father 
because he’s so enamoured of Tartuffe, are quite mournful, it’s a pathos-ridden moment; and I’d 
seen a kind of connection between that and Heer Ranjha, and so I quoted a couplet out of Heer 
Ranjha and this nati comes downstage to say, Another translation, and she’d look at the audience 
and then go, Ah, why bother. And it would fetch a huge laugh. And so the play . . . though it was 
set in the 17th century, in a sense, was actually working very much within the modern sensibility 
here, of this interaction between Asians and non-Asians—the notion of foreignness, the notion of 
the exotic, of a different way of speaking English—we were able to take all that on board and 
critically push back. So that just became one example, though it would be wrong to suggest that 
every play has had the same sort of thing. Bhavai is not the only form, there’s been Parsi theatre, 
commercial, Yakshagana—but those are things I’ve been interested in in terms of their formal 
properties, particularly, what it does in terms of text. That it’s not just a linear text which is coming 
out of this. That I really enjoy. Part of it is because I think that due to the migrant experience there 
are multiple narratives or fractured narratives in ourselves. And so I don’t think that pure prose or 
only verse could actually reflect us in the fullest sense. So all our productions have had a 
multiplicity of forms being approached or being applied in order to, in a way, open up all the 
various possibilities within this particular bunch of actors.
STq: When you say that you have been influenced by Yakshagana and things, how do you get 
access to them? Do you study them, do your actors study them?
JV: Well, there’s varieties of access. One aspect is definitely studying, there’s been enough 
documentation, to do your research on. The second aspect has been to literally go and look at the 
form, talk to people, which also I’ve done. A third source has been the festivals in London, a very 
useful way of seeing work that, otherwise, one would never see. And so, you know, between those 
sources, it’s been possible. And then we’ve also had people visiting, coming through London—we 
have enough contacts to ensure that, where it’s needed, people come in, spend three days, do a 
workshop . . . and that’s how it builds up.
STq: Can you mention some of the work that you find particularly interesting . . .
JV: I think Anuradha [Kapur’s] work, absolutely . . . I find it not just very interesting, but I think 
that in a way, by now, it’s clear that we’re working in parallel, but in two completely different 
spaces. I find that a lot of her thinking has many echoes in my work, and the ways in which I’m 
heading. I’ve also found Neelam Man Singh {Chowdhry’s] work very, very interesting . . . We did a 
workshop together two years ago, and we’re thinking of doing a project together. I think that what 
she’s built up in Chandigarh has many equivalences with us. Though . . . I suppose the difference 
is that, for her, there’s a kind of urban-rural axis that she’s treading. For me it’s not so much urban-
rural but . . . home and away, I suppose. A dim notion of a home which always acts as a shadow at 
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the back and a very real home here. So they’re kind of memories one is working with. I’ve seen the 
work of Ratan {Thiyam]. I saw a fantastic Shakuntala at the NSD in 1986 done with the students . . . 
it was really quite fantastic. And then Chakravyuha here . . . and again, I think that’s very, very 
interesting and has connections. The other source that’s been very important for me has been 
Kerala, particularly around the time when G. Shankara Pillai was still alive. We collaborated a lot, 
and I found that to be quite a great source of inspiration. Now I have actors who are there, who 
used to work with him and who, ever so often, used to bring him over. So those two spaces have 
been very useful for me, both in terms of just getting some sense of modern theatre and the 
performing traditions in India and seeing ways in which they have some sort of echo here. 
STq: Can you talk a bit about Tara—how it functions, do you have full time actors . . .?
JV: When we began we had no subsidy, no idea that there was such a thing as a subsidy or grant. 
Then, for a while, I worked in a bank while the others were studying, and in the evening we’d 
work here, then we began to approach various sources for funding. And so, up to about 1983, the 
only fulltime worker was myself and the rest of us would meet in the evenings. So I would make 
sure that we’d go to various places for tours and we would do about three productions a year and 
all of them would tour. So we would tour in London only during the weekdays and any time we 
had to go outside, it would have to be a weekend. From 1983 onwards, we began to attract support 
from the Arts Council, as a professional subsidy. And so I was able to bring in actors who were, at 
that time, working in the community, and actually pay them. And that sort of continued. And now 
we’re the only Asian company which is revenue-funded by the Arts Council, which means that for 
three years, we know what our grant is. And we then have to plan out those three years. We have 
to fulfil a certain number of weeks of touring and so forth. But that’s a, kind of, guaranteed subsidy 
for three years and then you reapply and all that. What I lost in 1985–86 was the notion of keeping 
a company, by that stage I had about ten actors, fulltime, for a year. Now I’m no longer able to do 
that and most companies are no longer able to do that. There simply is not that level of funding. So 
the way I do it is, I have a core group of actors who I keep on a retainer, which means that they can 
work elsewhere but if I need them, then I’m the first port of call. And the rest are then taken on for 
different projects. So in Midsummer Night’s Dream which I’ll do at the end of this year, there’ll be a 
total of nine actors, of whom three are my retainers, and six are actors that I want to work with, 
who I hope will also enjoy working with us. And, therefore, maybe in the coming year, you know, 
those three will extend to about four or five.
STq: What is the actor training that you do with them?
JV: Well, this is a huge area which is completely nonexistent in England. And what I’ve found is 
that because of the kind of levels of subsidies as well, with virtually every production, in fact, with 
every production, we’ve had to do a considerable amount of retraining, particularly with the new 
actors who are coming out of drama schools. The notion of non-natural space is a very difficult 
notion for the more literal-minded actors that come out of drama schools. But fortunately now 
enough people have been doing our type of work, and with others, to want to engage in that sort 
of process. So, therefore, rehearsals also become training. This year what I’m doing is before 
starting rehearsals, we’ll have four weeks of intensive workshops in different forms. Looking at 
Indian dance, Bharatanatyam, Beijing opera, African storytelling, circus skills. Bring in people who 
are experts in these various fields, and simply, for, you know, an entire week, that’s all the actors 
are doing—they look at one form and then do it. But then to have a break of about a month or so to 
give the actors the time to sift all the stimulus through their bodies. Obviously, by then,  they’ll 
know what characters they’re playing. So there will be certain things that will attract them and 
they’ll find enjoyable and certain not, which is fine, but by then we’d have built up a backdrop of 
resources. Then the rehearsals begin, which means that by that time it won’t be necessarily Beijing 
opera—
STq: It won’t be Beijing opera per se, but the way they perceive it.
JV: Absolutely. So constantly this motif of adaptation, of transformation, keeps coming up, which, I 
think, is the existential fact of being the migrant. Change your sources, as much as whatever the 
changes will be to Shakespeare’s text itself. That is a whole other kettle of fish. But at the moment 
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I’m reading the text, and what is essential about the text is the journey, the motif of the journey. I 
think in a way, the migrant journey equates with that, you leave one space and you go to another 
and you’re changed by it. And as I thought of that, it has changed my notion of a forest. The 
language suggests that it’s a very malevolent forest, the dark side which liberates you. But I see the 
forest more as the abode of fulfilment, actually. That’s the place where you become whole. It 
flashes out of the vanavas section in the Ramayana; in African literature the notion of the forest is a 
very key one; the rites of passage in all classical literature involves a journey out into the forest as 
the prime space where you become whole, and it seems to me that’s what’s happening in the 
Dream. I’m quite clear that I don’t want to change the text in any way, except that I think that there 
are three languages just as there are three worlds in the Dream, and I’m quite concerned to clarify 
what those three languages are. So I think the possible source of adaptation, starting one, is going 
to be the mechanicals, that’s prose. But I find that the mechanicals is also Shakespeare’s idea of the 
common man’s tongue in 16th-century England. I think there’s another kind of common tongue 
today. So this is where my kind of Binglish will come up. And I do want them to, in a way, come 
out with their own work in the same situation. The second distinction of the languages was the 
language of the forest which at the moment is just formless, or just verse, I think that’s an area 
which we can extend, maybe looking at verse in all its possibilities: into song, aria, that whole 
range, and for Athens to be very strictly formal, no movements at all, very strict verse, and perhaps 
the journey can also be echoed by a kind of theatrical journey, a form. So Athens I’m conceiving 
very much as a kind of strict exercise of the proscenium arch; very strictly European, no contact 
with the audience, all the angles are very clear, working very much within a frame. And the forest 
simply opens out completely, very direct work with audiences, movement, and maybe at the end, 
when it is Bottom’s play in Athens, it would be brilliant if I could suggest that this is a little bit of 
ethnic drama in London. That’s my sense of it: Athens is London now. And the forest is all those 
homes which we have vague memories of, it is definitely the other, somewhere else, different . . .
STq: This is a Tara production?
JV: Yes, a Tara production which we’re doing as a co-production with the Lyric Theatre, 
Hammersmith, which will open there. Which has its own kind of history as a venue. In fact 
Bahadur Kalarin [Habib Tanvir’s production] was performed there in 1983.
STq: What exactly in the Natyashastra do you pick up on? You’ve already said not everything. So 
what attracts you?
JV: What attracts me is the notion of what the constituent elements of drama are: costume, makeup, 
gesture, speech, the mind; and I remember, when I first read it, I asked—where the hell is the set? 
No reference to it at all. Absolutely brilliant. The primary importance of the actor, the actor is all, 
he has to suggest the space. Brilliant. That, for me, is the kernel. With that has come the sensibility 
that is now regarded as multimedia:  music is a language, a text; gesture is a text, those are things 
I’ve been working on a lot. I think that the rasa aspect has been less important except in the sense 
that I’ve taken the metaphor of food very much to heart. The act of doing a play is rather like 
making a good dish. It is not for you to consume, it is for the eater to get the taste you want him to 
get. And I think that’s a very good notion. And within these basic concepts which are part of my 
imagination, I dip into it for a particular thing, detail of a gesture or something. I find I now go into 
it less and less for details of how to execute a particular emotion. That, in a way, I need to keep a 
distance on, because it is so much related to the rhythm of the language itself, which is clearly not 
the rhythm here, of the actors I work with. 
STq: Do you find, nowadays, that you have younger people coming to productions? 
JV: Oh, yes. Now the range of our audiemce has certainly changed, changed quite dramatically. I’d 
say the change has started really from about the mid-1980s, when I did Mrichhakatika. I think, for 
that play, a lot of the older generation turned up. But also a lot of the young who were not really 
into the arts. Because this was just a story which they could take. And that has helped. And so now 
one finds that the range is more responsive. I think within that range the actual component of 
Asians changes from production to production. For Midsummer Night’s Dream I don’t expect there 
will be a massive Asian turnout. For Heer Ranjha there was a huge one. It’s also a question of the 
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kind of text . . .
STq: And venues? You said you tour? Do you go to community centres?
JV: Nowadays we don’t go into community centres. Just theatres. So it’s a question of getting the 
community into the theatre: this is your theatre as well, so you should come to it. That was the 
reasoning behind the work I did at the National. Fine, I may be at the National, but the work must 
attract the Asians into it. And really it was only with my productions that for the first time a huge 
number of Asians turned up. The audience figure of Asians has seen a dramatic increase. But then 
it rests upon the theatres, what other work they do to maintain that. I think that not just with 
National but most of the other theatres, too, are not interested in the regularity of audience. They’re 
quite happy if once in a while there are a couple of Asians, it meets their objectives, a few business 
clients, that’s okay. For us it is a concern. There we have to identify certain types of theatres. 
Increasingly I’m also thinking that it’s time for us also to have our own theatre. I don’t want to lose 
touring. I think that touring has been very, very important. It also equates with my notion of the 
migrant, always constantly on the move. And I’m convinced that we would not be what we are 
today had we not toured. Having said that, I also feel that there is a need, or I can see the virtue of 
having a theatre. considering the kind of limitations I have. For example, now I cannot do more 
than, at the very maximum, three productions a year. But if I had a theatre, I could do twenty 
plays, in the course of the year, in the one house, and that, in terms of Asian texts, would be very, 
very necessary. As time goes on, you’re increasingly aware that there is a huge range of Asian texts 
out there. And time is getting shorter, you just haven’t the time to catch up . . . Like I wanted to 
work on Girish [Karnad’s] new play, Fire and Rain, Nagamandala, and Mahesh Dattani’s work, 
Elkunchwar’s work. Very very interesting. 

