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INTRODUCTION*
Suniti Kumar Chalterji

Drama, as a developed or finished literary genre or type,
presupposes a long period of development notonly in the literary
expression of a people but also in its fine arts, including architec-
ture, sculpture and painting, and music and dancing. In India,
from the earliest times in her history, at least more than 2,000
years ago, the art of the drama seems to have been well estab-
lished. Its beginnings are not very clear as they are lost in the
mists of antiquity, but starting from a few-centuries bhefore
Christ right down to the end of the classical period of Indian
history, that is, up to the advent of the conquering Turks and
the establishment of a Muslim State in North India, drama has
been one of the finest expressions of Indian culture.  Scholars
have tried to trace its development in Sanskrit back to the
Vedas. That is only natural, since the Vedas, in the absence of
other literary documents, form the fons ef origo of Indian litera-
ture. In the Rig-Veda, for instance, we find a very remarkable
series of dialogue hymns in which two or more characters address
each other in verses which are looked upon in orthodox Vedic
tradition as having been composed by the characters or per-
sonages themselves, who are ordinarily superhuman or divine.
Thus the famous Pururavas and Urvasi hymn | Rig-Veds, X 95)
embodies one of the most romantic stories in literature—that of
the love of a mortal hero for a heavenly nymph, and the story
unfolds in the course of a conversation between the hero and the
heroine, which takes place at a crucial point in the story itself
when the hero meets his long-lost love, only to lpse her again,
perhaps for ever. But this tragic ending was later modified by
a promise on the part of the divine heroine to meet her human
lover again, and an actual fulfilment of that promise. Here we

*In transliterating the names of authors, plays, ete., it has not been
possible either to be uniform or to give diacritical marks, as the book is intended
to be popular and the pronunciation of the same word often varies from one

language to another.



6 INDIAN DRAMA

have capital material for a drama, which is certainly not reli-
gious but fundamentally romantic.

The Vedic Aryans therefore had a kind of crude drama
which utilised traditional story-material. The story which was
well known to the people, was thus unfolded by means of dia-
logue. In later times, as the mixed Hindu people was formed
through the fusion of the Aryan and non-Aryan elements in the
Indian population, everything came to fit in with a schcme of
mythology and a background of religion and philosophy. The
other forms of art which were developing at the time began to
reinforce the tradition of this primitive dialogue-drama. An
art of puppet plays appears also to have developed in India at
least a couple of centuries before Christ, and possibly earlier,
and the dialogues which were intoned by the performers
manipulating the puppets with their strings (sutradhara)certainly
gave a decided impetus to the emergence of the drama, truly
speaking, in ancient India. Dating from the third century B.C.,
at Sitabenga and Jogimara caves in Ramgarh Hill in South
Bihar (Magadha of ancient times), there are inscriptions which
are highly suggestive of the existence of a developed dramatic
art. In Sitabenga cave we have a sort of crude stage excava-
ted in the rock, and a fragment of a Prakrit verse in
Brahmi characters of the 3rd century B.C. found here is one of
the earliest specimens of Indian secular literature in authentic
contemporary writing, as it forms part of a love song, descril-
ing how poets lightened the love-lorn heart and consoled it for
the absence of the beloved. The inscription of Jogimara has
been variously explained, but we clearly find in it an avowal of
love by a young man called Deva-dinna or Deva-datta (‘Ged-
given’), who was a Rupa-daksha by profession. for a girl, Sutanuka
(‘the beautifully slim one’), who was a Deva-dasi. The word
Rupa-daksha has been variously explained, and the common
scholarly interpretation, based of course on early literature, is
‘one who is skilled in financial matters, accounts, etc.’ But
the interpretation which at first sight one would be tempted to
give it would be ‘an artist, one who is skilled in the plastic arts

pa)’. Deva-dasi would be a temple-dancer’, a young girl
dedicated to the gods, and dancing, music, and drama would
be her proper vocation. From the inscription at Jogimara
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cave, therefore, we can naturally assume a very modern situation
for 3rd century B.C. in India—the love of an artist for an actress.
This might appear a little speculative, but judging from
the full development of the dramatic art in'early post-Christiart
centuries, its beginnings and early history can certainly be
carried back to the middle of the first millennium B.C., if not
earlier, In the section on Sanskrit drama in this book, the author
has described how in the Hindu tradition the art of the drama
with all its ancillary arts and crafts for its background was a
creation and a gift of the Gods. The Indian mind was always
fond of attributing the finer thing of national culture—and even
the cruder things—to a hoary past, to the days of the Gods.
The 5th century B.C. saw the development of another
most remarkable creation of the human intellect and aesthetic
perception in the ancient Greek drama, and we can trace its
formation and early history out of religious ritual connected
with the worship of Dionysos, the god of a divine and mystic
frenzy, arising out of the primitive ‘goat dances’, with dialo-
gues, and the dialogue part gradually predominated in the
finished Greek drama by the addition of more and ‘more per-
sonages who spoke and who in this way expressed dramatically
an episode from the traditional story cycles. Greek tragedy and
comedy of the 5th century B.C. thus became veritable kiema
¢is asi—° a possession forever * for mankind. Greek drama was
already a force to reckon with among the Greeks themselves:
the ability to recite the plays of Euripides saved the lives of many
an Athenian captive condemned to slave labour in Syracuse in
the course of the Peloponnesian War, It was assumed by some
scholars that since the ancient Greeks and the ancient Indians
came into such intimate contact with each other from the 4thr
century B.C. onwards, and particularly after the invasion of
India and the conquest of part of the country by Alexander the
Great, it was but natural to expect that Greek drama should in-
fluence Indian drama. And some support was sought for this
theory in the Sanskrit word for *the curtain *, yavanika, which is
an indispensable word in’ Sanskrit drama, as it refers to an im-
portant item in stage-craft. The word yavanika was looked upon
as being connected with Yavana, the ancient Indian word to
mean ‘a Greek’ (this is the 6th century B.C. Greek word Javones;
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which became contracted to Jfaones and then Jfones, the Ionian
branch of the Greeks, who were nearest to the peoples of Wes-
tern Asia as well as India and whose name became the common
appellation for the Greek people as a whole among the Semitic
peoples, of. Hebrew Ymwan, Arabic Ywn or Yun, and gave the
Old Persian Yauna and Sanskrit Yavana, Prakrit Yoma). Buta
more likely interpretation has been found for this word—it is a
Middle Indo-Aryan or Prakrit modification of an Old Indo-
Aryan or Sanskrit word yamanika from the root yam, meaning ‘to
bind, to fix’, used for a curtain with ropes to fix it. Greek
tragedy and early Attic comedy as in Aristophanes are totally
different in spirit from Sanskrit drama, and they present a
different world and consequently there cannot be any doubt
that Sanskrit drama had an origin independent of Greek drama.
It is not unlikely that Indians from the 3rd century B.C. to the
time of the Kushanas might have had occasion to see perfor-
mances of Greek plays by Greek settlers in India, but they were
not in the least affected in their own dramatic art and expression
by Greek tragedy. It is more probable that the Indian tra-
dition in the art of the drama was already fully formed when
Greek drama came to the knowledge of Indians,

There is, however, one possibility. Neo-Attic comedy
as in the plays of Menander has a certain similarity with
Sanskrit drama. Tragedy is wholly absent in Indian
drama, and Sanskrit drama presents either a more serious and
exalted type which deals with the deeds of the heroes and hero-
ines of Hindu myths and legends, or a less exalted, if more
popular, type which deals with the lives of contemporary
people, both aristocratic and ordinary. Sanskrit drama of
this type is a wveritable comedy of manners, which has a
unique place in the gallery of what may be called ‘a Hall
of Ancient Man’ in world literature. We may be permitted
to postulate a possible connection between the Sanskrit comedy
of manners and its Greek equivalent. But one cannot be
dogmatic about it either- way. The technique of Sanskrit
drama was quite different from that of the Greek, and a large
part of the total gqutput of Sanskrit drama is taken up by the
conventional treatment of loves and intrigues in the court of
a polygamous king in ancient India, the like of which is not
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found in Greek drama. Sanskrit plays dealing with the lives
of commoners as well as princely aristocrats agree in spirit
with the comedies of Shakspere and the plays of Moliere,
for instance.

The earliest specimens of drama in ancient India are
found in the fragments of some Buddhistic dramas attributed
to Asvaghosha, the court poet of the Indo-Scythian king, Kanishka,
of the Ist-2nd century A.D., and these already indicate the
formation of the Indian drama type. Before Kalidasa, the
greatest poet and dramatist of classical Sanskrit in India, who
flourished c. 400 A.D., there were a number of other dramatic
poets whose names were recorded by Kalidasa himself. Among
these was the great Bhasa, and one of the most sensational dis-
coveries in ancient Indian literature made in this century was
the discovery of the 13 dramas, attributed to Bhasa, in the
extreme south of India, Kerala or Malabar, in manuscripts
written in the local script. Their publication started a contro-
versy about the origins of Sanskrit drama, a controversy in which

even the authenticity of these plays and their date have been
* questioned, some scholars bringing the date down to several
"centuries after Kalidasa. But the archaic character of the
plays is quite clear. Prior to Kalidasa came Sudraka,
the author of the Mrichehhakatike or ‘the Little Clay=-
Cart,” a comedy depicting Indian society of the lst to 3rd
centuries after Christ in a vivid and telling manner, and it has
become part of world liferature. Ancient Indian drama has
given to the world a number of immortal works which have
been accepted by lovers of literature and lovers of man every-
where as a great heritage of mankind, The most important
Sanskrit drama and one of the most famous in world literature
is of course the incomparable Sakuntala of Kalidasa, which
evoked the admiration of Goethe, among others. The plays
of Bhasa, the play of Sudraka, the plays of Kalidasa, and those
of Bhavabhuti (8th century A.D.), besides a few others, are
among the representative productions of ancient Indian litera-
ture. -

Music and dance obviously formed an essential feature of
Indian plays. As for the stage and decoration, we have little
direct evidence, but an elaborate stage seems to have existed
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although such properties as painted scenes, as we have in
modern times, were absent. But a curtain as a background
and as a means of ingress and egress, both from the centre and
the sides, seemed to have had a prominent place. There was
also an orchestra. Judging from the various types of mediaeval
drama which we find in the later periods in India, the audience
sat o . the ground facing the stage, seats of honour being provided
for the more exalted spectators. Like all great things in art,
Sanskrit drama ran its course, and with the altered political
situation an inevitable decline set in.  Ancient Indian drama
was a reflection of actual life, which we see from the language
it employed. According to the tradition of Sanskrit drama,
the more exalted characters speak in Sanskrit and the others
speak in a variety of Middle Indo-Aryan or Prakrit. This was
the situation (or at least the ideal) in the centuries immediately
before Christ, particularly in North India. This tradition
persisted, so that Sanskrit drama used standard literary
classical Sanskrit supported by spoken vernaculars in more or
less stylised or. literary form. Although the masses continued
to understand- it and appreciate it, Sanskrit drama gradually
became a literary pastime for learned scholars, who were
patronised by the Hindu kings all over India. Latterly, it
became essentially a court art.

The conquest of India by the Turks brought about the
suppression of the native Indian (Hindu) ruling houses and
put a stop to the further development and even continuance of
the traditions of Sanskrit drama. All over India, right down
to our times, isolated scho ars, however, continued the tradition
more or less as a literary exercise, When Sanskrit drama was
lost as a living form, and when under the pressure of invading
Muslims, the Indian or Hindu culture and way of life were both
being modified, attempts at literary self-expression were made
after 1200 AD. through all types of literature. Thus in
literature, short lyrics in the various North Indian vernaculars
began to take shape, giving expression to both religious senti-
ments and sentiments of | we among the people. The great South
Indian literary languages began a more intensive literary life after
1000 A.D. This took place very largely under the influence of clas-
sical Sanskrit literature. In both North Indian and South Indian
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languages, translations or adaptations of the great religious
classics of ancient India, the two epics, the Ramayana and the
Mahabharata, and the various Puranas were undertaken. In
drama also, we find a new tradition coming into vogue. In
Eastern India, for example, we come across a kind of drama,
with elementary dialogues of two or more actors accom-
panied by songs, which seems to have made its appearance
first in Bengal and Northern Bihar (Mithila) and then to have
spread all over Eastern India—Assam and Orissa as well as
Nepal. This was a new type, the germs of which are perhaps
to be seen in the Gita-Govinda of Jayadeva (end of the 12th
century A.D.). In the 17th century and possibly earlier, in
Nepal also drama of a similar type developed, and quite a
large number of such dramas in Nepal owe their origin to the
Newar kings at Patan, Bhatgaon, Kantipur or Kathmando
and Kirtipur. A noteworthy feature of these dramas is that
the themes are taken from the Sanskrit epics and the Puranas,
and also from the folk epics in the modern Indo-Aryan
languages current in Eastern India, as for example, the story
of Raja Gopichandra and his mother Queen Mainamati. These
plays were written and performed—or rather the songs in them
were sung in classical Hindu melodies—before the Nepal kings
whose mother tongue was Tibeto-Burman Newari, but who
understood the various Aryan lar guages and dialects spoken
in neighbouring areas. The stage directions are in Newari, the
prose conversation sometimes in Bengali, sometimes in Maithili
or in Kosali or Awadhi, and the songs are also, in these dialects,
but mostly in Maithili. This kind of drama is structurally of
the type of the Hindustani (Urdu or Hindi) song play, Indar
Sabha, which was, as far as we know, a solitary work composed
by Amanat, about 1853, in the court of King Wazid Ali Shah,
the last independent ruler of Oudb (Awadh). The popularity of
Indar Sabha was undoubtedly one of the factors responsible for
the new development in the art of the drama in Hindustani
(Hindi and Urdu) in modern times.

South India has also its characteristic dramatic tradition.
However, in India nothing is wholly independent, for the various
local types of culture, including their literary expressions, are
all interlinked, although with certain remarkable develop-
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ments in some cases (developments which may have their
germs in elements independent of Sanskrit or the North Indian
tradition). A case in point is the treatment of love (akam) and
war (puram) in the most ancient Tamil poetry, as in the so-called
‘Sangam literature’, which in its subject-matter and literary
form goes back to the centuries immediately before and after
Christ. In South India we have also special types of dance-
drama which developed in their own way, but these were main-
ly on the basis of the pre-Muslim, pan-Indian Hindu tradition.
This old Hindu tradition has been linked up with the sage
Bharata, who is traditionally the first exponent of Hindu
drama in both theory and practice. The Sanskrit work,
Bharata-Natya Sasira, which is ascribed to him ( and which has
recently been translated into English by Dr, Manomohan
Ghosh and published by the Asiatic Society of Calcutta), is
believed by scholars to go back to the 4th century A.D. at the
latest,

, As in Christian Western Europe in mediaeval times,
in India too, under the influence of religion, new kinds of
dramatic expression began to evolve in various parts of the
country. A noteworthy form of this was the Bengali Pala-gan
and Jatra. The Pala-gan was a kind of narrative recitation or a
Purana legend which was divided into various episodes (palas),
but the leader of the recitation and one or two of his associates
would occasionally indulge in dialogue. The Fatras evidently
grew out of such dialogues. The word Fatra means ‘a religious
procession,’ and in this procession sometimes there were persons
dressed as Gods and Heroes. A combination of the spirit of
the Palg-gan and the religious procession was evidently at the
root of mediaeval Bengali jatra. It was a kind of primitive
drama without any scenes, the actors suitably dressed perform-
ed for the audience, who sat around them in a circle. They
were supported by an orchestra of common Indian instruments
and here was more singing than acting. This might be pre-
ceded as well as followed by comic skits (Song or Swang)
which were of a social or satirical character, ‘These Jatras had
their greatest vogue during the 19th century in Bengal. One
comes across similar performances in the other parts of India also,

In South India, the Sanskrit tradition lingered, and it was
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dance rather than drama proper which attracted the atten-
tion of creative artists there. Thus we have in Kerala
the Kathakali, a kind of classical dance drama which is peculiar-
ly itsown. But this is not drama in the true sense of the term.
The masques as well as the elaborate painting of the faces in
the style of grotesque masks which we find in the Indian dance
dramas and the Kathakali have a superficial resemblance to the
masques used in Japanese No plays and the face-painting of
Japanese Kabuki and Chinese opera, but there does not seem
to be any direct connexion between the dramatic art of India
on the one hand and that of China and Japan on the other,
although in the latter countries drama is as great an art as
produced anywhere else in the world. On the other hand,
the Indonesian (Javanese) dance and drama fall within the same
circle as Indian dance and drama, in so far as the former is of
Hindu inspiration.

It is clear that modern drama in India is a composite
art, the result of diverse literary influences. It has, however,
developed far from uniformly in the country. It has therefore
been felt that the development of drama in the modern Indian
languages needed the fostering care of the Government. The
establishment in New Delhi of the Sangeet Natak Akadami
(National Academy of Dance Drama and Music,) under govern-
ment auspices marks a milestone in this respect. It has
branches in every part of India and much is expected of it.

Whether Indian drama will be able to hold its own
against the aggressive impact of the cinema has still to be seen.
But the fact remains that India has made significant contri-
butions to the world’s dramatic literature. A series of works of
outstanding merit and beauty produced by her most talented
dramatists, in ancient India, and also' during modern times,
under European influence, furnishes a unique record for at .
least 2,000 years from the predecessors of Bhasa and Sudraka
down to Girischandra Ghosh and Rabindranath Tagore,
The story of the development of Indian drama in the various lang-
uages of India has been briefly unfolded in the accounts which
have been prepared by writers who are familiar with their sub-
ject and which together form the present volume.



SANSKRIT DRAMA
G.T. Deshpande

Indian tradition points to the divine origin of Sanskrit
drama., But many scholars have dismissed this as having no
historical value and have propounded hypotheses regarding its
origin. The chief among them are (1) that drama in India
originated from the recitals of the dialogue hymns of the Vedas
during sacrificial ceremonies and (2) that it originated
from -the dumb puppet shows. Recently Prof. R.V. Jagirdar
of Karnatak College, Dharwar, has put forward another
hypothesis that Indian drama has its origin in the Suta tradi-
tion of the Puranas. In these circumstances it would be advis-
able for us to reexamine the traditional account given by the
Natya Sastra and try to understand what Indians have to say
about their own drama.

In olden times, so runs the traditional account, at the
advent of the Treta-Yuga conditions in Jambudvipa were not
quite safe. Life had been vulgar ( areradags ) ; . dissension,
selfishness and jealousy were rampant ( sz, trtarafEal).
Grieved at this, Indra, accompanied by the other gods,
approached God Brahma, and said to him, “We desire to have
a play that could be seen and heard as well. The Sudras have
no rightful access to the Vedas. Kindly, therefore, create a
fifth Veda which would be accessible to all the varnas without
exception (@iFafirs: ). Brahma agreed. He took material
from the existing Vedas and created the Natya Veda wherein the
text (9737) was taken from the Rig-Veds, the music from the
. Sama, the action from the ZYajus and Rasa (or artistic flavour)
from the Atharvan. This wasasilent revolution brought about hy
Brahma and was acceptable to both the old and the new world.,
Brahma then said to Indra, “Here I have created a piece of history
(xfirera ) for you; this you should produce with the help of the
gods.” But Indra pleaded his inability to do so. Brahma
then entrusted the work to Bharata. Bharata was a man of
keen insight, talent, and practical sense ; he had, moreover, a
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band of a hundred sons to assist him. He took up the work,
but soon found that it was not possible to produce the play unless
he had ladies as well to act with. Brahma, accordingly, sent
the Apsarases to him. Narada and other divine musicians
also joined and soon the play was ready for the stage.

The play was staged in the open at the Banner Festival
(g ) of Indra. The theme was ‘the defeat of the
demons by the gods* (g1 fa&m: gf: faar: ). The demons
naturally were upset at seeing that they had been repudiated.
They created an uproar during the performance, so it became
necessary to have a playhouse.

The next performance was given in a playhouse. By this
time the sage Bharata also had grown wise by experience,
Instead of enacting a scene of battle between the gods and the
demons, in this play (gagsr) Amrits-manthana (maans=r), the
gods and the demons were shown as working in co-operation. The
performance was a great success, Brahma, then, introduced
Bharata to Lord Siva before whom the sage gave a performance of
a Dima, Tripura Daha (frqrzrg). He was so pleased with Bharata’s
art that he advised him to add dance to drama (N.5.Ch. I).

This is the account of the divine origin of Sanskrit drama,

but it is not without a worldly counterpart. The applause
that they received from all quarters filled Bharata’s sons with
pride, and they hastened to stage a farce defamatory to the
sages, who cursed the Bharatas sending them down to the
earth to be born there as Sudras. Since then the descendants
of Bharata have been condemned to live on earth as Sudras,
With the royal patronage of King Nahusha, these Sudra
progeny of Bharata have been able to spread the art of drama
in the world (N5 XXXVI).
: Itis true that these are not facts of history as we
understand them today. None the less, it will be agreed,
that they epitomise a tradition about drama and the people
concerned with its production. Let us analyse them and try
to see if they contain any grain of truth,

The carthly descendants of the divine Bharata are Sudras.
This is the most striking point in the story; it is corroborated by
other evidence also. The. band of Bharatas (W=t fame=a),
as described in the MNatya Sastra, consists of Mukutakara,
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Malayakara, Silpi, Karu, Kusilava, Ganika eh:. who
according to the Dharmasasira are Sudras; Ghanakya in his
Arthasastra describes ‘singing and dancing’ as the duties of
Sudras  (wger fwfigawr @it Fogwtes & ¥). Manu
finds no offence if any one converses with an actor’s wife
(VIII. 362); and, lastly Nahusha, the royal patron of these
actors, has been declared to be a veteran foe of Indra, the lord
of the Aryan gods (Rig-Vedz 3.99.7). _

Now, if Bharata’s descendants were Sudras, can we suppose
that they were allowed to recite and put into action the
dialogue hymns of the Vedas before an assembly of the three
higher varnas, and that too during the sacrifices ? It should be
particularly noted here that, according to the Indian notion,
drama is not a written text or dialogue; it is a recital set in
action, When the Sudras were debarred from even the recital
of hymns, how could they be tolerated putting these to action
on a public stage ? It follows that if Sudras were to be allowed
to recite and act any dialogues, they could not be anything
other than the Vedic dialogue hymns. Now, Bharata tells us
that his Natya-Veda was open to all the varnas; that it was created
as the extant Vedas were not accessible to the Sudras; and
vet it contained the essence of the four Vedas. Such a form
howeier could only be of literature, the epic and puranic
literature. Thus, we must go back to the recital of the epics
and the Puranas, and not to that of the Vedic dialogue hymns,
to discover the origin of Indian drama.

The principal reciter of the epic and puranic dialogues
is the famous Suta . That the Sutradhara of Bharata " is a
stage substitute of the Pauranika Suta has been clearly esta-
blished in Prof. R.V. Jagirdar’s Drama in Sanskrit literature.
If this view is accepted, then not only does the dumb puppet
show theory fall to the ground but certain stages of develop-
ment can also be reasonably conjectured. The Sutradhara might
have evolved from the puranic Suta through four stages which
exactly correspond to the four stages of the Natya-Vrittis.

SUTA RECITALS NATYA VRITTIS
(1) Post-epic Suta reciting epic
and puranic dialogues .. ..BHARATI VRITTI

(2) Suta reciting in company of musicians
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( geiters ); we have evidence of the

Ramayana in this respect .. ..SATVATI VRITTI
(3) Epic dialogues recited after the costumes
are put on and with Nati KAISIKI VRITTI

(4) Epic dialogues divided into scenes
with music and dance .. ..ARBHATIVRITTI,

The chapter on Vrittis in MNatpa sastra shows that the
Vrittis developed in this very order. God Brahma discovered
them as he witnessed the fight hetween Vishnu and
Madhukaitabha and, curiously enough, the first performance
on the heavenly stage referred to a battle between the gods and
the demons. Again, Bharata describes ten types of stage perfor-
mances | &7h ) ranging from a monologue (war) to full- -
fledged drama ( w7=%, 9%y ) and his division is based on the
number of Vrittis in a performance.

Prastavana, Vishkambhaka and Pravesaka are peculiar
features of Sanskrit drama. In Prastavana, the Sutradhara
introduces the story, and Vishkambhaka and Pravesaka are
interludes connecting one scene with another. The question
is how did these three features of thedrama come to be con-
nected with these functions ? - Let us start from the epic dia-
logues. The Mahabharala consists only of dialogues, the
speeches being introduced by such remarks as Bhishma
uracha, Bhima wuvashe, Arjuna wvacha, Draupadi wvacha,
Suta wuvacha, and so on. These remarks are not part of
the story. They simply indicate who is to speak what. Now
Bhima, Arjuna, Draupadi and others are characters of the
story. But who is this Suta and what does he say ? Suta
is not a character of the Mahabharata. He comes only to intro-
duce the characters, to tell about the time and place, to tell
what happened before and after a particular dialogue. Thus,
Suta comes, introduces the characters and situations and then
disappears, leaving the characters to go on with their speeches;
and reappears only at the end of the dialogue or at the
beginning of the next dialogue. Now, in a drama much of
Suta’s function devolves on Pravcsaka and Vishkambhaka.
In their absence, it would be the Sutradhara or Sthapaka, the
stage substitute of the Suta, who would do this work. When
Vishkambhaka and Pravesaka are present, the Sutradhara has



18 INDIAN DRAMA

only to introduce the play in Prastavana and then disappear to
come only at the end to recite Bharata Vakya. It is to be
remembered here that the Prastavana and the Bharata Vakya
.are not part of the drama, These parallels between the
structure of the epic and that of the drama seem to establish
the closer relation between them. In addition, Bharata insists
that the hero of the drama must be a mythological god or a
king. It is noteworthy that originally it was a duty of Suta
to praise and describe the gods and kings. He was the custo-
dian of the storics about them. Hence, as Prof. B.V. Jagirdar
observes, “Sanskrit drama has least to do with religion and
religious rites,” and further, ““it was the post-epic Suta and not
the puppet shows that originated dramatic representation; ....
and from its beginning to its death Sanskrit drama took its
hero from the Suta and the epics that he recited, and never
from the religious lore or from the host of Vedic gods.”

Thus, the art of dramatic representation in India was the
creation of the people from the life they lived and saw, as every
good art is; they took their stories and heroes from the history
and mythology which Suta preserved for them; and they
tock their inspiration from the Sarvgvarniba Veda, namely
the epics and the Puranas and not from the Traivarnika Veda. If
this is so, then even with the small number of Sanskrit plays
that are available to us today, we can hope to trace the
broad stages in the history of this art.

(2)

The earliest available dramatic works are the thirteen
plays ascribed to Bhasa (Circa 200—300 A.D.). Asvaghosha
came earlier and has also a play, Saripuira- Prakarana, to his credit,
but it has come down to us in fragments. Even about Bhasa’s
plays, scholars are not at one on their authorship. But this is of
little consequence; the plays themselves stand testimony to
their antiquity because of the manner and style in which they
are written. These plays taken together reveal their dual
character, epic and artistic. Scenes of Svapna, Pratima-darsana
and the like reveal the dramatic talent of the author, but
there is much that is also epic. Most of the plays are drawn
from the famous epics, the Ramayana, the Mahabharata, and per-
haps Hari-Famsa; and they betray epic manner of construc-
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tion. It is true that most of the Sanskrit plays are drawn from
the epics and there is a fundamental difference between the
plays of Bhasa and those of the later writers, For example,
Rama of Bhavabhuti is a hero of Bhavabuti’s conception; he
is an ideal king, a loving husband, a man caught in the conflict
of duties and trying to find a way out. He is great but not
superhuman or divine. Contrast him with Rama in Bhasa’s
Abhisheka, who is wholly divine. Even in Bhasa’s plays this
contrast is noticeable; Rama in Abkisheka is a god, while Rama
in Pralima is a hero created by the dramatist. The same is
true of Krishna appearing in these plays; he uses his divine
powers and once he manifests his divine form also. The style
is narrative in the epic manner, and the author has a partiality
for Anushtubh which is the principal epic metre. The life
depicted in the plays is more akin to the life of the epic period.
These plays are forceful and move with speed, and yet they
lack harmony and delicacy which are essential for dramatic
art. Bhasa’s plays represent a stage where drama is on the
El;lrcshold of art, and yet its leanings are towards the old epic
rm. :

Bhasa has given us a few fine tragedies. In Duta-Vakya,
Duta-Ghatotkacha, and Urubhanga, Duryodhana is the hero.
Here Duryodhana is not the Duryodhana of the epic tradition —
a sinful intriguing son of Dhritarashtra, He figures here as
a true representative of the author’s own age, an arrogant,
adventurous and harsh, but reasonable ruler. Yet inevitable
doom darkens the life of such a character, Karna in Karnabhara
is noble in the extreme and is made a victim of his own nobility.
In all these plays, the hero is placed high above the other
characters and made to suffer and, what is more, suffer through
his own greatness. Bhasa’s plays are thus symbols of his age
and they represent the first advance towards art.