And that’s where, really, the need for a space becomes paramount. You can then actually do a 
huge range of work, rather than constantly trying to interest others to do the work, in which case 
you end up having to explain to them, justify why . . . which becomes a headache after a while.
STq: So is there any chance of getting your own theatre? 
JV: Well, one of the things is that we have our own studio, which is a small space, where we have 
performances. This year I’ve completed a three-year plan, for the next three years for the Arts 
Council. What I’ve signalled to them is I’m not doing any more European plays. I’m not touching 
any European texts. So Midsummer Night’s Dream will be my last one for three years. And for three 
years I’m simply concentrating on Asian texts. And by Asian I mean Indian, Chinese, Japanese. 
That’s it. That’s all I’m doing. And I’ll do them in the studio as well as on tour. So what I’ve 
planned is that we’ll do three productions in the studio. One reason for doing three productions 
here is that I’m aware from previous experiences that Asian plays will not necessarily be picked up 
on tour. While doing Heer Ranjha, I had a classic response from one of the big theatres in this 
country. They said we like and admire Tara’s work very much, and the next time you do a 
European play, we’d be very happy to pick it up but we don’t have an audience; this is Asian; and I 
found that perverse, really perverse. Given that I’d made all sorts of connections with Romeo and 
Juliet; and given that in that same year I’d done Little Clay Cart at the National Theatre; and then 
there’s this kind of response. It’s also that the whole art scene here, theatre in particular, has 
become very market-driven now. Everyone’s having to be very, very conscious of the kind of texts 
that they choose. So I felt that there may well be a year within these three years when I’ll have no 
co-production, no possibility of touring. Then, in any case I’ll have done my three productions here 
in this studio. So that’s been one kind of practical consideration. The other thing has been that to 
give ourselves the experience also of just trying to programme a theatre season, at least to make a 
start with three plays. . . if that works well, then the following year, expand it to five or ten, and if 
you can get that kind of experience here, then there are possibilities of theatres coming up, existing 
spaces we could take over. At the moment I would be very resistant to the idea because running a 
building is fantastically complicated. And you really need to have people around you. You need to 
have very good administrators, marketing people. Otherwise the whole thing is a disaster. I think 
if we have this resource here, then let’s give the training here—I think it’s only a matter of time 
before we get a theatre of our own.
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STq: Do you think, with the generations, as the experience of actual migration recedes, different 
kinds of issues may come up? Like the story of the half-Bengali boy who attacked . . . that was 
really kind of haunting, because it’s like he’s identifying with his peers here, this whole question of 
who you are—
JV: I don’t think migration will stop being an issue. One of the main reasons why it won’t stop is 
that unlike in the States, the experience we have here is a kind of direct encounter between one 
tradition, a very codified, huge tradition which is the English tradition, with a history, a text. It has 
also a history of empire, which continues. Set against that is a whole other tradition, our own, 
which is there in the languages, tastes. What that has bred is a certain kind of virulent racism. I 
think what characterizes racism in England is silence, which makes it very difficult because we 
always have to second-guess—what‘re they thinking? I think, because of that, the issue of 
migration won’t die. That’s one of the really great issues of the western world now. We face it in 
terms of Europe. The same thing is happening here now. England has a huge problem of becoming 
part of Europe, of ethnicity. So from lots of angles I see no possibility of it dying out as an issue. 
Then there are some aspects—which I think is the implication of your question, that with 
succeeding generations, and to some extent we are beginning to sense it, that they have less of a 
kind of obvious duality as people like me have, who know Indian languages but who also know 
English,who have  grown up with Indian texts. I think we are in a slightly different situation. What 
is very interesting about the very young is that in a number of cases, they have no language 
background. However, paradoxically, because of the situation of being in England, they are finding 
it much easier to make connections with India, from a kind of roots point of view. And they’re 
quite free in that sense, to do it. So you’ll see a lot of people who are sporting kurtas, and talking 
about being Indian in quite an aggressive sense, who will pick and choose odd little things they 
will identify with: the Bhangra, for instance. But when one examines it, one finds that very few 
people know about the Bhangra, so it’s not necessarily a serious connection being made between 
two forms, there and here. But in a certain sense I find it very refreshing—it’s not a questioning 
connection with India. I think there are problems with that because it can open you up to taking on 
certain aspects unquestioningly. I find it very, very disturbing, the kind of Hindu revivalism . . . the 
echoes of that here among the young—it’s kind of frightening. It doesn’t square, you know. You 
can’t possibly be seriously thinking of a kind of Hindutva in England when you’re also having all 
sorts of other negotiations. So there are downsides to it as well. But nevertheless, that generation, I 
feel, in that one respect is different in that it hasn’t got its own memories of journey, but is linked 
up with us because it is trying to vicariously pick up those memories, to make connections. So 
what I have to be careful of is, in a way, to be responsive to that approach. And that’s where, going 
back to the Dream, that notion of having the space between doing the workshop in certain forms, 
and then doing the rehearsals, became so vital. It’s recognizing the fact that the actors are 
genuinely interested but they actually haven’t got the language, the ear for those sounds, for those 
gestures. However, they could be stimulated by this and find, through their own experiences, some 
sort of connection—and that would be a more valid one to take on board, rather than to impose 
this upon them in course of rehearsals and simply get them to do it.
STq: One of the areas which I find very troubled is the whole business of girls growing up here, 
women having to negotiate between family ideas of what they should be, and what the culture is 
like here. Have you considered dealing with those issues? 
JV: In fact, we did a play, long time ago, ten years ago, called Scenes in the Life of , which was 
following one woman who migrates and her growing up here, and her negotiation. I find that, in a 
way, the negotiation that Asian women are having to undertake now is much less fraught than it 
was, say, ten-fifteen years ago. Ten-fifteen years ago, it was very obvious. I found it very difficult to 
attract women into the group until I began to ask, Well all right, so what are you concerned about; 
I went to the parents, is it that we work in the evenings, coming home in the evenings, all of that. 
So we started transporting them, we’d drop them; and that helped. They knew who I was, who the 
actors were, they knew they had cars and could drop people,  that there was a certain kind of 
safety around. That’s a kind of issue which now, one would not be thinking of, it wouldn’t be 
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coming out that way. So I think there has been a kind of change in the temperature. And 
paradoxically, I find that there are many more women going into drama schools than there are 
men. And again I think it’s been part of, not so much liberalizing, but certainly an easing off, a kind 
of acceptance that, Yes, we are here, we’re not going anywhere else. And, actually, not so many bad 
things are happening. Part of that is to due to the fact that more structures are up, lots of 
organizations that people know about. For example, virtually every year some actor will say, You 
know, my parents are very happy that I’m working with you, and I’m saying, That’s strange, I’m 
getting validated by parents now (laughs). But in a way, it’s quite healthy, and that’s just to say that 
there are quite a number of other groups like that, and that’s in the sphere of public knowledge. 
Certainly among Asians.