According to tradition, Bhasa was a Dhavaka, a man
of low caste.

Against this background, we have the art of Kalidasa
(Circa 400 A.D. ). Until his days, drama was inspired by the
epics, had a narrative form, and the dramatist was more of a
moralist than an artist. With Kalidasa, drama reaches the
full height of artistic creation. He wrote three plays, Malayi-
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kagnimitra, Vikramorvasipa, and the famous Sakuntala. In all
these he is engaged in a new experiment.  For him drama is
what lifeis, Itis Loka-Charita-darsana in all its triple complex
as he declares in Malavikagnimitra (1.4):
frudicaaas @wEid AR T |
aizd Rrmeadaer agads garcnmT |
And what is interesting is that Kalidasa is conscious of his new
effort. He knows that Bhasa, Saumilla and Kaviputra have
a considerable hold over the audience; he also knows that ordi-
nary vulgar tastes will hardly applaud his attempt, yet he
persists, confident of the fact that he would receive proper
recognition at the hands of a class of discriminating con-
noisseurs (Malavika 1.2). In Malavikagnimitra which is a
_harem play, it is not so much the story as the manner of its
composition that attracts our attention. Here, Kalidasa has
made artistic use of the dance, while in Vikramorvas ya he has
introduced new modes of music. The flower of his genius is
Sakuntalz. Only for the bare skeleton of the story can he be
said to have been indebted to Mahablarata, everything else is
the poet’s own. It is a true picture of what life means for
Kalidasa who has created an immortal world out of mortal
clay. Sakuntala is a play in which carth and heaven unite, in
which human life gets sympathy even from the animal and vege-
table world; and in which once and for all, harmony and unity
of the Universe is established, felt, and realised when we find
that Sakuntala is Vanajyotsna and Vanajyoisna is Sakuntala
and both of them grow, unite, suffer, and reunite in the same
way. They are sisters, nay, they are one. Men and women
in Sakuntala are the artist’s creation; they are as the poet wants
them to be, and not as they are in mythology. Dushyanta
and Sakuntala, Kanva and his pupils, the two unforgettable
young women bound by ties of friendship, even the fisherman
and the shrewd guardians of the law are perfectly human; and
the magic touch of Kalidasa makes even the faults and failings
lovable and capable of appreciation. So he sets before us a
new standard of art.
Mrichchhakatika aseribed to Sudraka is another play of this
type. There even revelry has its own beauty. Everything




SANSKRIT DRAMA 21

here is unbelievably strange and yet perfectly true. A
young and wealthy courtesan in lovewith a poor brahmin, a
haughty Sakara committing crimes and ever justifying them,
a gambler being chased in the open street, a thief busy with his
nimble fingers, carters dolefully going their way, and above all,
mischief asserting itsell on the altar of Justice—all these are
strange and yet how true ! Things we hate in our own lives,
we love in drama, Sudraka made clever use of Basantasena’s
ornaments at every turn in the story.

Kalidasa and Sudraka have created true art. Their
works became models for generations to come, and for the less
gifted to imitate. It is very probable that Bharata's old book-
let on dramaturgy was revised at this stage; standard rules of
drama were introduced on the models of Kalidasa and
Sudraka; and thus we have full-fledged WNalya Sasira.
Scholars believe that certain parts of the present Natya Sastra
are interpolations, and the second chapter dealing with the
construction of a playhouse is one of these interpolations.

With the standardisation of dramatic art on the models
of Kalidasa and Sudraka, came the age, not of creation but of
imitation and repetition, This is ex.mplified in the plays of
Harsha, the famous king of Kanouj,—Priyadarsita, Ratnavali
and MNaganandz. Harsha had undoubted poetic gifts. He had
imagination and fancy but these alone do not make a dramatist,
Harsha suceceeds as a poet but fails as a dramatist. The rea-
son is obvious. He writes not because he has anything to say,
but because he wants to be recognised as a dramatist in his own
right. He, therefore, submits his art to technique, According
to later critics, Ratnavali exhibits all the technicalities of the
science of drama. Harsha's plays reflected a stage when drama
had become stereotyped.

An artist of strong will, ability, and imagination was
required to retrieve Sanskrit drama from this blind alley.
Bhavabhuti (Circa 700 A.D.) and Visakhadatta (Circa £00
AD.) came to the rescue. Visakhadatta wrote Mudra- Rakshasa,
a play dealing with Chandragupta and Chanakya, and
showed that even political intrigue can become a subject of
good art. Among the Sanskrit dramatists known to us
Visakhadatta is the one and the only one of his type. He is
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said to have written another play Devi-Chandragupta, based on
the life of Chandragupta II. It is available only in fragments,
but the authority of Visakhadatta is unmistakable. Bhavabhuti
wrote Mahavira-Charita, Malati-Madhava, and Ubara-Rama-
Charita and gave such a turn to drama that the Indian stage
was revolutionised. The fact that his plays do not conform to
fixed rules of the science and yet appeal to lovers of the
theatre only goes to prove that he infused new life into the old
art. It is not for nothing that he has been given a place by
the side of Kalidasa; and some even say that in Ubtar Rama he
is superior to the old master,

Bhavabhuti had many imitators. We find that Anargha-
Raghava of Murari, Bala Ramayana of Rajasekhara and Prasanna-
Raghava of Jayadeva are all produced on the models of Bhava-
bhuti, but none of them show dramatic talent and all have
been failures, Bhavabhuti and Visakhadatta were the last of the
giants; after them Sanskrit drama declined. Those that followed
had no drama left in them; they were ‘Champus’ in the guise
of drama; and this tendency went to such an extent that
Krishnamisra wrote Prabodha-Chandrodays which is philosophy
in the form of dialogues.

As a result, Sanskrit drama lost its public appeal; it came
to be restricted to a small circle of intellectual Pandits only.
The gulf between the common spectator and Sanskrit drama
continued to widen. Other dramatic forms known as
Uparupakas (s7eqs) gradually developed. These were mostly
in Prakrit.
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HINDI DRAMA AND THEATRE
J.C. Mathur

Findi drama has in some ways had a richer and more
varied tradition than a number of other dramatic literatures
of India, but unfortunately, this tradition has almost been
forgotten in recent times. From the 15th to the 19th centuries,
there was a flourishing court theatre based upon the Vaishnava
movement and patronised by the ruling dynasties of Mithila,
Nepal, Bundelkhand and Assam. As many as 106 plays were
written by over 35 dramatists during these three or four
centuries, and thus a drama which owed its poetic beauty to its
heritage in Sanskrit, its inspiration to the devotional songs of
Vidyapati and Chandidas and its fl=xible form to the folk festi-
vals, continued as a living institution in Jarge parts of the Hindi-
speaking regions.

When Bharatendu Harishchandra, the great architect
of modern Hindi literature, began writing in 1867, the
Vaishnava drama had been so greatly attenuated that it had
very nearly been forgotten altogether and it is doubtful
if Bharatendu had any direct knowledge of it. However,
certain features of the Vaishnava drama had survived through
the Bengali folk stage, the jatra Parties, and are perceptible
in his Vidya-Sundar (1868) whose story is similar to a play, Vidya-
Vilap, written in 1720. Bharatendu’s best known play, Satya
Harishchandra has a theme on which, in 1651, the Maithili play
Harishchandra Natyam had been based. The importance which
Bharatendu gave to songs composed on well known Ragas and
Raginis and interspersed in between scenes and acts is a distinet
influence of the Vaishnavadrama. It is a pity that in recent
Hindi dramas this pleasant practice of introducing lyrics has
been discarded in the name of naturalism, for its disappearance
removed one of the links between the literary and the folk play.

During his relatively brief literary career of 18 years
(1867—1885), Bharatendu rehabilitated drama as a literary
form in Hindi, harmonised diverse dramatic styles and laid the
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foundations of the amateur stage. Though Bharatendu found
several of his plots in contemporary life and chose for trans-
lation plays into which he could introduce references to the
social and political problems of his age, the form that he chose
for his dramatic writings was basically in the Sanskrit tradition.

. Even Bharat Durdasha, which seems almost a modern problem
play, follows the pattern of the Sanskrit classic Prabodha-
Chandrodaya.  Still, his modern approach is all-pervasive and
unmistakable; his incomplete play Prem Jogini is a precursor
of the realistic drama; in Bharagt Fanani and a few other plays
he gave a glimpse of nascent nationalism which became the
principal inspiration of subsequent playwrights.

As indicated earlier, Bharatendu was much more a man
of the theatre than an armchair playwright. Under his leader-
ship and influence a theatre group was formed, the members of
which used to stage Hindi plays and shared with Bharatendu
the distinction of writing for the stage a number of the earliest
popular Hindi plays of the 19th century, To this Bharatendu
school of playwrights belonged Devakinandan Tripathi,
author of Sita Haran, Shivanandan Sahai, who wrote Krishna-
Sudama, Ayodhya Singh Upadhyaya who wrote Rukmini-
Parinaya, Radha Charan Goswami, author of Sudema and Amar
Jingh Rathour, Balkrishna Bhatt, author of Damyanti Swayambar
and Peni-Sanghar, Lala Shrinivas Das who wrote Randhir-Prem-
Mohini, Radha Krishna Das who wrote Dukhini Bala and
Maharana Pratap, Kishori Lal Goswami who wrote Mayanka
Manjari and Natya Sambhav, etc., etc. Hardly any of these
playwrights had Bharatendu’s genius, but they endeavouired
to futher the nationalistic outlook and the reformist zeal of their
master, although in a play like Randhir-Prem-Mokini, the love
theme predominates. It was, however, a matter of surprise
and disappointment that after Bharatendu’s death this group
of disciples gradually turned away from drama and most of its
members tock to writing poetry or novels. Perhaps this was
partly the result of the strong attraction which the new
language of poetry (Khari-Boli) and the new form of story
writing (novel ) had for talented and promising writers. It
is also true that these people ceased to have direct contact with
the theatre but those among them who were able to retain this
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contact did net fly from its spell.

The amateur stage for which the disciples of Bharatendu
continued to write was one of the lasting contributions of
Bharatendu. It arose out of a reaction against the commercial
Parsi theatre. This theatre was in a sense a continuation of
the courtly experiment of Awadh—Indar Sabka of which the
script was written by Amanat and which was staged under the
personal direction and patronage of the last Nawab of Awadh.
Though superficially the production of Jndar Sabha was affected
by the Urdu romantic lyric, structurally as well as in environ-
mental effects, it followed the 19th century European Opera
of the undistinguished variety. The Parsi theatre, in which
romantic lyricism was debased into meaningless verse recitation,
tried to copy the spectacular form of the early 19th century
western theatre, without approaching the broad human plane
of the contemporary western crama. About 1870, Pestonji
Framji started the ‘Original Theatrical Company’; in 1877
Khurshidji Balliwala opened the ‘Victoria Theatrical

! Company’ in Delhi and even took out his troupe once to

Britain. A contemporary enterprise was the ‘Alfred Theatrical
Company’ of Kavasji Khatau which for a long time held the
field. These early ventures were followed by such commercial
successes as the ‘New Alfred Company,” the ‘Old  Parsi
Theatrical  Company,” the ‘Alexandria Company,’ the
‘Corinthian Company’, etc., which flourished in Calcutta,
Bombay, and the principal cities of North India right up to 1930
and of which one of the few survivers is the ‘Minerva
Theatrical Company’ of Calcutta.

~ Bharatendu was struck by the enormous thirst of the
, people for drama and he tried to satisfy it through a more aesthe-
tically adequate medium in the form of the amateur stage,
Ordinarily, no amateur stage can compete with a commercial
stage, Had Bharatendu been able to get financial backing for
this type of theawe ac that time, the history of the Hindi stage
would probably have been very different, As it was, he had to
fall back upon the amateur pattern of which- the significance
lay in its being a kind of laboratory for the better type of drama.
It is these laboratories that have enabled the Hindi drama to
survive and to make a new beginning in recent times. After
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Bharatendu, one of the first theatre groups was started in Kan-
pur in 1888, This was followed by the establishment in 1898
of Shri Ramlila Natak Mandali and in 1908 of the ‘ Hindi
Natya Samiti * in Allahabad, both of which were results of the
enthusiasm of Pandit Madhava Shukla and his friends, Some
important plays  Siya Swayambar’, Maharana Pratap and
Mahabharat Purbardha were for the first time presented by these
amateur troupes. In Banaras, two theatre groups known as
‘ Bharatendu Natak Mandali’ and * Kashi Nagrik Natak
Mandali * were started in 1909 at the initiative of Brijchand of
Bharatendu’s family and other people, and they produced
serveral plays not only of Bharatendu but of subsequent wri-
ters also. Pandit Madhava Shukla was responsible for another
noteworthy institution, the Hindi Natya Parishad of Calcutta,
which continued to be a lone citadel of taste in the midst of the
commercialised entertainment of the Parsi Theatrical Compa-
nies of Calcutta, Many of these amateur groups were inspired
by the example and followed the tradition of Bharatendu, and
some derived inspiration from the western theatre. Stage
decorations and curtains could not escape the influence of the
bizarre colour fantasy of the Parsi theatre but in these plays the
emphasis was not so much on the spectacular and the miracu-
lous, but on chaste expression, poetically satisfying songs and
noble, though somewhat sentimental, idealism. The cast
often included important men of high society. Somehow the
character of this amateur stage began to change about 1925,
Adults ceased to take part in the performances and the amateur
stage came to be regarded as exclusively for students. This
was unfortunate, for it led to drama being considered as of little
social significance. However, it also meant that under the in-
fluence of Universities and colleges the amateur stage turned
more and more towards experimentation and the intellectual
approach. '

_ Between 1900 and 1925, when both the Parsi theatre and
the amateur theatre were co-existent, two types of playwrights
dominated the Hindi drama. Agha Hashr Kashmiri, Pandit
Radhe Shyam Pathal, Narayan Prasad ‘Betab’, Tulsi Dutt
‘Shaida’, and Hari Krishna *Jauhar’ were some of
the names that every theatre-goer of those days knew.

e L e
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Writing not so much for publication as at the behest
of the proprietors of the Parsi theatres, these men made
use of the commonly understood Hindustani language and
tried to enliven the slow unfolding of the plot by a liberal
sprinkling of couplets, passionate dialogues, miraculous
scenes and parallel, though unrelated, comic episodes and
tomfooleries. Of the numerous plays thrown up by this group
very few have survived the test of time and probably the most
noteworthy among them was Veer Abhimanyu of Radhe Shyam
Pathak which echoes the genuine idealism of Bharatendu. The
other stream of writers in this period kept to the Bharaten-
du tradition. Badrinath Bhatt who wrote Kuru-Vana-Dahan
and Chungi-Ki- Umedwari was the best known among these play-
wrights. Pandit Madhava Shukla was the real leader of the
group, although he wrote only Siya-Swayambar and Mahabharat
Furbardha.  Of the others, mention may be made of Anand
Prasad Khatri, Jamuna Prasad Mehra, Durga Prasad Gupta,
Haridas Manik and Pandit Makhanlal Chaturvedi. The last
one wrote Krishna-Arjun Yuddha which can perhaps be regarded
as the best single play of this period.

Against this fairly unimpressive historical background,
Jaya Shankar Prasad appeared as a meteor, brilliant, but seem-
ingly short lived. Did he at all belong to the tradition, however
attenuated, of the Hindi stage and drama? That he ignored the
contemporary stage is clear enough, nor did he find the dramatic
technique of the playwrights of the Bharatendu period accept-
able. The sharp departure from tradition will be clear on compar-
ing Prasad’s Chandragupta and Bharatendu’s Mudra-Rakshas. But-
beneath this difference is a deeper affinity. Prasad seized upon
three noble conceptions inherited from the generation of
Bharatendu, patriotism, love of ideals, and faith in the ultimate
worthwhileness of existence. These concepts expressed in a plain
and obvious form by Bharatendu and his followers were endo-
wed with a finer and subtler expression by Prasad. This sug-
gestive expression was an outstanding feature of what is known
as the ‘ Chhayavadi’ trend of Hindi poetry, and in Prasad’s
plays this technique was responsible for traditionally compre-
hended emotions and ideals blossoming with a new fragrance and
in a new rhythm. Nevertheless, a sharp departure from tradi-
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tion is the dominant quality of Prasad’s writings and at the root
of that boldness and freedom lies the attitude of indifference
towards the stage. First, he used an idiom and a phrase so
elevated and shrouded with such virtuosity and seriousness as
to make Harishchandra's Hindi appear predestrian. Secondly,
his characters show that awareness of inner conflict which was
unknown to the one-sided heroes or villains of the earlier drama.
Thirdly, quite often his characters, while in the midst of an
immediate situation, drift into an analysis of certain ultimate
principles of human life and thus pass on irresistibly from momen-
tary anxieties to profound thought ; this doubtlessly was anew
experience for Hindi drama. As a result of these three nowvel
experiments, Prasad became the founder of a new technique
depending primarily upon the building up of an all enveloping
atmosphere. One might almost perceive in this attempt to
build up a strong, vigorous and dynamic atmosphere, the end-
cavour to make up for the absence of a suitable stage. Per-
haps, Prasad imagined that where the playwright could stimu-
late the reader’s imagination to the creation of a palpable envi-
ronment, the absence of the stage would not be felt.

Between 1920 and 1933, Prasad wrote practically all his
outstanding plays, Ajatasatru (1922), Skanda Gupta (1928), Chandra
Gupta (1931) and Dhruvaswamini (1933). Did these plays in-

fluence subsequent dramatic writings to any extent? Contems- -

porary writers and even those who immediately followed Jaya
Shankar Prasad show less pronounced influence than playwrights
of 1943 onwards. Strangely enough, even a realist like Lakshmi
Narayan Mishra who led a reaction against Prasad’s technique
during his lifetime has, in his Vatsraj published two yeas ago,
turned to Prasad’s environm ntal technigue and love of ancient
times. Harikrishna ‘Premi’, Jagannath Prasad ‘Milinda’
Govinda Vallabha Pant wrote several plays indirectly influenced
by Jaya Shankar Prasad and also by the great Bengali w.iter
Dwijendra Lal Roy. In Udaya Shankar Bhatt's Vidrokini-Amba,
Sagar-Vijaya, Matshya-Gandha and Vishwamitra the atmosphere
of the mythological age has been effectively recreated ; in
Adim-2Yuga he has been attracted by certain fundamental prob-
lems of mankind. Harikrishna ‘Premi’ has, in his plays
Swapna-Bhanga, Raksha-Bandhan, Shiva-Sadhana, etc., given ideal-
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istic and emotional glimpse into India’s mediaeval history.
Though Govinda Vallabha Pant’s Var-Mala and Raj-Mukut
lack the profundity of the other three playwrights, his writings
have been more successful on the stage for he transmutes the
inspiration received from Prasad into tangible stage form through
the agency of his first-hand experience of the footlights and the
green room. Since 1942-43, however, there has been sudden
harking back to Prasad’s idealism of humanitarian environ-
mental technique. To this stream of revival belong Ram Kumar
Verma’s Charu-Mitra, Dhrup-Tarika and Benipuri’s Ambapali
and Netra-Dan, Prithvinath Sharma’s Urmila, Dr. Kailash
Bhatnagar’s Chanakya-Pratigyan, Shree-Vatsya, Rani Siva Kumari
Devi’s Chandra Gupta and Umade, Kanchanlata Sabbarwal’s
Amiyan and Aditya Sén Gupta, Sitaram Chatturvedi’s Senapati-
Pushymitra and several historical plays of Sadguru Saran Awasthi.
Apart from these, several younger writers have almost uncritically
turned to this technique. This rehabilitation of Prasad is not
clearly understandable. Perhaps, one reason is thatin most
Universities the only dramas prescribed for the Hindi courses
are those of Jaya Shankar Prasad with the result that th's is the
technique and approach with which the average newcomer to
Hindi play-writing is well acquainted.

However, as stated earlier, the reaction against Prasad
had begun even before his ‘school’ struck roots. This re-
action was brought about by the age and the new situation.
Prasad made no effort to build up a stage ; the struggling lights
of the Parsi theatre succumbed before the dazzling silver screen
and thus the commercial theatre in Hindi collapsed almost at
the touch of the modern film. But a salutary result of .ts collapse
was that the earlier films of the New Theatre and the Bombay
Talkies proved the suitability for the stage of realistic scenes, culled
fiom day to day social life. The amateur stage that had conti-
nued its halting existence since Bharatendu could not but learn
the lesson from this experience. The theatre groups of colleges
came to realise that the realistic presentation of life, naturalistic
conversation and day to day experiences could all be brought
within the ambit of the theatre. One other circumstance drove
playwrights towards this realisation. After the first wave of
‘chhayavad’, young writers turmed from the poetry of English
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romantic literature to the writings of Ibsen, Shaw, Chekhov
and even to contemporary dramatic literature. Thirdly, also
about this time Indian nationalism beeame more and more ana-
lytical of social and economical problems, a tendency which in
subsequent literature rea-peared in the form of the progressive
movement under the inspiration of communist doctrines,
Fourthly, Freud’s psycho-analysis and the modern outlock on
sex fundamen‘ally wansformed the love theme in drama,
Fifthly, like the short story in the field of fiction, the one-act
play came to be in demand. The one-act technique is not un-
known in Sanskrit drama and in Hindi, too, Bharatendu hims-
self is credited with having written the first one-act play., But
the present-day one-act play in Hindi is a straight derivation
from western literature. The amateur stage welcomed the
one-act play with open arms because it callzd for less equipment
and stage machinery.

As a result of these circumstances and tendencies, a new
kind of play came into vogue about 1930. Of these, the salient
features were the naturalistic presentation of life, an analysis

. of the individual’s inner difficulties lying at the root of social
problems and contempt for superficial idealism. Perhaps, the
first play of this kind was Kripanath Mishra’s Mani-Goswami,
published as early as 1929. This was followed by the series of
challenging plays by Lakshmi Narayan Mishra, Sindoor-ki-Holi,
Rakshas-ka-Mandir and Mukti-ka- Rahaskya. There is nothing
wrong in an artist throwing out a challenge to tra ‘ition. But
this spirit of challenge seerns in his case also to have meant an
indifference to the needs of the stage. It was left to Ramkumar
Verma and to Upendranath Ashk (the latter both in his one-
act plays and in longer plays like Qaid-Aur-Uran, Chhata-Beta and
Adi-marg) to have attempted and achieved a fair measure of
synthesis between the realistic and thoughtful drama on the
one hand and the dynamic pace and emotional appeal of the
stage on the other. Ashk follows a technique which is clearly
well-thought out and planned and yet like a slice out of life and
like the fleeting moment of deep experience it is more suggestive
than one would suspect. He holds up to society and the indi-
vidual a mirror that is without a blemish and yet with a depth
much greater than its surface. In Seth Govind Das’s problem
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plays there is a naive indifference to technical perfection as
also to the stage; there is also a danger that some of his charac-
ters are becoming types. Vrindavan Lal Verma who has a
distinguished record as writer of historical romances has been
somewhat indiscriminately prolific in his dramatic literature ;
it is, however, significant that the majority of his plays deal with
contemporary themes and problems. OF the more recent
playwrights in this stream, mention may be made of Shambhu
Dayal Saksena and Vimala Raina both of whom have turned
out to be surprisingly refreshing in their outlook and delight-
fully spontaneous in their technique. There is more action in
their plays than in those of some of the better-known playwrights.
It is an encouraging sign that story writers of such eminence as
Yashpal and Vishnu Prabhakar have turned to drama ; their
first attempts have been widely hailed by Hindi readers.

In 1934, when the problem play was coming into itz own
in Hindi, Shri Sumitranandan Pant came out with his fantasy,
Jyotsna. It was an extraordinary experiment which cannot
be placed under any definite category and of which the signi-
ficance lies in its impressive and bold harmony of such diverse
elements as a lyrical drama (which can be traced back to Bharat-
endu and the early Vaishnava drama), a symbolic technique
(of which the first example in Sanskrit was Prabodha-Chandrodaya)
and the intellectual modern outlook motivated by strong desire .
to go into the roots of caltural experiences.

After 1935, the Hindi stage developed in two directions.
On the one hand, the amateur stage originally initiated by
Bharatendu established a successful and, let us hope, lasting con-
nection with the literary drama through the medium of the
one-act play. On the other hand, Prithviraj managed, in spite
of serious difficulties and financial loss, to establish a new type of
commercial theatre with a mission to elevate public taste and
restore the theatre. The emergence of the one-act play was of
historical significance because it came to be written as a direct
result of the demand from the stage in transition and in the re-
building of the stage it has played a formative role. The mission
of Prithviraj is a challenge to Hindi playwrights who can trans-
form this mission into a great movement. Prithviraj in Pathan,
Ahuti and Kalgkar has set forth a bold example which has, how-
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ever, to be followed with caution since a rather gushing senti-
mentalism brings most of his plays dangerously near melodrama.

The radio play is a new literary form which has indirectly
helped the theatre by stimulating several Hindi writers to write
plays. Some features of the old Sanskrit drama are reappear-
ing in a different form under the stress of radio technique ;

the Vachak and Vachika seem to bear a close resemblance to
- Sutradhar. Again, the lyricism and music of the Vaishnava
theatre seem to have reappeared in the radio play and thus there
is an indication that we might go back in some respects to the
Sanskrit and Vaishnava drama.

It is clear that the future cannot be forged by ignoring
history and tradition altogether. Perhaps, out of the tradition
of the poetic drama and the folk theatre may arise a new drama
which more than anything else may be symbolic of the Indian
theatre. Nevertheless, in a vast and varied country like ours,
it is unnecessary and undesirable to expect drama to follow a
single pattern. In another sense, however, unity is appearing.
Under the stimulus of freedom, a single and undivided inspira-
tion for the revival of the Indian theatre is making itself felt all
over the country, and the Hindi theatre can be the most con-
venient vehicle of this inspiration.



ASSAMESE DRAMA
Sabita - Debi

The performance of a play is known in Assam as
“ Bhaona.” The word * Bhaoria * means one who acts and
“Bahua™ is a jester. The performances by the Bhaorias
which have come down from ancient times depict events and in-
cidents of Assamese social life. The Bhaoria is a lyrical poet
who composes verses extempore and these are sung on religious
or social occasions eithersolo or in chorus with other Bhaorias.
The Dhulia performances contain elements of acting of a
comic nature; they have their stock of popular jokes with which
to regale the andience. Such performances usually take place to
fill in the time between the acrobatics by other performers;
acting is an essential item in a Dhulia performance which sparklés
with wit and humour.
The oldest expression of drama in Assam is * Ojapali.”
The Oja is the principal participant who narrates in  verse
mythological stories, at the same time singing and holding a
d:’a]ﬂguc in prose with the “ daina-pali”, the chief among the
“palis”. The palis are the whole company who join in the
singing and dancing. Undoubtedly, the form of this dance
arose out of the Natya Sasira, the principles of Dramatic Art.
The tales from the Ramayana and the Mahabharata are portrayed
. in this manner, and also that of Behula and Lakhindar from the
Padma-Purana. There is much vigour in these dances which
vary from place to place. The display of the mudras is to be
found in certain parts of Assam, The form is based on the foot-
work, the timing and the rthyming of the verses. The theme is
the main object of Ojapali, and it is narrated with great emotion
and pathos. Whether one would like to call it drama or not,
at any rate, events and characters are conveyed with great dra-
matic effect. The Dheodhani is the mute female character in
Ojapali who personates Behula and dances to please the goddm
Manasa,
Subsequently, with the advent of the Vaishnava era in
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Assam, themes were introduced from the Bhagabata Purana in
Ojapali. Instead of stories from the Padma Purana, the Prahlad
Upakhyan, Kaliya Daman and the Ramayana now came to the
depicted through the Vaishnava Ojapali.

The importance of the Vaishnava Ojapali lies in the fact
that the great saint and reformer Shri Shankardev (1449-1568

* AD.), who had cultivated the art of dance and music was the
first to introduce Vaishnava themes through the QOjapali.

It is in the Vaishnava period that Assamese drama really
came into its OWD. Shri Shankirdev and his disciple, Shri
Madhavdev (1489-1596 A.D.), contributed largely to Vaish-
nava culture through the literary work in Ankiya Natas, ie.,
‘the one-act plays. These Natas, with their music, dance, and
metre, were rich and original in their technique, which was dis-
tinct, although they were based on the Sanskrit drama. They
became important vehicles for the propagation of Vaishnavism
and they taught the people the story of the life of Shri Krishna,
woven round his childhood and his days at Dwarka. There
were one or two Ankiya Natas about Shri Ramchandra also.