Letter to the Editor

The previous issue of STQ (no. 16) carried a long article by me entitled ‘ The “Inexhaustible 
Work of Criticism in Action”: Street Theatre of the Left’.  On page 5, towards the end of Section 
I, appears a sentence in square brackets which claims that ‘By Left, throughout this article, is 
meant the official Left’.  Since readers are likely  to surmise that this is the author’s clarification, 
let me state that the sentence is not mine: it is an editorial addition of which I was not aware.  By 
Left, I do not mean the ‘official’ Left only.

This editorial addition is unfortunate on two counts.  First, the term ‘official Left’—by 
which, I presume, is meant the individuals and organizations owing allegiance to the 
Communist and Left parties that together make up the Left Front in Indian politics—brings to 
mind that other term coined by the historian D. D. Kosambi, ‘official Marxist’, or ‘OM’ for short, 
a term he used, with good reason, rather derogatively. My use of the term ‘Left’ is not 
derogative at all, as will be clear even from a cursory glance at my article.

Secondly, my attempt has been to include in my discussion the entire range of radical, Left 
street theatre practice that I am aware of. Thus, for instance, groups that find mention include 
Theatre Union, Jana Sanskriti, Nishant—all three differently oriented ideologically, all three 
groups on the Left side of the political spectrum, yet all three not owing allegiance to any of the 
parties of the Left Front—in fact, in some cases, being very, very critical of these parties. If all 
such groups across the country are not included, this is a function merely of my lack of 
information—a lack I have repeatedly admitted to in my article — and not  a lack of inclination.

As a matter of fact, a careful reading of the article will show that the question of whether a 
group is overtly or covertly allied to a particular party or not is not crucial at all to the larger 
argument I am making, the argument that is outlined essentially in Section III of the article.

I hope that this clarification will prevent a misreading of the article and its ideological stance 
and location.

Sudhanva Deshpande

[The use of square brackets is a convention denoting editorial as opposed to authorial 
interventions. In this case the intervention was merely meant to clarify that by capitalizing Left, 
we intended to differentiate between the vast range of ‘leftist’ or generally people-oriented 
street theatre, often done by those who have moved away from organized politics; and the Left 
of Marxist thought and practice, though not necessarily Communist Party members or affiliates, 
in India or otherwise. So the use of the word ‘official’ in this connection was not meant to 
include only ‘individuals and organizations owing allegiance to the Communist and Left 
parties that together make up the Left Front in Indian politics’ but merely to mark this 
distinction. Nor was any negative association intended. This distinction between ‘left’ and ‘Left’ 
was retained throughout the issue. Any misunderstanding or confusion caused by this attempt 
at clarification is regretted.]
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While the analysis of performance is at the best of times an exercise fraught with uncertainties—
who decides what is perceived?—the analyses of multicultural productions in contemporary 
Britain are fairly riddled with imprecision and muddled thinking. ‘Crosscultural’, ‘intercultural’, 
‘intracultural’ ‘integrated’, ‘culturally-diverse’: these are all terms that, in varying ways, are 
descriptive of ‘multicultural’.

In Britain, multicultural productions have evolved specifically as a practical response to a 
socio-political issue; the need to see on British stages performers from ‘coloured’ backgrounds: i.e., 
performers that are racially different from white Anglo-Saxons. In the 30 years since this issue 
began to emerge—on the backs of large-scale migration to Britain from the Indian subcontinent 
and the Caribbean—we have witnessed varying approaches to this new dynamic in British society. 
Many theatre productions today, both on main stages as well as by small touring companies, 
feature some form of racially-mixed casts. This has in no small part been stimulated by the rise, 
also, of independent Asian and Black companies since the 1970s; three of which—Black Theatre 
Co-operative, Talawa and Tara Arts—are now firmly part of the national theatre provision in 
Britain.

The very diversity of current expressions of ‘multicultural’ in theatre productions begs the need 
for clarification. Is a production by an Asian or Black theatre company—directed by a Black 
director, written by a Black and featuring Black performers—a ‘multicultural’ production? Is a 
production featuring a racially mixed cast, directed by a White director, written by a White, more 
properly to be termed a ‘multicultural’ production? Or is the example offered by the work of Peter 
Brook and Ariane Mnouchkine in Paris the best definition of ‘multicultural’?

I propose the following conceptual clarifications; and thereby also lay out the focus of my own 
enquiry in this essay:

Multicultural  is a term most appropriately descriptive of those productions featuring a racially 
mixed cast which, by not seeking to draw attention to the racial mix of the producing team, are not 
generally attempting to confront the dominant text-based convention of English theatre. The 
attempt here is to sustain a familiar view of the world, through use of existing conventions of 
English theatre and so subsume the potential for unfamiliarity created by the unconventional 
casting.

Crosscultural productions are those which overtly draw upon the encounters between different 
cultural sensibilities, as these are represented in their producing teams—actors, directors, 
designers, writers, etc. The intention here is invariably to re-imagine the world, with the 
conventions of the English or European stage largely ignored, or seriously questioned.

Binglish  is a term I propose to denote a distinct contemporary theatre praxis: featuring Asian or 
Black casts, produced by independent Asian or Black theatre companies. The attempt here, I would 
argue, is to directly challenge or provoke the dominant conventions of the English stage. Binglish 
productions can contain both the above definitions; but the former are not the same as Binglish 
productions.

(I appropriate the term Binglish  from the word used by contemporary Singaporeans to describe 
their spoken language: ‘Singlish’. I use it to suggest a form of spoken English as much as a process: 
Asian and Black life in modern Britain is self-evidently ‘not quite English’; and, equally, is 
characterized by a striving to be—and at times an insistence upon being—‘English’. I believe it is 
this ambivalent sensibility that forms a sine qua non  of Asian and Black life in Britain today; a 
sensibility that is at the heart of the title of my essay.

The above definitions would suggest that the full scope of this topic is beyond the limitations 
of this essay. I will, therefore, confine myself to the analysis of Binglish  productions. Given my 
assertion that such productions can be both multi- and cross-cultural, I would hope that, while 
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limiting my field of reference, there will be insights gained that could be applied to multi- and 
cross-cultural productions.

How is a Binglish production to be analysed?
Irving Wardle’s comments in the Independent on Sunday on my production of Troilus and Cressida 

provide a pithy summary of the problematic of analysing Binglish productions. I quote:  
‘. . . in the case of Jatinder Verma’s production of Troilus and Cressida, I feel an attack of blimpish 
nationalism coming on: damned outsider gatecrashing the club, doesn’t know the rules . . . 
Eventually, if not quite yet, the club will have to find room for it.’1 Wardle accurately points up the 
‘outsider’ nature of Binglish productions; as much as, more reluctantly, perhaps, their inevitability.

The ‘outsider’ view is shared by several critics. One such, when asked why he came to shows 
produced by Asian and Black theatre companies—did he, for example, come out of an interest in 
the type of theatre production that the company undertook or because of what the company 
represented as a type within British theatre—replied, to his credit, I feel, that he went to shows by 
Asian or Black companies because these were ‘ethnic’ companies.2

Viewed as ‘outsiders’ or, at best, marginal, Binglish productions can (among the more liberal-
minded) be generically analysed as ‘a good thing’; a form of political correctness that finds its 
correlative in the fact that many Asian and Black audiences flock to Binglish productions because 
they can relate more readily to the producers, the themes and the manners of their expression. 
Social goodwill, then, undoubtedly forms a part of any analysis of such productions.

Another defining feature of Binglish productions is their use of ‘other’ texts. I use the adjective 
‘other’ to describe a wide range of texts: existing European texts, adaptations of such texts, new 
texts from Asian and Black writers, texts from Asia and Africa. What characterizes their ‘otherness’? 
Provocation. Yvonne Brewster’s Talawa Theatre company presented in the early 90s a production of 
Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest. Featuring an all-Black cast, the text was presented in 
period and ‘as is’: no adaptation was undertaken to justify the usage of an all-Black cast. But, as 
one national critic put it, ‘This Earnest opens your eyes.3

If the element of provocation is implicit in even the most conventional of Binglish productions, 
it achieves considerable amplification when considering adaptations and texts from the non-
European world. It is worth here re-reading Irving Wardle’s comments above on my production of 
Troilus and Cressida.  The same critic also commented on my production of an ancient Indian play, 
The Little Clay Cart, for the Royal National Theatre: ‘. . . A few more shows like this and Western 
linear theatre will start looking primitive .’4

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, ‘provocative’ has the sense of ‘tending to excite or 
enrage’ as much as of ‘stimulating, irritating’. I believe this entire range of meanings is in operation 
in the perception of Binglish productions, in both producers and audiences alike. This sensibility of 
provocation is implicit, of course, in the very act of forming independent companies; which act, in 
turn, takes its impetus from contemporary British life. The impact of relatively large-scale coloured  
immigration into Britain since the late 50s has, in essence, been provocative. Provoking issues of 
race, nationality, ethnicity, identity, community, equality of opportunity, justice, law and order; 
these form the often ‘hidden texts’ of modern multicultural Britain. Postcolonial Britain, by an 
ironic act of symmetry, is undergoing the same uncertain groping towards defining itself as are the 
countries that were once colonized by Britain.

The provocation of Binglish productions, I would contend, is to stimulate other ways of 
‘seeing’. Is a French classic, with its history of translation into English theatre as a stylized comedy 
of manners, so bound within this defining convention as to be incapable of being seen as an 
‘Indian’ play? Stylized according to an Indian vocabulary of gesture, mode of speech, dress, music, 
theatrical convention? Theoretically, one should be able to answer, Why not? In practice, however, 
the provocation of such an act is not to be underestimated. Both my productions of Moliere’s 
comedies (Tartuffe for the Royal National Theatre and Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme for Tara Arts) were 
exercises in ‘tradaptation’, to use Robert LePage’s term.5 Set in corresponding periods in India to 
when Moliere originally wrote the texts, they provoked a re-perception of the Moliere classic. As I 
overheard one irate member of the audience remark to the box office attendant at Glassgow’s Tron 
Theatre during the interval of Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme, ‘this is not Moliere’!6 A sentiment echoed 
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by Margaret Burgess in a regional paper during the tour of Tartuffe:  ‘Somewhere in France this 
week Moliere is turning in his grave . . . For me, [the conception of Tartuffe] was as valid as 
transporting A Passage to India to Paris!’7 What is ‘acceptable’ is here being confronted; what is 
being contested is the notion of the ‘authentic’.

The ‘foreign-ness’ of Indian music, dress, mode of speech (‘sing-song English’) the very 
‘foreign-ness’ of seeing a troupe of Indian performers flirting with the English language—these are 
all elements which are out-of-the-norm for the average British theatre-goer.

Aside from adaptations, ‘other’ texts also include themes which are new to Britain. An example 
is provided by Tamasha Theatre company’s production of The Untouchable in 1989. Based on a 
novel by Mulk Raj Anand, one of India’s greatest living novelists (who was first introduced to 
English tastes by Graham Greene) the play considered the plight of the ‘untouchable’ community 
in India. As a specific social group, the ‘untouchables’ have no correlative in Britain—except within 
the Asian community. Yet, it requires no great exercise in imagination to see in this play a metaphor 
for the new ‘untouchables’ of Britain: the coloured Britons. As in India, they are also barred from 
certain occupations and areas of settlement. Their touch is ‘polluting’; though a pollution that, 
unlike in India, has no religious or cultural validation.

Underlining the other-ness of the texts, Binglish productions are also characterized by a 
linguistic distinction: what I alluded to above when talking of ‘flirting with the English language’. 
Flirtation  is the ‘ambivalent sensibility’ that is central to Binglish. Talawa Theatre company’s 
production of King Lear in 1993 and Tamasha’s Women of Dust (1992) offer two contrasting, though 
related, illustrations of such flirtation. While Talawa’s King Lear did not set out to adapt 
Shakespeare’s text (unlike what I attempted with Troilus),  the audience was nevertheless made to 
experience a variety of language : Carribean, West African, and an RSC-derived ‘received 
pronunciation’ vied with each other to create a rich tapestry of the sound  of English. The resonance 
of the Carribean accent, in particular, took on associative meanings for Black members of the 
audience that made Shakespeare’s text immediately their own. Here it could be claimed with some 
justification that ownership of the text was being contested through the sounds of the English 
language: when the production was employing a more conventional spoken English, white 
members of the audience were ‘in tune’; when it was less conventional, it was time for the Black 
members to assert their ownership—which they often did with great vocal gusto. 

In Tamasha’s Women of Dust, conventional spoken English was distorted by the adoption of 
Rajasthani speech patterns (the play explored the lives of Rajasthani women migrant workers in 
North India). This was further distorted by exclamations in Hindi. To English ears, Indian-English 
speech is governed by conventions that derive ultimately from Empire days: ‘sing-song’, florid, 
with a curious penchant for dropping definite articles. A convention that achieved its defining 
caricature at the hands of Peter Sellers in the film, The Party. Indian languages per se , of course, 
remain wholly foreign. (Though I should qualify this: waiting at a suburban London railway 
station recently on a cold wet night, I was astounded when an elderly Englishman came up to me 
and started speaking in Hindi! It took me a few beats to realize that was what he was doing and 
reply in Hindi. He had been a trader in India during the Independence era—selling goods to both 
warring factions along the Indo-Pakistani border!)

One characteristic feature of spoken English-English (as opposed to American or any other 
form of English), it seems to me, is under-statement : typified by the caricature of the ‘stiff-upper-
lip’. All caricatures have some basis in reality, and this is no exception. The under-statement of 
English-English is a development of imperial times, when little England was assured of its power 
across the globe. This mode can, therefore, also be seen as a form of excluding others from power—
the colonized, the working classes, those that don’t fit in with ‘the club’. A mode which, in daily 
life, quintessentially expresses English racial discrimination. From this perspective, Asians and 
Blacks, excluded, therefore, from English-English, have learnt the art of direct statement. Our use 
of English is more expressive, more emotive, more declamatory . . . ‘rhetorical’ to English-English 
ears. The conventional English comedy of manners for example, under such conditions, is bound 
to sound provocative.

Langue, as used in this essay, has, therefore, come to mean language, accent and mode of 
speech. And it is these varieties of langue that English-English audiences are having to negotiate in 
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Binglish productions. Such negotiation of langue, I would argue, is a defining feature of Binglish—
using the term here in both its senses: as a form of language and a distinctive theatre praxis. It is 
this negotiation that modern audiences are most obviously confronted with in Binglish 
productions. Introducing them to a greater auditory experience, and, by implication, challenging 
them—most especially, the critics in their midst—to acquire a wider auditory range. These varying 
langues—Caribbean, Hindi, Punjabi, Gujarati, Urdu, Bengali, Tamil, Ghananian, Nigerian, Somali—
form part of the linguistic map of modern Britain: they cannot be expected to be absent from 
modern British theatre. Such training of the ear, I would argue, is also a challenge thrown up by 
‘crosscultural’ productions; as was evident in Michael Billington’s response to Sotigui Kouyote’s 
characterization of Prospero in Peter Brook’s version of The Tempest.8

If the spoken language offers a challenge to audiences of Binglish productions, so do the forms 
of presentation, using imagery and other stage vocabulary derived from the non-European parts of 
the world. These challenges in form vary from company to company. I will concentrate a while on 
the practice of Tara Arts, a company with which I am obviously very familiar. I do so because Tara 
more consistently challenges form from this perspective than any other independent Asian or 
Black company at present. This merely reflects a conscious search by Tara for a distinctive theatrical 
form; a search that is at least a decade old.

Tara’s search is premised on classical Indian aesthetics. The central premise of classical Indian 
theatre—which is shared by classical Chinese, Japanese and all southeast Asian theatres—is its 
eschewing of the photographic sense of ‘reality’. As the earliest treatise on the theatre—the 
Natyashastra—puts it, drama must be ‘a delight to the eyes as much as the ears’9

Composed c. 4th century A. D., this treatise is the most comprehensive manual on the art of 
performance anywhere in the world, superseding in its practical detail and depth of theory even 
the works of Aristotle and Stanislavski. It posits four constituent elements of theatre: Abhinaya  
(Gesture, which includes movement), Vacikam  (Speech, which includes music), Aharayam  
(Costume, which includes makeup) and Sattvikam  (the Mind, which includes emotion). This four-
fold conception of theatre led to a practice that Brecht, much later, in 1935, described as ‘total 
theatre’ on seeing a troupe of Beijing opera actors in Berlin.10 Movement and music, in this 
conception, are not ancillary to the spoken word but form an integral part of the ‘text’ of 
performance.

At the heart of the Natyashastra is the theory of rasa: translated by one modern commentary as 
‘aesthetic rapture’.11 The closest modern rendering of the word would be ‘flavour’, as in the 
flavour of food—a metaphor that Bharata makes much use of in the Natyashastra. For the act of 
savouring food is an emotive as much as a functional act. A discussion of rasa  is outside the scope 
of this article but I cannot leave the subject without offering the highly-suggestive rendering by 
Abhinavagupta, an early-medieval Indian literary critic: ‘The actor . . . does not experience rasa, 
nor does the original character, nor even the author.  For rasa implies distance.  Without this 
aesthetic distance, there cannot exist literature, only the primary world’12

I have gone to some lengths to sketch Tara’s approach to performance to suggest what 
underpins the company’s rejection of the dominant convention of the modern English stage—the 
spoken word. Gesture is speech, as much as a phrase of music is a sentence—or the passage of 
time. It is in this sense that the word, in Tara’s productions, takes on the texture also of dance and 
music. Removing any one element immeasurably reduces the whole production. The apparent 
simplicity of this assertion is dispelled the moment one pauses to consider that both the movement 
and music vocabularies are Indian based. To most Western eyes and ears these are, at best, both 
exotic and foreign.

This drawing upon other, non-European vocabularies of movement, music and imagery is in 
my view a defining characteristic of all Binglish productions. In Tamasha’s Women of Dust, for 
example, much of the play saw the characters sitting on the floor on their haunches. Such physical 
expression of manual labour is quite foreign to Britain. While Talawa and Black Theatre 
Co-operative do not draw upon Indian theatre practice, in their usage of African and Caribbean 
music, movement and ritual forms, they share a common tendency.

Such productions can, therefore, also be characterized as negotiating  foreign-ness. A foreign-ness 
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not quite ‘pure’ as it is expressed in a flirtatious English (Binglish)! Thus a modern white audience 
in Britain experiencing a Binglish production could be said to be oscillating continuously between 
the sense of the native, the familiar, and the foreign. It is this characteristic, more than any other, 
that distinguishes Binglish productions from multicultural ones (in the sense in which I have 
defined the latter). Multicultural productions are premised on the familiar; even their experiments 
in integrated casting aim to make the unfamiliar (Asian or Black faces amidst White) acceptable. 
Binglish productions, on the other hand, overtly seek to establish other rules of the game.