Except for the subject-matter, the language, and the fact
that they were one-act plays, the dramas of Shri Shankardev
and Shri Madhavdev are tmodelled on the Sanskrit Natakas.
There are different vatieties of such Natas, such as the Jatra
and Jhumura. The Jhumuras are short plays without the pre-
\iminary of the ** Nandi,” that is, the prayer song sung at the
opening of a play- Some of Shri Shankardev’s followers, who
belong to the same school, are Shri Gopal Ata, F.amcharan
Thakur, Daityary Thakur.

The characters in the drainas are called * Caritas,” while
the principal actors are called * Natuas.”, The singers
are “ Gayans ” and the instrumentalists (khel) are ¢ bayans.”
The assistants at the concert are ¢ palis,” whereas the Sutradhar
acts as a link between the audience and the drama. The

theatre is known as “ Rabha.” In some of the plays, where the
demons like * Baka Sur” or it Kali Nag” appear, huge masks
are used to represent them. It is said that the scenes and the
curtains called ® Yavanika ™ were sometimes painted by Shri
Shankardev himself. '

Though interspersed With Sanskrit words, the language of
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Ankiya Nata was Brajabuli, the favourite language of Vaishna-
vites. The beauty of the language touched the hearts of the
masses ; the words and phrases were so chosen and the actors
intoned them in such a way that they expressed the spiritual
content of the play beautifully.

The songs in these plays consisted of Ankiya Geets and
Bhattimas, the former related to the drama itself, while the
latter were prayer songs, sung to the accompaniment of Khol and
Tals. The dances of the Ankiya Natas had the technique and
form belonging to a definite school. There were the dances of the
Sutradhar, of Krishna, of the young cowherds and ofthe female
characters, There were also other dances like Chali, Natua, and
Jhumura. In Ankiya Natas, before the play begins, there is
chorus singing, to the accompaniment of Khol and cymbals,
followed by a concert of Khols called Guru Ghat. Then the
Sutradhar comes upon the stage and gives an elaborate dance,
at the end of which he recites “Nandi ** in Sanskrit in praise of
Shri Krishna or Shri Ram. The actual play begins with the
appearance of the characters on the stage, At the end of the
play, comes “ Mukti Mangal ” and Bhatlima, sung in praise of
the Lord by the entire troupe of artists.

Thanks to the genius of Shri Shankardev, the beauty of the
language and the idealism of the plays were set off by the quality
of the music and dancing. The twelve dramas written by Shri
Shankardev and Shri Madhavdev were: Kaliya-Daman, Paini-
Prasad, Rasa-Krida, Rukmini Haran, Sriram-Vijaya, Parijat-Haran,
Arjun-Bhanjan, Chor-Dhara-Fhumura, Bhumi-Lutia, Pimpara Guchua,
Bhajan Vyavahar, and Shri Krishna Fanma. The tradition was
carried on by their followers who, equally inspired by religious
fervour, propagated Vaishnavism through dramas and other
forms of literature,

These plays were colourful and appealed to popular senti-
ment generally. The scenes were descriptive and instinct with
romance and chivalry. They used to be staged in the Rabha
Ghars or the houses of public gathering. The female roles were
taken by men.

This phase of the Assamese drama lasted f-::r a long time.
In those days the poets were patronised by the kings. Later,
however, there was a setback owing largely to the lack of royal
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patronage and the drama declined for a time.

Towards the end of the 18th century, Shri Lambodar
Bora translated into Assamese the Sanskrit drama, Sakuntala, for
production. It is difficult to say when exactly the performance
took place and with what success,. Women were not allowed
to take part in a theatrical production in Assam till recently
and there is no professional actress in Assam even now.

There had been a few good Pauranic dramas like Brisha-
ketu by Shri Durga Prasad Dutta and Banjara by Shri Padma
Nath Gohain Barua who also wrote a historical play called
Foymati. It is a moving story from the history of the
Ahoms,—the story of a woman’s sacrifice for her husband, King
Gadapani. It stirs the soul of the Assamese people.

Shri Lakhinath Bezbarua, who married into the Tagore
family, brought about a renaissance in Assamese literature in
the 19th century. He wrote many plays and introduced mirth
and humour into his plays, notably in Litikei, and Chikarpati
Nikarpati. Shri Hemchandra Barua wrote social dramas
pointing out defects in society while Shri Ratneswar Mahanta
wrote character plays like Harishchondra Nataks.  Plays
like ** Sonit Kumwari and Karengar Ligiri, written by Shri Jyoti
Prasad Agarwalla, were full of music and dance. The author
had a natural aptitude for blending different kinds of tunes and
the tunes to which he set his songs created a world of romance
and beauty. Though he wrote other plays also, these two were
very popular on the stage. Patriotic motives were also utilised
and for their dramatic possibilities these served to make the
actors popular. Such patriotic plays have come from the pen
of Shri Probin Phukan, a modern Assamese dramatist. K His
patriotic plays have centred round the lives of such people as
the distinguished Maniram Dewan and Lachit Borphukan.
Two other writers, Shri Benudhar Rajkhowa and Shri Atul
Hazarika, have contributed a number of plays on the social life
of Assam in the villages. These plays take place against a
background of beautiful rural scenes and give a true picture of
the village folk.

It may be said in passing that Assam has no professional
theatre yet, and dramatic activities are confined primarily to
amateurs in most towns that boast of stages and halls. Some
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places have more than one stage ; the dramatic clubs produce
plays on special occasions with local talent. Where there is no
stage, the plays are staged in specially erected pandals.

In the past, the Assamese theatre suffered much from the
absence of actresses.  As already mentioned, women entered the
field of acting only recently and have given a good account of
themselves. It is confidently hoped that, before long, Assam will
mark a new beginning for Assamese drama.



BENGALI DRAMA AND STAGE
Prabodh C. Sen

India has a long and proud history of dramatic literature
and stage performance. Barring Greece, perhaps no ancient
country can rival India in this sphere. None the less Indian
drama suffered from certain drawbacks. It was composed in
Sanskrit which ceased to be spoken many centuries before Christ;
and as time passed the gulf between Sanskrit and Prakrit, the
spoken languages of India, became wider and wider. On the
one hand, Sanskrit moved farther and farther away from the
living languages of the common people and, on the other, the
Prakrits made rapid progress and developed into what are
known as the modern Indian Languages. Sanskrit idioms
became stereotyped and could hardly be understood by any
but the highly educated. Thus garbed in a dead language and
removed from the life of the people, Sanskrit drama became
a dead art, of interest only to scholars, and was staged only in
the artificial atmosphere of royal patronage. It is true that
Prakrit dramas arose out of popular demand, but lacking royal
and scholarly support they could not survive.

Indian drama, Sanskrit and Prakrit, was dying a natural
death, while India was gradually being subjugated by the Muslim
Turks of Central Asia. With their coming and the consequent
withdrawal of royal support, Sanskrit drama may be %aid, to
all intents and purposes, to have come to an end after having
had a glorious tradition of more than a thousand years. The
Muslims not only had no dramatic tradition, they were averse to
the histrionic art. In Arabic, Persian, and Turkish, drama is
an unknown literary form. Thus, although the Muslim rulers
of India were conspicuous for their love of music, painting, and
architecture, they took no interest in the theatre. Ewven under
Shah Jahan, India had no theatre.

The popular dramatic performances, which took place
side by side with Sanskrit dramas in the pre-Mohammedan
period, continued, however, as part of the popular festivities
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during Muslim rule. Naturally, these assumed  different
forms in different parts of India. 'What form they actually took
in Bengal is shrouded in mystery. Liké the origins of most human
arts, the origin of popular drama in Bengal remains obscure,
although the indirect testimony of language seems to furnish.
some clue to the acted drama of Bengal. The words for ‘actor’
and ‘play’ in Sanskrit are nata and nataka respectively. These
are derivatives of the root nat, the Prakrit or vernacular form of
the Sanskrit root nrif, to dance. At any rate, these words sug-
gest that Indian drama was popular in origin ; that some form
of pantomime attended with dancing was its starting point; and
music and dialogue were added later.

A stage in the transition from this primitive origin to
drama proper seems to be represented by the Gita-Go inda of
Jayadeva, the court poet of King Lakshmana-Sena of Bengal
(twelfth century A.D.). Though written in Sanskrit, this
work was fashioned, beyond doubt, after the prevalent vernacular
prototypes, and it became a model and a source of inspiration
for the poets of Bengal for centuries. Though poetic in form, the
Gita-Govinda can be acted as a play with dance and music. It
is the earliest specimen of a primitive type of play that survives
in Bengal, and must have preceded regular drama. It has no
proper dialogue, for each of the three characters merely engages
in a kind of lyrical monclogue to which the other two are sup-
posed to listen. The subject is the love of Krishna for beautiful
Radha, their estrangement and final reconciliation.

As already mentioned, the Gila-Govinda was composed under
the royal patronage of Lakshmana-Sena. It was towards the
end of his reign that Bengal fell victim to Turkish invasion, and
then followed a period of cultural chaos which lasted for over
two centuries. The cultural history of Bengal during the thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries is but vaguely known. Conse-
quently, the rudiments of drama found in the Gita-Govinda
eould not develop in normal fashion. Popular enthusiasm for
such semi-dramatic performances, especially at religious festi-
vals, continued to flow in a feeble stream till the end of the
fifteenth century when there appeared the great Chaitanyadeva
(1486-1534) from whom the cultural and spiritual life of Bengal
received a great impetus. Even histrionic art bears the impress
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of his many-sided personality. The biographies of Chitanyadeva
written in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries throw an in-
teresting light on the dramatic and semi-dramatic performances
in Bengal during his lifetime. He had a fascination for drama
and was himself a highly skilled actor. Vrindavan Das (c. 1507-
89), the author of Chaitanya-Bhagavata, has given us a very vivid
and interesting description of a play named Rukimini-haran
which was produced at the house of a certain Chandrasekhar of
Navadvipa and in which Chaitanya played the role of Rukmini.
To the surprise of the audience, Haridas, the Muslim follower of
Chaitanyadeva, appeared in the role of the Kotwal with large
whiskers, a huge turban on his head, and a big staff in his hand.
Srivasa, another follower of Chaitanya, played the part of
Narada and appeared with a long white flowing beard, sandal
marks on his body, a pina resting on his shoulder and kusa grass
in his hand. As Rukmini, the daughter of the King of Vidaibha,
Chaitanya wore the garb of a damsel so exquisitely that no one
recognised him. He danced beautifully to the tune of songs
sung by the dramatic party. The audience was so enthralled
by the performance that they were hardly aware of the passage
of the night.

This dramatic performance probably took place some time
in the first decade of the sixteenth century. Vrindavan Das has
described the sort of drama that was popular in those days and

. how it was played. ‘The fact that this particular play was
staged at the house of a private person like Chandrasekhar shows
that no need was felt for a recognised stage as required by
ancient Sanskrit drama or by a modern vernacular play. It
seems that the story of Rukmini-haran was played in the fashion
of a jatra performance which is still popular in Bengal. Jatra
resembles a drama in many ways the main points of difference
being that unlike a drama jatra requires no fixed stage, scenes
or curtain, that it abounds in dance song and music and has
much less dialogue, action or plot. In fact, jatra may be re-
garded as the popular and earlier form of developed regular
drama. As has already been stated, the Sanskrit words for actor,
play, and dramatic art are nata, nataka, and natya respectively,
and they are derived from the vernacular root nat, to dance. It
may therefore be inferred that Indian drama has evolved from
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- some kind of a popular dance performance. Mimic dancing
becomes drama as soon as words were added to it. This is borne
out by jatra, which may be regarded as a continuation of the
original and primitive nafya, the dance play, the precursor of the
acted drama.

The developed character of jatra in the sixteenth century
leads us to think that its origin must be traced back to a much
carliecr age. It seems thatoriginally jatra meant a religious
procession accompanied by mimic dance, song and other
festivities. The occasions for such festive processions were
many, such asthe Dol-jatra or the Holi festival of Srikrishna,
the Rath-jatra or the car festival of Jagannath. The Buddhist
and Jain religious festivals were also celebrated with proces-
sions. The original form of these jatra festivals may perhaps
be guessed from the mimic shows, dances, and music that
characterise well known religious processions moving along the
stree s of Dacca in East Bengal on the occasion of Janmash-
tami or the birthday of Srikrishna or along the streets of Calcutta
on similar occasions. The next stage of development was
reached when these shows and dances were displayed in a fixed
arena instead of a moving procession.  When the dialogue was
added, the fully grown jafra came into existence. These states
must, however, have been reached long before the time of
Chaitanya. We know that under his inspiration Ramananda
Ray, his South Indian follower, wrote a Sanskrit drama named
Jagannath-Vallabha which was acted in the temple of Jagannath at
Puri under the direction of King Prataparudra of Orissa. The
female parts were played by the Deva-dasis trained by the author
. himself. Rup Goswami, a well known Bengali disciple of Chait-
anya, is credited with the authorship of at least three dramas, all
in Sanskrit, namely, Vidagdha Madhava (1532), Lalita-Madhava
(1537) and Danakeli- Kaumadi (1553)., Their common theme
is some aspect of Krishna’s love for Radha. Vidagdha Madhava
was first played at the hely city of Vrindavan before a host of
pilgrims. This play as well as Danakeli- Kaumadi were render-
ed into Bengali by Yadunandan Das in the seventeenth century;
Lalita-Madhava was translated into Bengali by Swarupcharan
Goswami towards the end of the eighteenth century. Another
Sanskrit drama, the Chaitanyg-Chandrodaya of Paramananda
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Sen Kavikarnapur, written before 1540 A.D., deserves mention.
The Bengali version of this drama (1712-13) is attributed to
Purushottam Misra, better known as Premdas. Finally, the
Sanskrit drama, Sangita-Madhava, is from the penof the great
Bengali poet Govindadas Kaviraj of the sixteenth century, after
Chaitanya®s death.

It is evident from this brief narration that the practice of
writing dramas in Sanskrit was largely inspired by Chaitanya
and was in vogue in Bengal for a long period. Itis also clear
that such dramatic literature, in the original Sanskrit or in its
Bengali version, was popular among the reading public of
Bengal up to the closing years of the eighteenth century. In
fact, these dramas were primarily meant to be read along with
the earlier Sanskrit dramas like the Sakuntala of Kalidasa, the
Uttara- Rama-Charitam of Bhavabhuti, the Prabodha-Chandrodaya
of Krishnamisra and so on. There is little evidence to show,
however, that, except on a very few occasions such as those re-
ferred to above, these dramas were actually produced for the
benefit or entertainment of the public, select or general.