Trevor Nunn’s production of Timon of Athens for the Young Vic in 1991 offers an interesting 
example. Nunn, as he neared his retirement from the RSC, came increasingly to see the necessity of 
multicultural productions, as his celebrated Othello with Willard White testifies. In Timon, his cast 
included one Asian. The production, inevitably, perhaps, given Nunn’s history, was determined by 
the RSC’s approach to speaking Shakespeare’s text: the infamous ‘received pronunciation’. Yet in 
its Asian member of the cast, the production possessed an actor who could not speak in such a 
manner even if he tried: his English is clearly conditioned by the rhythms of his Gujarati mother-
tongue. For me, this actor ‘stood-out’ unfavourably, in comparison to  the rest of the cast. I found 
myself feeling, ‘Why can’t he speak like the others?’ The failure of the production, for me, lies not 
in Trevor Nunn’s decision to have a multiracial cast—indeed, I would applaud him for that—but 
in failing to recognize the challenge such an actor posed to his own conception of how Shakespeare 
ought to be spoken. Had all the cast been encouraged to employ their natural accents or variants of 
English speech—Lancastrian, Yorkshire, Cornish, etc.—the sense of having an integrated cast 
would have gone further, instead of leaving a faint aftertaste of having been witness to a 
de-racinating process. Which I believe to be the ultimate implication of a ‘colour-blind’ approach to 
casting. (A term which I must confess I have never been able to understand. How can I, as a 
member of the audience or a practitioner, be oblivious to my colour or the colour of the actors I see 
on stage? It is part of what makes me particular in the world today. And is not theatre the art of 
making the particular reveal connections with other particularities?)

In conclusion, I would argue that the particular type of multicultural productions I have 
analysed (Binglish) are characterized by their usage of ‘other’ texts, distinctive langue, and non-
European stage vocabulary. What I have called their ‘flirtation’ with English leads both 
practitioners and audiences alike to experience a constant negotiation between the familiar and the 
unfamiliar: between the sense of ‘native’ and ‘foreign’. And this flirtation, I have tried to suggest, is 
a reflection of contemporary ambivalence to and of the new Britons: Asians and Blacks. Binglish 
productions are, in sum, creating a ‘different sort of noise’ in English theatre (to use Salman 
Rushdie’s trenchant phrase,13 by a combination of colour, langue  and forms of expression.

By implication, I am arguing also for the necessity of extending the current critical vocabulary 
of theatre, if multicultural productions generally, and Binglish productions in particular, are 
properly to be appreciated. 

Notes:
1. Irving Wardle, Independent on Sunday, 3 October 1993
2. A conversation with Michael Coveney of The Observer
3. Alex Renton, The Independent, 18 May 1989.
4. Irving Wardle, Independent on Sunday, 8 December 1991
5. Interview with Robert LePage, The Guardian, 5 October 1994. LePage uses the term to convey the sense of
annexing old texts to new cultural contexts.
6. Tron Theatre, Glasgow, Friday, 30 September 1994.
7. Review by Margaret Burgess, Surrey Advertiser, 28 June 1991
8. Michael Billington, The Guardian, 28 May 1993
9. The Natyashastra, trans. Dr Adya Rangacharya, Bangalore, 1986.
10. ‘Alienation Effects in Chinese Acting’, John Willett (trans. and ed.), Brecht on Theatre,  London, 1964, pp. 
91-97
11. J. L. Masson and M.V. Patwardhan, Aesthetic Rapture, 2 vols., Poona, 1970. This excellent book analyses
Abhinavagupta’s ideas, as found in his commentary, the Abhinavabharati, composed in the 9th century A. 
D.
12. Ibid., vol. 1, p. 24
13. Interview with Jeremy Isaacs, ‘Face to Face’, BBC TV, 10 October 1994.
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vinayaka naik (the pen-name of a retired Goan theatre director who would like to be exiled to 
Ambolin Ghat, Maharashtra) recently travelled in Orissa, heralding the onset of summer in the 
company of Natya Chetana, Bhubaneshwar, a ‘Theatre NGO’.

Bhubaneshwar, lazily stretching at six-fifteen in the morning, is shrouded in smoky but thick mist. 
Not as evil as fog in Daryaganj, Delhi, at the same time, yet strong enough for most motorists to 
grudgingly admit defeat and switch their lights on at low beam.

There is a distinct chill in the air but the outskirts of Bhubaneshwar wear a friendly smile, and 
the early morning is soft and pleasant to the touch.

I am in a minibus. Subodh Patnaik, the quiet but uncompromising theatre director who steers 
Natya Chetana, has deliberately chosen roads that miss the Bhubaneshwar–Cuttack road 
altogether—to show his actors, as he says, the real  Orissa.

This bus moves at a trot of its own liking—which, let me tell you, is an agonizing 30-35 km per 
hour—all the way to Bhangakusum, some 90 or so km away. I am the invited guest of Natya 
Chetana and its actor-gypsies on this eighth day of March, 1997, and travel with them to celebrate 
International Women’s Day at Samajik Seva Sadan, a project working with and for tribal women.

Natya Chetana, after community lunch (no mention was made of the siesta then!), will be 
performing their Tangia Chhaap (Axe Symbol).

My bony knees, long, skinny legs and size 10 feet are bent sideways so I don’t scrape them 
against the seat in front of me. I am looking out of the window. In defiance of safety rules, and 
largely because there’s almost no traffic on this road out of Bhubaneshwar, sometimes, when a 
reckless Goan mood suddenly gets me (I’ll get to that in a while), I try to stick my head out of  the 
window as far as it can go.

The air smells clean and fresh and there are lovely sights on the side of the road. Red-pink silk-
cotton flowers perched like bright, exotic birds; and every so often, bursting out of the dry ground 
on trees, another type of flower bunched in tight orange clusters, sharply poised, as if a spear from 
each points to the sun to herald the coming of summer.

Subodh respects all my Goan eccentricities (which are many), but in between, unplanned and 
totally at random, we talk about various things—the Oriya names of trees I recognize, vegetables 
growing in the fields by the side of the road, how houses are designed and built in villages, tribal 
dances—things like that.

I mention to Subodh for instance, that Goa too has (had?) its own tribal population, the Kunbis 
and Gaudos—one community predominantly Catholic, the other, Hindu.

In fact, you could say that the Kunbi and Gaudo were one and the same person until organized 
religion got into the act!

A friend of mine narrates an absolutely macabre story of a tribal village near the Ceiba-Geigy 
factory off Old Goa—not too far from where the sacred relics of Goa’s Catholic Patron Saint, the 
Portuguese Jesuit, Father Francis Xavier, are housed:

Donkey’s years back, apparently, as with roughly half the Goan population at that time, this 
particular tribal village was forcibly converted to Catholicism. In the early 60s, free from the 
colonial power, in a crude and obvious backlash, it is rumored that a Hindu religious organization, 
funded by a leading industrialist, reconverted  them to Hinduism! Not to be outdone, my source 
then tells me, a few years later, a group of Catholic priests got into the act and persuaded them yet 
again to come back to the fold!

In effect, neither Hindu nor Catholic gave a shit. Goa’s tribal population—as with those in 
other parts of the country—were forced, as always, to the antipodes. Who knows, perhaps that is 
where they derive their cultural strength from!

Meeting Ghosts in Orissa down Goan roads
Vinayaka Naik
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It is, after all, this population that gave Goa the Khell Tiatr—as with many other Goan tribal 
rituals, home-grown, hand-woven, and relatively unaffected by 500 years of Lusitanian 
colonization. The Khell was a satirical, travelling play that was once performed in south Goan 
villages. These were villages where Kunbis had a significant population as mundcars—labourers 
‘benevolently bonded’ to rich Catholic landed gentry or bhatcars!

Performed in the three days before Lent—the season of the 40 days of Catholic mourning 
preceding Easter, the resurrection of Jesus—the Khell wove its way through the village, with not 
infrequent stops at village bars or ‘tavernas’ to be fueled with coconut feni—the liquor distilled 
from coconut toddy.

As the church in Goa rightly stresses, the ‘carnival’ is (or rather, was) a pagan festival. 
‘Carnaval’ (as would be said in Konkani), literally and metaphorically, much to the church’s 
spiritual annoyance, was a time to let off steam.

The Khell, largely spur-of-the-moment and ad-libbed, used the entire village as its stage, and 
with acting and song intertwined, drew laughter and spurred merriment.

Traditionally, Kunbi men made up the actors. The women and the other men not actually 
acting, made up the spectators or audience—or more appropriately perhaps, the ‘participants’ in 
the Khell Tiatr ‘parade’ through the village. There were no costumes or makeup in the usual sense 
of the term. Since the Khell was primarily a ‘carnaval’ performance, actors could wear, literally, 
anything! There would definitely be a lot of colour (as in Holi) and myriad variants of what one 
could expect at ‘Fancy Dress Competitions’.

A sharp social awareness and wit, traditional Kunbi dances, bawdy songs one after another, 
and rapid-fire innuendoes, peals of feni-inspired laughter—these were the main ingredients of a 
Khell, and nobody was spared—not the village Romeo, not the errant parish priest, not even the 
landlord the Kunbis worked for.