On the other hand, it is obvious that for centuries, jaira,
i.e., the popular form of drama, continued without any break,
to be played for popular amusement and education. It is unfor-
tunate that it never occurred to any one to give a literary form
to jatra. Like most other forms of folk literature, it remained
unwritten. It is curious that dramas, Sanskrit and Bengali,
were written, but seldom acted, while jatras which were acted
publicly were not written down till the nineteenth century when
modern drama came to exercise its influence on jaira.

Thus, both jatra and drama had a common origin in
the réligious festivals; but they followed distinct lines of develop-
ment. With the decadence of Sanskrit and the incursions of the
conquering Muslim Turks, drama and the stage ceased to attract
and jatra without a stage or curtains held the field. Popular

jatra actors no doubt drew the admiration of the people, but
history has no record of their achievements until the eighteenth
century when two brothers called Sridam and Subal became
famous as great jairg-walas or actors and succeeded in finding a
lasting place in the people’s memory. They were followed by a
band of jatra actors, such as Paramananda, Premchand, Badan
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Adhikari, Govinda Adhikari, Lochan Adhikari and others,
each of whom showed some originality by giving a new form
to drama and acting. When at last the new drama came from
the west and was hailed by the educated public, indigenous his-
trionic art went out of existence. But this need not be put down
exclusively to the influence of western drama. Jaira had in the
meantime lost its moral and religious tone as well as its refinement
of taste.

It seems that originally jatra was very intimately related
to the Krishna cult and its commonest theme seems to have
been the Kaliya-daman (the subduing of the mythological serpent
Kaliya) episode in the Krishna legend, so much so that in the
course of time all plays connected with the Krishna legend
came to be known by the name of Kali man, The name
Krishna-jatra was also not unknown. Then came the Chandi-
jatra which depicted the story of the goddess Chandi. The
Chaitanya-jatra, which followed, bears testimony to the great
hold the character of Chaitanya had on the imagination of
the people. In later days, when religious and moral themes
ceased to have the same influence on the public mind, the love
story of Vidya and Sundar became the popular theme of jatra.
The Vidya-Sundar jatra illustrated the depraved taste of a
decadent age and heralded the end of this time-honoured folk
drama of Bengal. This brings us to about the middle of the
nineteenth century which coincided with the appearance of
western drama in this country. But indigenous drama that
fashioned the national mind for centuries could not fail to
exercise its influence on the new drama. This influence is
particularly noticeable in the works of the well known play-
wright and actor, Girischandra Ghosh (1844-1912), and can
be traced even to the plays of Rabindranath Tagore, The
old jatra tradition, too, was profoundly influenced by drama
from the West,

The stage is inseparably bound up with drama. It ig
now an admitted fact that Indian drama had an independent
origin and followed its own course of development without
being affected by Greek or any other extranepus influence.
One of the reasons in favour of this conclusion is that the
Indian stage, which has been elaborately described in Bharata's
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Natya Sastra, bore no resemblance to the Greek theatre. How-
ever, the Indian stage practically ceased to exist on the eve of
the Turkish conquest of India and during the centuries that
followed India was without a theatre,

It is about the middle of the eighteenth century, some
years before the battle of Plassey, that the English founded at
Calcutta a theatre of their own, the Play House. It was
followed by others. But they did not appreciably affect the
cultural life of Bengal. Towards the end of that century, a
Russian named Herasim Lebedeff founded a Bengali theatre
in the heart of Calcutta. Lebedeff translated an English drama,
The Disguise, into Bengali with the help of his Bengali instructor,
Golaknath Das, who helped him when it was produced at the
Bengali theatre on 27th November, 1795, and again on 2lst of
March, 1796, The theatre was decorated in Bengali style;
some indigenous features were introduced and some poems of
the poet Bharatchandra Ray were set to music in order to
interest the Bengali = audience. The most interesting fact
remains that Bengali actors of both sexes took part in the play.
Unfortunately, the translation of this play was not published
and the first Bengali theatre ceased to exist with Lebedeff’s
departure from India.

Lebedeff and his Bengali theatre did not have a lasting
effect on the life of the people. For about four decades Bengal
remained without a theatre of her own and had to be satisfied
with the jatra performances which were continually being
adapted to the changing tastes of succeeding generations. But
in the meantime English education had brought about a radical
change in the mind of the enlightened public. This resulted
in the establishment in 1831 of the Hindu Theatre by Prasanna
Kumar Tagore, The first two plays put on the boards were
Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar and Wilson's English version of
Bhavabhuti’s Sanskritdrama, Ultara-Rama-Charitam. During the
next two decades many private theatres came into existence
and the staging of English plays became the fashion, but a
remarkable exception to this deserves special mention. In
1833, a theatre was established at the house of Nabinchandra
Basu of Calcutta. Four or five Bengali plays used to be staged
at this theatre every year. Vidya-Sundar, staged in 1835, was a
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great success and was praised by thoughtful critics. In this
theatre also, as in Lebedeff’s Bengali theatre, the feminine
roles were played by women. This must be regarded as a daring
venture for the times. INone of the plays staged here were
printed; perhaps they were not worth printing.

It is for want of good dramatic literature, which could
satisfy the sophisticated mind brought up on English plays,
that a Bengali stage of the modern type took such a long time
to come into being. At last, the demand for good plays led
to the creation of modern dramas in 1852 when two plays
were written after the English model, Kirfivilas, the first Bengali
tragedy by Jogendrachandra Gupta, and Bhadrarjun, the first
Bengali comedy by Taracharan Sikdar. In the next year
followed Bhanumati-Chittavilas, an adaptation of Shakespeare’s
Merchant of Venice, by Harachandra Ghosh. But these authors
lacked genius and their works had no great influence on dramatic
literature or the stage. It is no wonder that none of these
plays were ever staged.  5till they deserve mention for they
were the forerunners of a new age that was to down in a few
years.

The year 1857 marks the beginning of a new epoch in
the history of Bengali drama and the- theatre. In fact,
Bengali drama and the stage have had a continuous history
since that memorable year. It was in 1857 that four published
dramas were staged in three different theatres. The first of
these is Abhijnana-Sakuntala by Nandakumar Ray. It was pro-
duced in the private theatre of Asutosh Dev, a well known citi-
zen of Calcutta. The second, Kulina-kula-sarpasva (1 854) written
by Ramnarayan Tarkaratna, is of greater importance. It
is the first original Bengali drama dealing with a burning social
problem of the day, the problem of Kulin polygamy; and its
author is regarded as the first proper dramatist of Bengal.
The next two plays, Feni-Samhara (1856) by Ramnarayan and
Vikramorvasi (1857) by Kaliprasanna Sinha both translations of
well known Sanskrit dramas, were staged in the prwate theatre
of the latter who took part in both plays.

The next vyear, another drama of Ramnarayan,
Ratnavali, again a Sanskrit drama rendered into Bengali, was
staged in the Belgachia Theatre, which surpassed its predeces-
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sors in all respects. The owners of the theatre invited many
Englishmen to see the play, and for their benefit the drama was
translated into English. This work was entrusted to Michael
Madhusudan Dutt, who after witnessing this performance felt
the want of good dramas in Bengali and himsell undertock to
write them. In a short time, he came out with his Sarmishiha,
which was staged in the Belgachia theatre on Srd September,
1859. Thus, a genius appeared and in quick succession he
wrote a few plays of varied types—comedy, tragedy, and farce—
which revolutionised dramatic literature as well as the histrionic
art of Bengal. It seems that, for several years, the people
of Calcutta were seized with the hunger for more and
more plays. There was no dearth of theatres and dramatic
performances and dramatists appeared to meet the ever grow-
ing demand. Of the dramatists, the most important are
Dinabandhu Mitra and Manomohan Basu. Dinabandhu’s
first play, MNildarpan (1860), a tragedy depicting the inhuman
oppression of Indian peasants by European indigo planters,
created a sensation, Other plays by him also bear the stamp
of a great dramatic genius. He was a keen observer of character
and events, and particularly of people of the lower strata of
society. This has brought reality to his plays which was rare
in contemporary drama. Indeed, few playwrights could rival
Dinabandhu in dramatic power.

Of the many plays staged in the sixties, one is reminded of
Nal-Damayanti by Kalidas Sanyal and Malati-Madhava of
Bhavabhuti translated by Ramnarayan, These were produced
at the residence of Maharaja Jatindra Mohan Tagore where
d few more plays including farces, one of which was by Jatindra
Mohan himself, were staged. In 1866, the Jorasanko Natya-
" Samaj produced a play, Nava Natak, criticising polygamy. This
play was written by Ramnarayan. But it was Navin Tapasvini
(1863), Sadhavar Ekadasi (1866) and other plays of Dinabandhu
which must be regarded as having marked the apex of the
dramatic art of this decade. Manomohan Basu also wrote a
number of plays including Ramabhishek (1867), and Pranay-
Pariksha (1869), which were produced and acclaimed on the
stage.

It is the dramas of Dinabandhu that led to the establish-
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ment in 1872 of a public theatre in Calcutta, the National
Theatre. This marks the second phase in the history of the
Bengali stage. It began its career with the performance of the
Nildarpan which was regarded even at that time as an event of
national importance. Other public theatres also made their
appearance almost at the same time. One of these is the Bengal
Theatre which opened with Madhusudan Dutt’s Sarmishtha
and where the dramatised version of Bankimchandra Chatterjee’s
Durgesnandini was also staged. From the beginning (1873},
feminine roles were played by women at this theatre. Two
plays of Jyotirindranath Tagore (an elder brother of the Poet
Tagore), Puruvikram (1874), and Asrumati (1879) were also
produced here. Both of them inspired the audience with a
spirit of patriotism hitherto unknown in the history of Bengal.

In the seventies, under the leadership of Girischandra
Ghosh, the Great National Theatre staged a number
of plays, one of which was Sarojini (1875) written by
Jyotirindranath with patriotic themes. There was great
rivdlry between the Bengal and the Great National Theatres
and the latter even undertook a tour in the North and West
of India and produced with great success Bengali plays like
Nildarpan in Delhi, Agra, Lahore, and Lucknow.

These public theatres became the nursery of professional
actors, thus helping the development of histrionic art. Great
artists, began to appear on the stage. Among these the first
great name is Girischandra Ghosh and the latest Sisitkumar
Bhaduri. There were others only less important including
Ardhendu Mustaphi, Amritalal Basu, Apares Mukherji, Dani
Ghosh, Amarendra Datta, Tinkari Chakravarti, Nirmalendu
Lahiri, Durgadas Banerji, and Ahindra Chaudhuri, while
among the names of the actresses, Charusila, Krishnabhamini,
Niharbala, Tarasundari, and Prabha may be mentioned.
Thanks to them the stage has undergone a revolutionary
change.

The unceasing demand of the public stage has been
responsible for a large number of plays. Unfortunately, not
many of them are great, for the bulk of them have grown out
of the necessity to satisfy public taste which has not always
been high. Girischandra Ghosh himself was compelled to
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write a great number of plays, most of them to serve the needs
of the stage ; some were written to instil religious fervour into
people’s hearts; but only a few are of real merit and can be
expected to find a place of honour in the history of Bengal's
dramatic literature,

Another actor playwright of this time was Amritalal Basu
(1853-1929) who was a prolific writer. He is particularly
known for his Vivsha-vibhrat (1884) and other highly enjoyable
satirical plays which gave a new tone and interest to the stage,

The next name that deserves mention is that of Dwijendra
Lal Ray (1863-1913) who infused a new strength and character
into the dramatic literature of Bengal and captured the imagi-
nation of lovers of drama. It may be observed that the model
he set is still being followed by other playwrights. His historical
plays, imbued with a spirit of patriotism, are popular not only
in Bengal, but even in the Hindi-speaking areas, of course,
through translation. His plays, particularly his stage direc-
tions, have served to remodel and to give a realistic character
to Bengali acting which used to be overdone in the old days.
Even then he also had his idiosyncrasies which, though popular
at one time, do not find favour with the public now. The
name of another playwright, Kshirod Prasad Vidyavinod (1864-
1927), should be mentioned here. His historical plays,
particularly his Alamgir (1921), became very popular. Sisir-
kumar Bhaduri’s acting in the role of Alamgir left a mark in the
history of the dramatic art of Bengal and greatly contributed
to its popularity.

There were also other writers who wrote original plays
for the stage, Though not possessing much literary value,
they helped the theatre to commercial success. One recalls in
this connection the activities of the Art Theatre which started in
1923 with Apares Mukherji as director, himself a veteran actor
and playwright. It began by staging his Karnarjun with Ahindra
Chaudhuri in the role of Arjuna with phenomenal success.
Tagore’s Chirakumar-Sabha and Grikaprabes, Apares Mukherji’s
Jraner Rani, and a number of other plays including Rabindra
Moitra’s Manamayes Girls’ School were successfully staged there.

Sisirkumar Bhaduri, the most distinguished actor of
present-day Bengal, made his mark in the twenties and played
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the hero’s role in Sita, Shorasi, Seshraksha, Alamgir, and a number
of other plays, and drew full houses. Dani Ghosh, the talented
son of Girischandra Ghosh, who had played the principal role
in a number of plays written by his illustrious father and been
the idol of playgoers, before Sisir Bhaduri came on the scene,
joined the latter at Natyaniketan. :
~ Rabindranath Tagore’s dramas are a class by themselves
with distinct phases of levelopment which require more elaborate
treatment. The Tagore family took a great interest in and
did much to encourage drama and the stage since the days of
Madhusudan and Ramnarayan. Many of its members were
gifted actors and under their fostering care the stage followed a
distinct course of development. Jyotirindranath, Tagore’s
elder brother, whom we have already mentioned, was not only
a successful actor but also a playwright, occupying a place
among the very best in Bengal. It was particularly his encour-
agement that initiated Rabindranath into the art of the stage
and led him to write plays from an early age. Even before he
wrote any of his own, Tagore appeared in the role of the
principal actor in a play by Jyotirindranath when he was only
sixteen years of age (1877), and at once established his reputa-
tion as an actor. Of his numerous dramas, the first, Valmiki-
Pratibha, was published in 1881. When it was staged publicly
he took the part of Valmiki, the name part in the play. Falmiki-
Pratibha is an opera without any spoken dialogue. His last
dramatic work, Syama (1939) is a dance drama. Between these
two, he wrote more than three dozen dramas of extremely
varied forms and types —comedy, tragedy, farce, symbolic
play etc.—which have no parallel in Bengali literature. He
also introduced new techniques of acting from time to time and
it is not surprising that they were greatly transformed at his
hand. Being an adept himself, he trained bands of actors
who carried his ideas to different parts of the country. " And it
was not long before the public theatre, too, adopted some of his
innovations. But it should be remembered that neither the
stage nor the theatre public could keep pace with Tagore's
technique or his dramatic ideas. Hence, although on many
occasions his plays have been produced on the public stage with
great success, they are enjoyed only by a few and have no
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great appeal for the general public.