Music, as with early black slave communities denied expression, was basically the voice 
(which, thanks to dictatorial Goan church choirmasters, possessed a sophisticated and natural feel 
for harmony) and that most dangerous of slave instruments, the drum.

Kunbi drumming was the gentle but insistent thud of the gumot—a terracotta instrument, 
something like a smaller version of the Carnatic ghatam, but flat at both ends. One side of the 
gumot, about the size of a medium tom-tom, is covered with the stretched skin of the large monitor-
like lizards found in surviving Goan forests, after being heated and tuned over burning coals; it is 
played by the fingers and palm. The other end is left open, tapering to a lip two or three inches 
wide, and blocked—or, more correctly, ‘tamped’ by the palm of the other hand to establish the 
ground beat.

The Khell Tiatr, in fact, was not the only time the Kunbis sought solace in the power of their 
voices and drums. During the annual celebration for Fr. Francis Xavier S.J., Patron Saint of Goa, for 
instance, Kunbi villagers walked to Old Goa in pilgrimage at least two nights before the actual day 
to keep sacred vigil—with gumots and voice—and, of course, bottles of coconut feni, pickled 
sausage and rough whole-wheat bread (poyo). Church authorities, as only to be expected, frowned 
upon this equally pagan obeisance to St. Francis Xavier, too. Owing more to the vicissitudes of time 
than fiat, however, this Kunbi practice, too, may have breathed its last.

Thanks to earlier scholarship—primarily Dr. Jose Pereira, Manuel Martins and others through 
the Institute Menezes Braganza, Panjim, and some persons at the Kala Academy, Panjim—much of 
the Kunbi and Gaudo music has been written about, if not actually recorded. The larger cultural 
life of the Kunbi or Gaudo may be something else altogether.

Today, thanks to the Goan government, the three days before Lent have officially been 
‘carnivalized’ for tourists in three or four major towns—and have, effectively, been killed at the 
village level—where if it happened at all, it happened naturally and spontaneously. Even just ten 
years ago, the Kunbis and Gaudos were still trotted out to dance on official ‘carnival floats’—
specimens in an anthropological zoo. Today, even that pathetic farce has been done away with—
usurped by English-speaking college students and cold-blooded impresarios who entertain the 
tourists in ways that would make even the Amitabh Bachchan Corporation wince!

The real Khells are dead.
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I had the privilege of following these small bands of Khell revellers in 1974 and 1975 in villages 
between Benaulim and Varca (now dotted with hotels, tourist lodges and fancy bars and 
restaurants) together with a friend interested in theatre—the two of us visiting the same tavernas 
the actors did!—and remember seeing how many of the actors were old men. We both noticed that 
teenaged Kunbi boys and girls were actually embarrassed by their uncles and grandfathers 
performing the Khell in gay abandon—and both of us drunkenly wondered, even then, how long 
before the Khells just died.

But, forsooth, let’s get back to this bus!
I crane my neck out at small markets where the bus slows to a crawl as we pass through, and 

Subodh introduces me to the gho-maach after a gap of nearly twenty years.
These gho-maach in a cane basket waiting to be sold arouse the interest of everyone in the bus 

and I feel at home. Imagine, I am in a bus in the middle of Orissa, the topic of conversation is a fish, 
and everyone—but everyone (including me)—is salivating!

In Orissa, the gho-maach is fished for in the small rivers and streams that branch off the majestic 
and now almost summer-lazy Mahanadi which we cross on our way to Bhangakusum. In Goa, too, 
in villages away from the coast that have freshwater streams, a fish smaller than gho-maach was 
once available and much sought after.

This was, of course, before villagers near good freshwater rivers joined surrounding (and often 
illegal) iron-ore operations as cheap labour, filched the occasional bit of gelignite or dynamite with 
the help of greedy, fish-loving foremen, and bombed the shit out of the Goan gho-maach lookalikes. 
This happened in rivers in Quepem and Sanguem talukas, in interior, non-tourist Goa.

A woman I know who has land in that area—bordering in fact, a good river on three sides—
once told me that it was fairly common to see, in villages adjoining her land, young village males 
with one of their arms missing at the wrist or elbow—depending on how stupidly they used the 
explosives they filched. And not, of course, to even suggest that the poor Goan gho-maach ever got 
away!

The gho-maach being a common but unattainable delicacy, and lunch being an hour or so away, 
Subodh and I exchange elaborate and almost ritualistic recipes for fish curries.

The colour of the soil as we pass,  the darkish red-orange laterite that could have been in Goa—
between Bicholim and further afield for instance—make me nostalgic for Goa.

To add to my discomfiture, the sides of the road suddenly get surrounded by cashew estates. 
The caju blossoms—a strong, sap-rich and acquired fragrance—are just forming and I can smell 
them in the air.  Knowing full well that Natya Chetana campaigns actively against alcohol in the 
tribal belts, I bite my tongue just before I ask Subodh whether people in these parts brew and distill 
‘caju feni’.  Some recipes, however much cherished and respected, you can’t really exchange.

Every so often Subodh takes me out of my reverie to explain things to me, point to which 
factory is coming up, how Bhubaneshwar and Orissa are changing, rapidly and quite 
unthoughtfully.

How, for instance, tea is being grown where it has no right to be; mills and factories being 
planned which village development activists fear will surely sully Orissa’s beautiful rivers and 
streams that lead to the sea, or just as surely, uproot, displace or further colonize Orissa’s tribal 
populations.

Subodh mirrors what a young and articulate development worker told me in Bhubaneshwar 
yesterday evening:

‘Liberalization may be good for the rest of the country’, he said, ‘but over here, it has meant 
doom for Orissa’s large tribal population.  They are, literally, sitting on immensely rich natural 
resources—high grade iron a few feet below the top-soil, timber, everything, all the natural 
resources, anything you want—you just name it!  So it is important then, isn’t it, to make life 
difficult for them, starve them, drive them off their own land, and then move in, to claim 
everything in the name of “liberalization”.  Who cares for “tribals” anyway, what does it matter to 
the country if a few hundreds of them die?’

Mostly, in answer to an occasional question from me, Subodh talks about traveling with Natya 
Chetana and how the group adds itself on, and campaigns, with  their theatre, for common cause.
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The group travels much in Orissa, rehearsing and performing its repertoire, which in itself is a 
wide mix, and which takes different dramatic shapes depending on where the group is performing 
and to whom.

One time, the group jumped on bicycles and went into villages doing skits and educating 
villagers in issues surrounding panchayati raj.  Other times—like today for instance—they may 
enter into an interesting barter.

Later this afternoon, Minu, the young woman who handles Natya Chetana’s documentation 
centre (for Bhubaneshwar, excellent facilities), will video the Women’s Day programme at Samajik 
and Natya Chetana receive payment for its documentation services. In return, Natya Chetana will 
also perform Tangia Chhaap.

Subodh (and through him, Natya Chetana) may be a new and not-often encountered theatre 
entity.

It is interesting that Subodh’s diploma in theatre (Utkal University) could just as easily have 
started him down the road to forming an enthusiastic amateur group in Bhubaneshwar. (‘How 
many amateur theatre groups are there?’  I ask Subodh.  ‘Oh, I don’t know’,  he says, ‘many!’)

To go this predictable route, Subodh would have to find a job first—perhaps as a schoolteacher, 
or a government job or something—and then, like hundreds of part-time, evening theatre groups 
dotted throughout the country, Natya Chetana would function—knowing Subodh, possibly even 
flourish. Who knows?

Also, to be fair, as Subodh sits across from me in this bouncing horse-bus—small goatee on his 
plump, almost cherubic face—I have the sneaking suspicion that he carries in him the streak of a 
rebel.  Block-buster Oriya telefilms and films, and commercial Jatras—as has happened with others 
in the fledging Oriya theatre in recent years—will not have been strong enough to lure him.

Moreover, something of a gypsy at heart—and his spouse and Natya Chetana actors no 
better—he has the confirmed wanderlust and will to travel throughout Orissa.  Just a month back, 
he and his spouse made a lightning fast, non-stop dash across the state arranging for programmes, 
working by day and sleeping in the car at night.  When the car they were travelling in rolled over 
twice—both of them, mercifully, emerging from the wreck without a scratch—they continued the 
last leg of the journey by bus!

Persons who have worked with Natya Chetana keep in touch with the group and each other—a 
kind of an alumni carefully compiled with trust and affection.  The net result is that Natya Chetana 
has many loyal allies.  At Samajik where we are heading, for instance, one of the project officers is a 
former Natya Chetana apprentice, graduate and loyalist.

Subodh worked in the theatre hand in hand with a quite a few development projects in Orissa, 
and after some relevant experience in the field, Natya Chetana (thanks to generous funding from 
HIVOS, the Dutch-based development agency) took on an interesting shape.  It became these past 
few years—for want of a better word—a ‘Theatre NGO’.

In all my rambling conversations with Subodh, I did not get the sense that Theatre (as 
predictably happens with other narrowly defined development perspectives) had its head lopped 
off by either Natya Chetana or HIVOS.  Or, as happens so often, that theatre had just been used, 
made instrumental, and confined within a narrow, fettered perspective.  Often, not even the ode to 
the proverbial tractor Mayakovsky may have refused to write, just (admittedly with a tight handful 
of notable exceptions) a hurriedly-stitched-together garment.  It is referred to (a bit pompously if 
you ask me) as a ‘street play’ or ‘street theatre’, but often ends up being a bad marriage between 
rudimentary ensemble work, passable performance and simplistic ideology. 

My own impressions are that Natya Chetana are first and foremost a theatre group (not just 
activists) with a keen eye for dramatic detail and encouraging of actors who want to learn more 
about the craft.  It functions like a good repertory ought to, imparting skills and using them in the 
group—with Subodh more of a ‘Senior Friend’ than ‘Director’.

In fact, Subodh hates the ‘Director’ if it connotes some kind of an artistic demagogue.
‘Recently I met a theatre director from Calcutta’, he says to me by the way of explanation, as we 

bounce along to Bhangakusum on this bullock-cart bus. ‘He is very strict with his actors, 
sometimes he treats them just like small children, he is making them do things the way only he 
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wants to do.  He calls this discipline, I think it is dictatorship.  I told him—I said, Look, if anything 
happens to me, my actors will continue to work.  If something happens to you, your actors will not 
know what to do, they will be lost!’

His words seem built into the way the group actually functions.  Natya Chetana actors (at any 
given time between 8 to 18 in number and sometimes as many as 6 of them women) come from 
smalltown backgrounds in Orissa, with educations that range from high-school drop outs to 
graduates.  They are confident, and—perhaps because they’ve never received formal training in 
theatre (no mainstream NSD outfit this!)—are confident of themselves in an unpretentious and 
refreshing way.  They appear to have both innocence (essential in an actor because it sows the seed 
of ‘openness’) and strong levels of energy and stamina.  (If they have a major flaw, it is in not 
paying enough attention to their speaking voices.  Barring one or two, every one of them  strains at 
the throat.)

Two of the actors, a teenaged boy and girl—average age, I would think 19—come from a small 
town close to Cuttack, where they belong to a theatre group called (in Oriya) ‘Mirror’.  (‘It is 
proscenium theatre’, the boy said to me by way of explanation).  Their time with Natya Chetana—
up to three months at a time—is profitably spent honing their skills with Subodh and one or two 
regulars.  This is true of many others who have worked/work for Natya Chetana.

In his own small way, in fact, Subodh may have an ‘extension service’ as good as, if not better, 
than those of more established theatre schools, departments and established groups (if any of them 
do have regular  functioning ‘extension services’ at all!).

Just the night before, cool breeze blowing across a large, open tract of land in the city, Natya 
Chetana performed Tangia Chhaap—Axe symbol ( a nasty little dig at how political parties can be 
formed at the drop of a hat!), at the invitation of a Bhubaneshwar-based group working in 
environmental awareness.  I attended the performance together with a small audience of about 120 
persons.

Organized gypsies that they are, Natya Chetana carries its own equipment. Within a few hours 
(well, almost!), Subodh very much in the background and blending with the set, actors first set up 
an L-shaped tent that the audience will later sit under; then place a huge and very well maintained 
canvas across the mud ground in front of the tent—and on this they perform.

Away from the audience, behind the canvas, they set up a tall, almost towering black backdrop. 
In front of this, they neatly place a range of musical instruments—from the familiar harmonium, 
mridangam and tablas, to a shepherd’s flute, a variety of cymbals, and percussion instruments 
using bamboo, coconut shells and sticks.

A monitoring station for the lights, Subodh at the controls, was placed further off-centre. On a 
blue cloth screen that served as an entrance to the performance arena, Minu and Mamta (Subodh’s 
spouse) had neatly exhibited photographs of Natya Chetana’s previous work—two or three 
reviews or articles from the Oriya press and two reviews (Tamil and English) of the group when 
they performed in Madras recently at a national festival of street theatre. There was also a brochure 
pinned up announcing all the services that Natya Chetana offers—these range from theatre-
training and audio/video-documentation to poster design and screen printing facilities, and 
fostering creative interaction with schools. 

If I have to go by my own cynical disposition, then Tangia Chhaap veered towards the simplistic. 
It was almost religious, I thought, in a do-gooder kind of way, how Natya Chetana represented the 
voices of the oppressed. The narrative, and the way they performed it, gave me the disquieting 
feeling that they may have sublimated their real  anger at social ills—they were not, for instance, 
half as vocal and angry as the young development official I met a few hours before the 
performance.

So while it is true that they bring to the fore the right of those oppressed to have a democratic 
choice, I couldn’t help feeling last night (that’s the disillusioned Goan in me!) that life may never 
really be that simple, when you are actually without voice, and left out in the cold.

To be fair though, dramatically, Natya Chetana are slick; indeed, their smoothly flowing 
ensemble work was made even more compelling for me by the fact that three actors in last night’s 
performance were stand-ins with just a few days’ rehearsal!
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I liked the instinctive talent of this group of young actors. The better executed bits and pieces 
reminded me of Badal Sircar’s troupe (which I saw in Chhabildas School, Dadar, in 1978-79). Natya 
Chetana’s young actors, when doing a song, display here and there the same free-flowing, 
sometimes stunning ensemble-driven work.  Although not as finely honed as what I remember 
seeing at Chhabildas, I am moved by the confident way these young backwoods actors invite being 
listened to and viewed.

They began Tangia Chhaap with an absolute flourish and almost flawless timing.  In the dark, all 
one saw at first was a huddle of bodies—all the actors touching their heads together, like football 
players in the middle before the start of a game—and then, suddenly, in perfect synch with a deep 
roll of drums, percussion and stamping feet—the lights coming on apace—the huddle forms a 
straight line that pivots, smoothly, right round to face the audience and burst into an introductory 
song and dance.  Lovely stuff, it was done so well, I couldn’t help grinning—the little audience in 
Bhubaneshwar never stood a chance!

The group’s strength is obviously their close familiarity with the song and dance idioms of 
their tribal-rich region—and this, incidentally, forms a major part of their training.  Even when they 
write their own lyrics, therefore (which they do most of the time), or compose their own tunes, or 
allow for folk and tribal influences to affect their choreography, Subodh believes they do so 
naturally, without trying too  hard—and he may well be right.

Their percussion is simple but innovative and very, very effective. One of the vignettes in 
Tangia Chhaap will stay with me long after I hit the high pastures at Ambolim ghat—it was that 
brilliant!

The scene could easily be out of J. Sainath’s cruel reporting—a drought-prone district where 
people are dying. The ‘hero’ in Tangia Chhaap doesn’t know what to do.  There is famine; is it the 
result of divine pestilence or sheer corruption and greed?

Three actors suddenly break off and skip to the edge of the arena.  One puts on a khadi 
waistcoat, a pair of glasses, a Nehru cap—he could, in fact be a young Sitaram! The other two 
‘arrive’ in front of him carrying a flattish hammock strung between them on a bamboo contraption. 
Young Sitaram gets in.

The actor in front picks up a long, slender cane and just as he begins to twirl it above his head, 
percussion (just plain ordinary Goan coconut shells imagine!) conjures up a government 
helicopter—which  is a very well-known image in Orissa!

The acting in this sequence is superb.  The young boy who plays young Sitaram is positively 
hilarious and sharp enough, in fact, to invite venomous ridicule; the helicopter pilot is studious 
and correct, and Young Sitaram’s flunky in the area a perfect specimen of the type.

Actors handle the small bits of comedy really well. It is with the little polemic in the play that 
they fall short and seem that much forced and laboured. As will happen, I suppose, ‘serious’ 
episodes in Tangia Chhaap tended to be edged with jarring melodrama. Comedy too (consciously or 
otherwise) appeared more in the guise of a break, an interlude, a relief—and was not painted black 
and bitter in angry brush-strokes, not even, frankly, a pale shade of grey.

In the audience, between the front row where I sat cross-legged and the back, was a man whose 
face I could not see but whom I heard right through the performance. At specific moments in the 
play, whenever Natya Chetna’s sense of ‘good’ triumphed over ‘evil’ for instance, he passed 
excited comments in a low, mumbled voice, as if willing the performance on. At the end, when the 
bulb in the small tent came on, before I could get up from my haunches, turn around and see his 
face, he stood up and walked away.  I just caught the back of a dark-blue shirt  and dhoti in the low 
light and dark, skinny legs carrying the bent figure of an elderly man.

I remind myself that the audience was a mixed bag—artists, actors, writers, environmentalists, 
maybe one or two government officials, lecturers, teachers, three visiting Canadian development 
workers and a young, very enthusiastic, very eager Dutch teenager spending time with Natya 
Chetana before he enters university in the Netherlands—the upper crust, you could say, of the city 
and its immediate environs.

The performance in Bhangakusum, I think, is going to be very  different.  And Bhangakusum 
when we arrive—may God praise its blessed name!—is remarkably hot—dry and searing.
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Within minutes of arriving, my throat is parched. I like to think that I am not the only one 
suffering, because I see, strategically placed throughout this camp for tribal women, buckets of 
drinking water.  I drink, within an hour, at least five glasses almost greedily, and tell Subodh that 
Bhangakusum is hot, and he smiles and tells me that this is only a prelude—that real  summer is 
far, far worse!

The community lunch, when it finally arrived on the cowdunged floor of a large spotlessly 
clean tent, is out of this world and worth walking several miles for (but more about that later).

The lunch was preceded by growls deep from my belly, Bhangakusum’s fierce noonday sun, 
and much—I regret to say—official ‘speechifying’.

The Block Development Officer (BDO) is present and gives a long-winded blah blah of how the 
government is there to help poor people etc.  Amplified, he sounds terrible—a deep, nasal drone 
that just never seems to pause for breath.  From where I sit, I can see the faces of the women 
looking at him, and think to myself that they could easily be saying ‘We’ve heard that  before!’