" The great artists, Abanindranath (Tagore’s nephew)
and his disciple, Nandalal Basu, should be mentioned in this
connection. For it is they who helped the great poet in giving
the stage and the theatrical costumes that simplicity of beauty
and taste which is so much admired now-a-days.

Besides the professional stage, there are at present
innumerable amateur clubs and associations which have also
shown great histrionic ability. One of them is the Bohurupee
group which has earned popularity both in Calcutta and
outside, particularly in their production of social plays like Tulsi
Lahiri’s Chenra Tar. .

Before we conclude, we must mention another name who
was thrown up by the Swadeshi Movement of Bengal in 1905.
It is Mukunda Das, a Jatra-wala who was more than a Fatra-
wala. A great social reformer and revolutionary, he himself
wrote the palas he produced and toured the countryside seeking,
. through them, to rejuvenate the old, moribund, society and to
inspire the youth of the country to high patriotic duties.
The verve and virility of his palas and the massiveness of his
acting created history in East Bengal countryside in those days.

In passing, it must be admitted that, in spite of its
possessing 2 band of good playwrights, such as Manmatha
Roy, Sachindranath Sen Gupta, Vidhayak Bhattacharya and
others, who are constantly writing new plays, in spite of
the fact that there are able actors like Sisirkumar Bhaduri,
Ahindra Chaudhuri and others, and in spite of the new
stage amenities, it looks as if after a glorious career of nearly a
century, the Bengali theatre has fallen on evil days. One
drawback is that the theatre has often to fall back either on
old plays or on the dramatised version of Bengali novels, past
and present. It must be remembered that neither Bankim-
chandra nor Saratchandra Chatterji, the two great novelists
of Bengal, wrote dramas, but the dramatised versions of their
novels have always been very popular on the stage. Sarat-
chandra himself dramatised his novel, Dena Paona and called it
Shorasi, which when produced on the stage, drew full houses.
His Binder Chhele, a dramatised version of his novel of the same
name was also a great success on the stage. Few novelists have
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written plays originally, Banaphul being an exception whose
Sri Madhusudan has been acclaimed on the stage.

Anyhow, it must be mentioned that there is no dramatist
of the calibre of Dinabandhu Mitra, Girischandra Ghosh or
even of Kshirod Prasad Vidyavinod to feed the stage now. Add
to this the allurements of the cinema which have diverted the
Bengali mind, as elsewhere, from the theatre. Lately, however,
there are hopeful signs on the horizon; there are indications
that the keen interest shown in the theatre by the Bengali
public for nearly a century is undergoing a revival. Two plays,
Syamali by Nirupama Devi and Ulka by Nihar Ranjan Gupta,
have run for nearly 500 nights (1954-56) in Calcutta. Mr.
Tarasankar Banerji’s novel, the Arogya-Niketan, which has won
the Sahitya Akademi prize in Delhi as well as the Rabindra
Memorial Prize of the West Bengal Government, has been
dramatised by the author and put on the stage at Visva-rupa
(formerly Srirangam) for some months now ; it also promises to
" be a great success.

To conclude, it may be claimed to the credit of Bengal that
Calcutta still maintains four permanent professional theatres,
each of which gives a number of shows every week, and more
than one show on Sunday and other public holidays, a rare pheno-
menon in India, and thus tries valiantly touphold the great tra-
ditions of the Bengali stage. Besides, of late the West Bengal
Government have imparted a new impetus to Bengali drama and
stage by instituting periodical prizes on a competitive basis to
amateur theatrical parties, not a few in number, all over the State.
All these augur well for a bright future for the histrionic art which
is about to complete its first century of life in Bengal.
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' GUJARATI DRAMA
D. G, Vyas

In the context of stage performance, the birth of Gujarati
drama can be traced back to Bombay in 1852, Its history of
over a hundred years provides interesting events and episodes.

The term Gujarati drama has a wider connotation which
includes the pioneering work done by the Parsis and the subse-
quent phases of the growth and decline of the stage. As an in-
stitution, a proper perspective can be had only through an ob-
jective description. Any attempt to review drama or stage
technique critically is likely to lead .to biassed judgment.

Gujarat was well acquainted with drama over a century
ago. Plays were written by some and a few of them were brought
on to the stage. This activity was intensified as drama began
to take concrete shape. Gujarat has also a folk form of drama-
tic representation in Bhavai. It has its own heritage of history
and legend and traditions of music, dance and art. Gujarat thus
offered fertile soil for the growth of the stage.

The initiation of any movement needs a congenial environ-
ment, and Bombay provided it for drama even in those early
days. In starting the theatre movement the initiative was
taken by its Parsi residents. In fact, Bombay has always re-
mained the principal focus of Gujarati drama, being the perma-
manent seat of the leading Natak Mandalis and the sphere of
work of the dramatists and actors who were counted among the
front rank artists.

At the outset, the movement was an amateur activity.
Actors, dramatists and others associated with it had their own
daily duties, but they met in the evening for drama. What
appears to have been a part-time activity to them must have been,
in reality, one of their principal concerns.

Several among these actors, playwrights and others who
had lent their mordl and material support to them were well
educated people. Some of them were, prominent pér;'-plc in
their respective spheres. One of these was great Dadabhai
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Navroji, the father of the Indian Home Rule Movement. He
was a member of the advisory committee of the very first drama-
tic club.

Although the Parsis had played a predominant part in
the establishment of the Gujarati stage, the movement was cos-
mopolitan in character, as some leading enlightened Hindus—
Gujaratis as well as Maharashtrians—had offered their active
support to it. The foremost among them were Vinayak
Jagannath  Shankersett, Diwan Bahadur Ranchhodbhai
Udayaram, Mangaldas Nathubhai, Mansukhram Tripathi and
Dr. Bhau Daji, who was a member of the advisory committee
for the first club.

The first dramatic club, which was founded in 1852, was
designated, the Parsi Natak Mandali. It was active for about
fifteen years. Within a decade, however, about twenty others
had sprung into existence but only a few had the strength to sur-
vive for any length of time. '

Certain names stand out in high relief whenever the es-
tablishment and development of the Gujarati stage is discussed.
Eaikhashru Navroji Kabraji was a noted dramatist, poet and
musician whose opinions always carried weight with the intelli-
gentsia. He had composed and directed dramas and was acti-
vely concerned with the formation of important dramatic
units. His Baijan Manijeh, the earliest drama, was staged by the
Victoria Natak Mandali in 1869. Coonvarji Sorabji Nazir was
an equally eminentstage personality, devoted to drama through-
out his life. Diwan Bahadur Ranchhodbhai Udayaram wasa
renowned scholar and dramatist. Dadabhai Sorabji Patel, who
died early at the age of 31, Dadabhai Ratanji Thuthi, Hirji
Khambhatta and Nusservanji Apakhatyar were artists and direc-
tors of eminence.

In course of time, the amateur stage had to give way to
regular repertory companies. The Elphinstone Dramatic Club,
which was founded in 1860-61 by C.S. Nazir in co-operation
with Hirji Khambhatta and others, was an amateur organisa-
tion of some of the alumni of Elphinstone College, and it re-
tained its individuality as such for some time. From it had
sprung the Elphinstone Natak Mandali under the leadership of
Nazir. Ewventually, it passed into the hands of Jamshedji
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Madan of the Madan Theatres Limited of Calcutta,

The Victoria Natak Mandali, with Kabraji as Secretary
and Vinayak Jagannath Shankersett as the President of the
working committee, was founded in 1867-68. Subsequently it
came to be kown as Balliwala’s Natak Mandali, because he
had finally become its sole proprietor.

The Alfred Natak Mandali with which was associated the
well known artist, Cowasji Palanji Khatao, was founded in
1871. In spite of frequent interruptions in its career, it had a
long life and its name ceased to be heard only a few years ago.
The second Parsi Natak Mandali, which had among it; partners
Framji Dadabhai Appu and his brother Dinshaji, and which is
believed to have been founded before 1881, lived only fur a few
}"'EHIS.

The Zoroastrian Natak Mandali, which was  formed
before 1858, the Parsi Empress Victoria Theatrical Company
Limited of Jehangir Khambhatta, the Original Victoria Club
of Dadabhai Patel, the Parsi Ripon Theatrical Company of
Meherji Surveyor and the Mumbai Natak Mandali of Dadabhai
Thuthi were among the others which had made a significant
contribution to the development of the stage. The Natak
Uttejak Mandali was set up in 1874=75 for a specific purpose
which will be discussed in the proper place. The Elphinstone,
Victoria, Alfred, and Parsi Mandalis were the principal organi-
sations and all of them  had Gujarati dramas in their
repertoires. The tradition of the stage was carried on for some
time by the dramatic units of the Madan Theatres Limited after
the others had closed down.

In the early days, there were very few theatres in
Bombay, The first theatre built by Vinayak Jagannath
Shankersett in the Grant Road locality proved to
be a blessing to the various dramatic clubs. It was followed
by the Victoria Theatre in the same locality. Following the
construction of other theatres, the Grant Road area came to
be known as the “Play House.” Likewise, theatres were cons-
tructed in the Fort area, and gradually the theatre movement
spread to several towns in Gujarat.

The period between 1860 and 1885 was marked by brisk
dramatic activity which was confined notonly to Gujarat but
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extended to other parts of India. Itgavean impetus to drama-
tists to keep the stage supplied with a series of plays. The fore-
most among these were Kabraji Nanabhai Rustomji Ranina,
Edulji Khorey, Ranchhodji Udayaram, Dadabhai Ponchkhana-
walla (Bandekhuda), the poet Narmadashankar, Khurshidji
B. Framroz, Bomanji Kabraji, Shankar Bapuji Tiilokekar,
MNusservanji Khinsaheb (Arim) and J hangir Khambhatta.

The actors came chiefly from the Parsi community. Only
a few can be mentioned out of a host of names, such as
Dadabhai Thuthi, Nusservanji Forbes, Khurshidji Balliwala,
Dadabhai Patel, Dr. N.N. Parekh, Lt.-Col. Dhanjisha Parekh,
Cowasji Palanji Khatao, the Madan brothers— Pestonij,
Jamshedji and Nusservanji, Jehangir Khambhatta, Dossabhai
Mugol, Sorabji Ogra, Sorabji Katrak, and Ratansha Sinnor.
The Parsi actors still retain their place on the Gujarati
stage.
As the years passed, the stage life attracted others also.
The Brahmins of Saurashtra produced a number of playwrights,
actors and directors and the repertory companies in Bombay
and Gujarat drew actors from among the Nayaks, Bhojaks
Gandharvas, Meers and Marwaris, who are known for their
musical skill and stage arts, as well as from other communities.
To the Nayak—Bhojak community, in particular, acting and
music are hereditary professions, and numerous actors belong
to this community. A few came also from Maharashtra and
other parts of India.

For a long time, the language of the dramas presented by
the Parsis remained Gujarati as spoken by them. English was
also used at times. Elphinstone Dramatic Club, for example,
produced mostly English plays by Shakespeare and others.

However, a time came when the repertory companies,
whose mainstay was Gujarati, turned to Urdu and ultimately
a rich and varied repertoire of Urdu plays was built up by them
collectively and popularised in the whole of India and outside,
The leading companies are known to have undertaken tours
in several towns. Balliwala had taken his troupe to Burma and
to England. It may be noted that Sonana Moolni Khorshed was
the first Urdu play written originally in Gujarati by Edulji
Khorey, then rendered into Urdu and staged in 1871,
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 Shakespeare was a great favourite. Some of his plays
were produced first in the original and then in Urdu. His
plays lent colour to some dramas which were typically
Gujarati, Shahnama, the Arabian Nights and the social life of
the period were other sources from which the early Parsi play-
wrights drew themes for their plays.

Gujarati playwrights including a few Parsis, of course,
covered a much wider field which is an index of the progress
made by Gujarati drama. It has drawn freely upon the epics
—the Ramagyana and the Mahabhsrala, mythology, Sanskrit
classics like Sakuntala, historical episodes and legends. Some
of the writers have taken to social drama which in the past few
years proved to be very popular.

In course of time, the need was felt for plays which
could be called typically Gujarati. Karan Ghelo, a historical
drama was already presented by Nazir. Harishchandra and
Nala Damayanti of Ranchhodbhai Udayaram were produced
by another group. '

The demand for Gujarati dramas led to the formation of
a group : the Natak Uttejak Mandali in 1874-75. Sir Mangal
Das, Kabraji, and Mansukhram Tripathi were the president,
secretary, and member respectively of  its committee,
Ranchhodbhai’s Harishshandra was again put on the boards by
this Mandali and it had a record run of 100 nights. His Nala
Damayanti proved to be a great success. Narmadashankar’s
Draupadi Darshan, Seetaharan, Sar Sakuntala and Balkrishna Vijay -
too were staged by ‘the same Mandali whose repertoire was
supplemented by the dramas of Kabraji and Trilokekar.

Then some Gujarati Hindus came forward to form a
dramatic club of their own and they received full co-operation
from Ranchhodbhai. This club was formed in 1878 and was
named the Gujarati Natak Mandali; and from it emerged in
1885 Bombay's famous dramatic institution—the Mumbai
Gujarati Natak Mandali. Dayashankar Vasanji, who was
already known as a talented stage artist, became its director and
one of the partners. About 1885, the Natak Uttejak Mandali
seems to have reached the end of its tether.

And then came the turning point. The drama movement
seemed to have passed through a process of bifurcation. The



T

bty

GUJARATI DRAMA 57

leading Mandalis of the Parsis developed a preference for
Urdu, while Gujarati drama took its place firmly on the stage.
It is difficult to draw rigid line of demarcation between the two
dramatic groups, since the two overlapped to some extent.

While Gujarati drama was taking definite shape in Bombay,
‘Gujarat too began to organise repertory companies on the model
inv gue. The Morbi Arya Subodh Natak Mandali was founded
in about 1878 by the well known playwright Waghji Asharam
in co-operation with his brother Moolji Asharam who was both
an actor and director. Waghji Asharam’s Trivikram is said
to have had a run of five years at astretch, and then Chandrahas
earned for his Mandali a lasting reputation.