I can’t help thinking of the Brazilian educator, Paulo Freire (The Pedagogy of the Oppressed) and 
what he called ‘banking education’.  I mean, here’s this boring, one-note ‘teacher’/BDO, standing 
on a dais, putting ‘BDO facts’ in the minds of all the tribal women listening to him—as he would 
money in a vault—and the women seem to have no choice except to listen to him, because 
ultimately, it is he, the ‘teacher’/BDO who is a big deal and who knows what’s best for them.

Freire would say that this ‘official’ and largely prevalent (even, I regret to say, in some 
development circles)view represents ‘the pathology of the healthy and good society . . . which 
must adjust (the women of Bhangakusum) to its own patterns by changing their mentality’—
harshly put, making damn sure that they develop, as a Zimbabwean educationist puts it, ‘a 
neurosis of incapability’!

There is only one brief  spark on this hot day, which threatens, for a brief moment, to send the 
BDO’s drone straight into the hot skies of Bhangakusum. A woman—I can’t see her face—
interrupts the BDO.  She has a much nicer declamation than the BDO, far stronger—a sung alto to 
his baritone drone—and I listen carefully while Subodh translates freely.

‘Respected BDO-Sir’, she says towards the man’s face,  ‘You say that the government is here to 
help us and all that and you make everything sound nice. But when we go to the government 
office to get some work done on a paper, we are sent from one room to another and told to come 
tomorrow!  What do you have to say to that?’

Subodh and I almost applaud, because minutes before this we have been talking of how Tangia 
Chhaap could be refashioned—and whether it was possible to use the play to rehearse an audience 
(such as the women in Bhangakusum) so that they are assisted to see through the dense fog the 
voice of someone like the BDO can create around them.

For a split second, thanks to all the women laughing (and one woman whom I distinctly heard 
hooting!) the BDO is stumped, but then in gallant service, he plods along, humming and hawing, 
and ends his speechifying by mumbling that such things will happen because it is so difficult to 
run a government office—‘You people don’t know our   problems’—and requesting the women to 
come and meet him if they ever have any problem in the future.

To break this vicious circle, Paulo Freire says, you may have to educate the tribal women in 
Bhangakusum in a language derived from  their own hitherto silent world.  Encourage them, 
literally, to learn (and rediscover) words from their own lives—and facilitate the process by which 
they match these words, then, to their own discovery of their meanings.  In that crucial sense, 
through their own naming of their world, empowering them to hold the reins of their own lives.

The most crucial part of Freire’s work, it seems to me, is his view of how consciousness, 
through critical pedagogy—conscientization, to use his term—spurs personal transformation and 
social change in the oppressed.

For those of us who have the facility (and privilege) of words, who know  how to name our 
world, this is a commonplace occurrence, a taken-for-granted fact.  From the point of view of the 
oppressed, those with no voice, Freire reminds us that the experience is ‘liberating’.

I mention all this to Subodh, peppering it appropriately for want of my noonday meal. Subodh 
has earlier sheepishly mentioned that he knows of Freire’s work but has not actually read him, 
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only of him.  Stomach really growling, I chastise him for not struggling with Freire himself and 
being  content with just getting it second, third and fourth-hand from people from the development 
sector—not always the most reliable medium to understand Freire!

I mention to him a strategy paper in education brought out by a development agency recently, 
and how they pay lip-service to Freire, saying all  the politically correct things the correct way—
while in actual fact, bending him to serve their own narrowly defined development interests.  In 
effect, I would say, only serving to ‘neuter’ the Brazilian’s palpable education-activism.

Freire looked at education, culture and freedom in a vital and rounded way—I tell Subodh.  His 
larger view of things could not but be qualitative. Unlike many development agencies and projects 
that have largely ‘sectoralized’ education, Freire’s basic drive could never end up just being, at the 
end of the day, a compilation of statistics indicating literacy levels!

I don’t seem to think, too, that Freire would ever endorse the bandied about and largely 
unthoughtful talk surrounding ‘minimum levels of learning’ programmes.  What is the meaning of 
this word ‘minimum’, I ask myself. Would I endorse ‘minimum-learning’ for my  children?

Before lunch is announced, Subodh gets back to Freire by mentioning the brilliant interview 
with Augusto Boal in STQ, and both of us forget the BDO and discuss the parallels between Boal 
and Freire.  Subodh catches fire and begins to talk about ways in which Tangia Chhaap may be used 
like a blackboard.

Could Natya Chetana, for instance (as Boal suggests), counteract the sometimes naive idealism 
of the play by breaking the performance at times, to involve the onlookers, take their help in 
‘scripting’ the play as it goes along?

Why not, I tell Subodh, actors could be actor-educators, Freirean dark angels, imagine!
Years ago, I happened to meet Joao de Veiga Coutinho [who wrote the introduction to Freire’s 

Cultural Action for Freedom] in the southern Goan town of Margao.
He was visiting, I think, from a philosophy teaching assignment, and was, I suspect, fleeing the 

Brazilian colonels—like Freire,  seeking refuge in Europe or the United States.
He was staying with his family in Borda, Margao—in the large square of elegant colonial 

houses off the main cathedral, traditionally the home of a few noble Goan Catholic Brahmin 
families—and in fairness, he couldn’t have seemed more embarrassed and eager to get away to 
more civilized climates!

I had gone to meet him to discuss the Kunbi Khell Tiatr which I was interested in at that time, 
and I still remember the ease with which he rid me of a whole lot of airy-fairy ideas I had 
accumulated on the Khell Tiatr, bringing me down with a firm but gentle bump.

Years later, sitting under a high Bhangakusum noon, I can’t help but remember Joao—his 
delicate fingers cutting the air in front of him, bitingly saying to me that the church in Goa (Goan 
priests who had worked briefly with Freire associates in Guinea Bissau) had merely appropriated 
Freirean techniques—and used them to bond the oppressed to them. They had never bothered to 
grapple with Freire first-hand, trying to really understand  what he meant by ‘conscientization’.

‘Freire’, I  remember Joao saying to me, ‘cannot be an easy way to heaven!’
When lunch finally beckons, Subodh and I are the first to arrive at the tent, but stay towards 

the back of the queue out of sheer decency.
Lunch is magnificent.  A huge quantity of thick-grained parboiled rice, a red stain running 

through each fluffed up grain—you can keep your basmati, this is the rice you pour fish curry on!  
Subodh reads my look and we smile knowingly.

The dal is like Maharastrian waran, except it has fresh green chillies, dunked in just before 
serving and one of them, for instance, propped like a lazy arm in the middle of my pile of rice. 
Rough salt is placed on the side of the leaf plate, as is also a thick wedge of lime and two small 
green chillies. The accompaniment is a small amount of steaming-hot mixed vegetables—raw 
papaya, raw banana, potato, brinjal, squashes, drumsticks and greens—cooked in mustard oil, 
dried red chillies and garam masala. In a tiny leaf bowl, placed to the side—more like a relish, a 
kind of rasam or sar—is a sweet-sour-hot concoction of tomatoes, green chillies, garlic, sugar and 
salt.

Everybody tucks in. One of the  actors—young Sitaram in fact!—encourages me to have the 
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raw chilly.  He takes a hearty bite on his own, and delicately crunches it while he spoons some dal 
and rice into his mouth with his fingers. I am from Goa, I say to myself, we know how to eat hot 
food—but the chilly is dynamite, I can feel my tongue on fire. Subodh laughs, and I tell him my 
head feels like it is a Prestige pressure cooker; he translates this, and all of Natya Chetana laughs—
at least three of them merrily crunching green chillies for my benefit!

Seeing the quantities of rice the Natya Chetana actors eat, I ask Subodh when the group will 
perform and will I make my train to Howrah later tonight.  He is polite and considerate, but totally 
non-committal.

It is only after lunch—something to do with the parboiled rice, perhaps—that I suddenly 
understand the cycle of time that Natya Chetana (and perhaps everyone else) is following here in 
Bhangakusum.

In Goa we call this sussegadh (su-say-gadh) from Portuguese sussegado which means, I think, 
‘easy come, easy go’. Thanks to films like Bobby, Trikaal and the shitty copy of 5 star hotels in Goa, 
this has come to mean a stereotype.  A creature without care who either sleeps, drinks feni, plays 
the guitar, eats fish, or just plain dances the night away. Not too different, you could say, from the 
stereotypes many in this country may have of our tribal populations!

After this grand tribal lunch, though, I am tempted to believe that sussegadh is not just sloth or 
laziness, as it is often and unthoughtfully made out to be.  It is actually a state of mind that is in 
tune with what’s happening around.

Like now for instance, as all of us head to one of the classrooms of the primary school attached 
to the project. A huge dhurrie is already laid out, and one by one, as if in an exercise in a theatre 
workshop, all of us  drop down. There is an easy camaraderie between Natya Chetana actors, and 
they seem very gentle and respectful of each other. They sleep, head on each other’s stomachs, 
even as they continue chattering to each other like little birds—thanks to the Oriya language—in a 
soft and singing way, as one by one, each drops into a gentle and relaxed snooze.

One of the actors takes the shawl he uses in Tangia Chhaap and, smiling, gently lifts me up, 
places it as a pillow under my head. I am almost dropping off. A sudden gust of almost icy cool 
breeze darts across the room,  fanning the actor’s hair. Subodh is laid out on his back like an 
amiable whale, his mouth open in an unholy snore. What the hell, I say to myself, I’ll just take 
another bloody train.

I get my own back for the chillies episode, though.
‘Your boss’, I tell the young actor sleepily, ‘is sounding just like Howrah-Puri Express!’ 