Che Mumbai Natak Mandali, as already pointed out,
came into existence in 1885 in Bombay; and then in 1889
Dahyabhai Dholshaji Jhaveri, who was a dramatist, scholar,
and poet, appeared on the scene and founded in Ahmedabad
his Deshi Natak Samaj which happens today to he the only
survival of the glory that was the Gujarati stage. The Morki,
Mum ai, Gujarati and Deshi were counted among the major
institutions of Gujarati drama for a long time, visiting at times
the different towns of Gujarat.

In Saurashira also the theatre movement had taken deep
roots. Between 1889 and 1906 the Vankaner Arya Hitvarddhak
Natak Mandali, the Vankaner Vidya Varddhak Natak
Mandali, and the Palitana Bhakti Pradarshak Natak Mandali
were founded, and the tradition of Gujarati drama was thus
carried on by them for many years,

The decade beginning with 1912 was a period of interse
stage activity, as a few important Mandalis were formed in this
period. The Arya Niti Darshak Natak Samaj, Arya Natya
Samaj, Arya Naitik Natak Samaj, Vidya Vinod Natak Samaj,
Saraswati Natak Samaj and Laxmikant Natak Samaj, for
instance, have, each of them, left behind a creditable record of
service to the Gujarati stage.

Bombay was able to support about twelve repertory com-
panies at a time, among which probably four or five were

- Gujarati. The activities of the Laxmikant Natak Samaj were

mostly confined to Bombay. The Arya Naitik Natak Samaj,
under the able direction of its proprietor, Nakubhai Kalubhai
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Shah, to whom drama was a life-long interest, belonged to
Bombay. The Royal Natak Mandali and the Parsi Imperial
Theatrical Company, too, had the stature bf major organisations.
There were besides, numerous smaller Mandalis, which had
sprung up all over Gujarat at varying intervals, and dramatic-
activity was thus carried even to district towns.

Gujarat had produced some eminent actors besides the
Parsis to whom a reference has already been made. Amrit
Keshav Nayak, whose field of activity was Urdu drama, died
young at the age of 31, He was a versatile actor and a capable
director and had raised the standard of acting and stage
technique which still bears the impress of his genius. His
younger brother, Vallabh Nayak, and Master Mohan earned the
reputation of front rank artistes, '

Bapulal Nayak was an actor and director of great ability.
Mohanlal Lalaji was born an all round actor. Jayashankar
(Sundari) is still active, though he has retired from the stage.
He is known as Sundari because of the herocine’s role played
by him years ago in Saubhagya Sundari. In the feminine role
Jayashankar’s refined acting was an ideal of grace and beauty.

The valuable contributions made by playwrights like
Ranchhodbhai and Narmadashankar to Gujarati drama have
beennoted. Waghji Asharam, Dahyabhai Dholshaji, Nathuram
Sundarji and Moolshankar Mulani are regarded as veterans of
the early days. The Gujarati stage, however, owes much of its
individua'ity and richness to a few junior playwrights also.
Among others who lent their support to the stage were Dolatram
Kriparam Pandya, Manilal Nabhubhai Dwivedi and
Manishankar Ratanji Bhatt (Kant), Among the old veterans,
Moolshankar Mulani is still alive. He is nearly 90 and his
record of service is outstanding.

The other group of playwrights w]m have left their mark
on Gujarati drama include Chhotalal Rukhdev Sharma,
Fulchand Jhaverchand Shah, Harihar Diwana, WVijayshankar
Kalidas, Narayan Visanji Thakkar, Nrisinh Vibhakar, and
Maharani Shankar Sharma. Vibhakar tried to give a new turn
to the stage by introducing contemporary problems in his
plays. Jaman died recently and was known as a revolutionary
writer for his courage to discuss controversial social problems
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in some of his plays.

Gaurishankar Vairati, Shayada, Parmanand Trapajkar
Gajendrashankar Pandya and Lalshankar Mehta are play-
wrights of established reputation. Shayada, popularly known as
“Gazal Samrat,” made his mark as a talented playwright at the
carly age of twenty-five with his successful play, Sansar Nauka.

Manilal Tribhuvandas (Pagal) is a prolific and powerful
writer. He has over a hundred plays to his name and they
deal mainly with social problems. Ra Mandlik, Sansar Leela,
Hansakumari and Manorama are among his best plays. Manilal
is the only Gujarati who has written drama in original Hindi and
for some Marathi Mandalis.

Rasakavi Raghunath Brahmabhatt has always been in the
forefront of dramatic activity. He was hardly seventeen when
he made his debut with Buddhadera and became famous over-
night. His subsequent dramas, Shringi Rishi and Suryakumari,
brought additional laurels to him. Raghunath is also a poet
and is popularly known as Rasakavi. He writes songs even for
plays written by others.

Prabhulal Dwivedi is a highly experienced, progressive, and
successful dramatist. Today he is looked upon as the main
force behind the stage. He has continued to write a regular
succession of plays. His Arunodaya gave a commendable turn
to the stage tradition in 1921 and ran over 400 nights since it
was put on the boards in 1938, The Gujarati stage has
derived from this drama the strength it needed to hold its awn
in face of adverse circumstances.

Kanaiyalal Munshi, the present Governor of Uttar
Pradesh, is known as a great scholar and writer, but he is also
an able dramatist. He has written several original, historical,
mythological, and social plays which are a noteworthy contri-
bution to Gujarati drama., Munshiji has tried to set a higher
standard of literary art in these plays. He haslaid consider-
able emphasis on stage technique and production and has
thus given stimulus to dramatic activity of Gujarat.

Prafulla Desai belongs to the younger generation of play-
wrights,. His Saroodaya was an outstanding success and ran
over 250 nights. Swsarnayuga is his latest play to be produced.
Both these plays have been exempted from the entertainment
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tax by the Government of Bombay. Pragji Dossa is another
promising dramatist. Although a businessman, he is interested
in literature, drama, and music and has written original plays.

Chandravadan Mehta is a staunch devotee of drama and
has given many original plays to Gujarat. He is also an able
actor and director with progressive ideas on stage technique.
When the Gujarati stage was faced with a crisis,
Chandravadan took up the challenge of the times. He staged
and directed plays and himself acted in some of them. Thanks
to his efforts the amateur stage 15 firmly established. :

Prominent among the amateur groups are the Indian
National Theatre, Kalakendra of the Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan
and Rangbhoomi of Bombay, Nat Mandal and Rang Mandal of
Ahmedabad and Nadiad Kala Mandir of Nadiad. Nat Mandal
has the benefit of Jayashankar’s co-operation as its director and
of the association of Dina Gandhi who is an accomplished
artiste, and of Pransukh Nayak, an able and experienced actor.

Gujarati drama has naturally its own characteristics in
regard to form, content, and style. The traditional stage has
followed its own technique of presentation and scenic arrange-
ment. The new groups have designed the stage according to
modern requirements. The Gujarati stage still continues to
treat songs as an integral part of drama. Certain new groups
prefer prose dramas., Hitherto feminine roles were assigned to
men, which tradition still continues but in recent years a begin-
ning has been made with actresses in the feminine parts,

The Gujarati stage has a glorious tradition but is at
present in a parlous condition. The revival of drama has
been undertaken by new dramatic groups and the solitary
repertory company —the Deshi Natak Samaj—which was
founded 75 vyears ago. The Government of Bombay’s scheme
to encourage dramatic art has created enthusiasm about the
future of drama in Gujarat and has brought the much needed
patronage to the various units now in the field.
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THE KEANNADA STAGE
Adya Rangacharya

Drama in Karnatak has been essentially a popular art.
Kannada literature, from as early as the beginning of the
Christian era, has been influenced by Sanskrit. But it is only
at the end of the sixteenth century that the first known
Kannada drama was written. Even this drama by a certain
Singararya was no more than an adaptation of the Sanskrit
play Ratnavali by Sri Harsha of the 7th century A.D. The play
is called Mitravinda-Govinda. It may be wrong to conclude from
this that Kannada drama originated as late as the sixteenth
century. It is possible that an indigenous stage did exist in
Karnatak and that Sanskrit drama could not wholly supplant
it. The right explanation seems to be that drama was a
popular art and it was so firmly established that the educated and
the intellectual, influenced by Sanskrit, could make no contri-
bution to the traditional Kannada drama of the people.

A great deal of research will be necessary to collect evi-
dence that drama was deep rooted in the tradition.of the
Kannada people, but that it was so is obvious from the variety
and the long established tradition of rural drama in different
regions of the Kannada-speaking area. There is Yaksagana
prevalent in Kanara, there is the Doddata or Bayalata in the
districts of the plain and there are other forms of entertainment
in other regions. What is interesting is the fact that in all
stage shows both music and dancing had a place and, as a
rule, music was played not so much by the characters as by the
Himmela (group behind) or by the Bhagavata. Almost all -
these plays, strangely enough, dealt with stories taken from the
Mahabharata, the Ramayana, and the Vedic mythology. Atthe
same time there were plays which dealt simply with the stories
of local heroes. Perhaps, the latter were the original indigenous
plays while the former were smuggled after the Sanskrit epicy
had been popularised by Kannada poets who translated them.
The dramatic entertainment, however, belonged essentially to
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the villagers. Plays were written, rehearsed, played, and pro-
duced by the villagers themselves. In the course of the year,
dramatic performances came to be given on fixed occasions
both as a matter of duty and purely for public entertainment.

Of course, in the absence of research we would not be
justified in elaborating the foregoing theme. It is true that one
comes across a written Kannada play for the first time at the
end of the sixteenth century. From the earliest times, Kannada
literature abounds only in poetical works, These have been,
and are being, studied from different angles. From the point
of view of Kannada drama, these poetical works provide signi-
ficant evidence. Poetical works, particularly in Satpadi,
contain much material for stage production. Only a few years
ago a modern Kannada writer and scholar made a stage version
of a Kavya of the 10th century A.D. With only a few minor
changes it was possible to produce the entire poem as a play.
The study of poetical works may reveal convincingly that
drama has been a continuous tradition with the Kannada
people.

This traditional stage was both simple and impressive,
As a rule, a temporary raised platform was provided for the
performance. Usually, the village stage had no curtains. In
mythological plays characters were elaborately made up
according to their status and their exits and entrances were
made by getting on or off the raised platform. Important
female characters were disclosed by removing a temporary
screen put up by members of the singing party. Certain gods
or demons made their “entry” ceremoniously from a distance
of a furlong or more from the stage, often walking through the
audience,

We are not sure when the.roll-up curtains first made their
appearance on the Indian stage. Until forty or fifty years ago
they were not used in village plays, although in towns and
cities they were. These curtains are associated with productions
to punctuate scenes and acts. Neither in old Sanskrit dramas
nor in village plays was this the practice as the performance
was continuous. Apparently, western influence is responsible
for the introduction of curtains since they first appeared in
towns and cities,
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At the end of the last century, there took place a signifi-
cant development in the history of the Indian stage generally.
In our tradition, and in Karnatak particularly there were no
professional troupes. In early Sanskrit literature we come
across professional artists or actors ( 7, {igy ) but we
rarcly come across an organised troupe maintaining itself on
the earnings of dramatic performances, At the close of the
last century and mainly through the patronage of wealthy
patrons or Rajas, dramatic troupes made their appearance.
For obvious reasons, these troupes visited towns and cities and
rarely (either for a big festival or during the “off-season’ interval)
came to rural areas. Nevertheless, these professional produc-
tions did influence village plays. Many things, from the
harmonium to the front curtain, were borrowed from the profes-
sional stage. There was no question of any significant influence
since in production the professional stage had nothing better to
show than the traditional one.

At the same time, a silent revolution was taking place
in another direction. With the spread of English education,
English plays had attracted a number of educated Indians. In
many cases, this appreciation could lead to nothing more than
translations of the plays of Shakespeare in Kannada, although
these plays could not be staged. Nevertheless, it marked a
step forward since it helped in evolving a new style of writing
plays. The Kannada stage was fortunate indeed that at this
time Kannada writers were encouraged to translate plays from
Sanskrit under the patronage of the Maharaja of Mysore.
Thus Kalidasa’s Sakuntals and Sri Harsha’s Ratnavali were
translated, but to stage these translated versions was beyond the
capacity of the troupes, This difficulty was solved in two diffe-
rent ways in different parts of Karnatak,  In Mysore, a band
of educated youngsters formed an amateur society, known
as the Amateur Dramatic Association (A.D.A.) of Bangalore,
which long served the higher interests of the modern Kannada
stage. .But in Dharwar ([ Bombay Karnatak), on the
other hand, Turmari Sheshgiri Rao translated Sakuntala and
in addition composed songs (as footnotes to verses) so that a
dramatic troupe could produce the play on the stage. (This
was the play which greatly influenced the late Annasaheb
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Kirloskar, the father of the Marathi stage, and inspired him to
try it in Marathi). From the close of the last century, plays of
this type, written for pmi-‘essmna] tmupes, _occupicd the
Kannada stage.

Mention must be made here n:rf‘ thusc heroic souls who,
through  professional dramatic activities, kept the Kannada
stage alive.  In Mysore, Varadachar was a name to conjure
with. Outside Mysore, dramatic companies like the Konnur
Company, the Dattartreya Natak Mandali and the
Vishwagunadarsha Sangeeta Natak Mandali kept the torch
burning. For almost a quarter of a century these names ruleg
the Kannada stage. - But, unfortunately, the troupes catering
for the general public made little of the dramas and dramatists
of those days. As a consequence, while a number of good tran-
slations of classical Sanskrit plays and of plays in English.
were available, the Kannada stage showed no improvement.
On the other hand, with the arrival of films, the professional
stage underwent a further deterioration by trying to compete
with the cinema.

One professional troupe, however, succeeded in spite of
ups and downs, in maintaining itself. Mythological stories
and spectacular productions have helped Shri Gubbi Veeranna's
theatrical company in keeping the Kannada stage alive. :
- 'By the end of the first quarter of this century, there,
remained nothing of the Kannada stage, Of course, there were
a number of professional troupes and a few promising artists
and actors, .but what was being shown was either poor tran-
slations or badly linked scenes taken from Marathi plays. The
wheel of fortune came full circle; in the middle of the 19th-
century the modern Marathi stage came into existence on the,
model of Kannada plays and by 1920 the Kannada stagc was.
nothing but an echo of the. Marathi theatre. .
. This was not a perigd of amateur activities, though spora-
dic ef