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Editorial

As a result of cordial confinement to Group Theatre, theatre has been imperceptibly
absorbed into every aspect of life and a long time has been elapsed in realising this. In the
present auspicious period of the ‘freedom’ of theatre from its long-suffered stagnancy, this
publication is a little attempt to continue and uphold the rich tradition of theatre, on behalf of the
combined effort of all theatre workers round the world. India has gone through a period when
the woman and the ‘untouchable’ caste (Shudra) were deprived of reading of the Vedas (the
oldest scripture of Hinduism). The most noticeable fact here is the horrible discrimination of
caste and gender prevailing at that time. In this condition, Lord Brahma (the God of Creation in
Hindu mythology) created the Fifth Veda i.e. the Bharata Natya Shastra (the Book of Theatre) in
order to spread mass education, consciousness along with entertainment. Unfortunately, it could
not stop the discriminations, but what it did is that the inclusion of theatre into the Vedas paved
the path for theatre to gain a higher status and the playwrights and directors were ascribed to
social and moral responsibilities. This responsibility is ours as well as of the State. Because, we
are structurally within a social system that is governed by the State and any task is hard to work
out without the intervention of the State.

The successor is always indebted to its predecessor and the later always enlightens the
previous by its glory. In this way, the Bengali is ever-indebted to Rabindranath Tagore. One
should feel fortunate if he/she even tries to lessen that debt by his/her works. So, Thespian, with
due respect, dedicates its first issue to Tagore. Many a times we have heard that theatre is a dead
art form. But that cannot prevent its creativity. That is why, Thespian is a cordial attempt to
eradicate such menaces and hindrances on its way to glory.

From the very first day of the attempt to publish Thespian, many friends and well-
wishers from different streams have enriched us with their sincere efforts and it is impossible to
mention all these in this little space here. But Thespian will remind them in its every step and
will always offer its respect toward them. Thespian begs apology for its unwilling faults.
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About Thespian

Thespian is a half-yearly theatrical publication. It has begun following the Bengali
calendar and being circulated in the Bengali language but still for a wide existence it needs to be
translated in the universally accepted English language along with Bengali translations of the
essays written in English which will hopefully enrich us. This is because the view with which we
began our journey was to introduce the theatre loving people of the world to the great treasure
trove of Bengali theatrical art. It’s not suitable to talk about the end in the beginning itself, but as
long Thespian will proceed with its journey it will follow this principle. The publication begins
with the NaboBarsho Sankhya (Bengali New Year edition) and the readers will be introduced to
the Sharat Sankhya (Autumn edition) after six months.

The publication will not only contain three sections “Essays”, “Interview” and ‘“Photo
Gallery”, but also two other sections which has been included with the creative thoughts of two
well-wishers of the Thespian publication family - the first section is called “Exposure” which
means bringing to light of an veiled substance and the second section is “Short Stories”.

The “Essays” section will contain the research obtained writings of many theatre-workers
of different languages. The next section “Interview” will consist of the interviews of great
theatre personalities who have attained a universal status beyond time, place and person, and the
photo stills from the theatre productions of different theatre groups of India as well as the entire
world will enrich the next section “Photo Gallery”. It can be said that the third part was the first
inspiration in our attempt to publish the magazine. Once a discussion was being carried on
different topics of the mutual influences of the two Bengals in the field of theatrical art. It
became obvious that almost in all the theatre festivals organized by the different theatre
organizations of the two Bengals, the same five to ten groups participate. This scenario is
equally true for West Bengal as well as for the other theatre festivals in India. In this condition
the audience is being deprived of the exceptional theatrical performances of the numerous
‘small’ or ‘less-renowned’ theatre groups of the two Bengals as well as the other parts of India.
Apart from the two ends of Bengal, discussions at different times with people engaged in theatre
and directors in different parts of India has revealed that small theatre groups across the country
are ready to produce characteristically quality plays at a very less or negligible expense. This is
because an artist is always willing to display his art before the audience and it is not a utopian
concept but a natural truth. But due to lack of communication and some self-created inferiorities,
the eagerness and patience of these groups has reached the bottom. Thespian welcomes all those
theatre organizations who want to utilize the platform of Thespian to make a mutual symbiotic
relationship with other groups and thereby enrich theatre itself. From the beginning of every
edition to the next, Thespian will periodically publish the details of a particular theatrical

Bengali New Year Edition 9 +919434348114, +91 9874086059  e-mail : thespian.info@gmail.com Www.thegpianmagagine.com



QYN
THESPIAN

The Magagine for Professionale

ISSN 2321 - 4805
production of a particular group. As the platform for mutual relationship between the theatre

groups of Bengal, India and the world increases, the attempt of Thespian will succeed.

The term “Exposure” refers to the unveiling of a previously hidden substance. In this part
the fundamental attempt will be in gathering valuable information on ancient folk tales,
endangered theatre communities, ancient architecture and so on which will not only revive the
different endangered and forgotten factors of Indian ancient art and culture before the world but
also introduce the new generation to it. Its aim is to build a relation between the past and the
present. We earnestly desire the help and support of all the art and literature loving people in our
attempt to revive endangered ancient heritages and it is not possible for Thespian do it alone. So
any rare subject that compels you to think in a new way or any object lying unattended at your
neighbourhood, kindly enrich us with the details about them.

Now there is something to tell about the part called “Short Stories”. This part is
considered with special importance. It is said that the Bengali language has one specific
characteristic i.e. the literature written in this language is much enriched. Of course this view
does not look down upon other languages and literatures but in self-defense, it can be said that
the aim is just to draw attention towards the depth of Bengali language. However, the amount of
literature in Bengali is so huge that even if hundreds of pages of translations are published in
magazines each month then in ten years not even half of it can be completed, in that case
Thespian is only a minute attempt. So in the part named “Short Stories”, readers of different
languages will be introduced to the English translations of some of the works of great Bengali
authors, playwrights and many stories, plays and poetry.

From the nascent stage of the publication of Thespian, the help and support of

enthusiastic theatre loving people has taken our publication to this level. And in our journey, we
crave for the support and co-operations from all readers of the world.
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This essay, “The Stage” (1903), by Rabindranath Tagore is an important landmark of his
thoughts on theatre. Apart from this essay he has discussed on theatre in many of his letters,
interviews and in the introductions of his plays. But he has not written any other essay on this
topic. That’s why the publication of this important document of his thoughts on theatre in this
issue along with its English translation will hopefully add another dimension toward the
universalisation of Tagore and his thoughts on theatre.

The Stage

RABINDRANATH TAGORE

There is a discussion of ‘the Stage’ in Bharata’s Natyashashtra. We find that Bharata
does not mention ‘the Scene’ in it. I, however, do not think it to be a significant omission. Art
attains her greatest glory when it is monotheistic. If Art has to share the households with a co-
wife her stature is bound to be dwarfed: especially if the co-wife happens to be a really powerful
one. If the Ramayana has to be set to a tune in order to be read aloud, the tune has to be a
monotonous one, remaining unchanged from ‘the Adikando’ to ‘the Uttorkando’ (from the
beginning to the end). As a ragini it can never hope to achieve any artistic growth. That what is
true poetry will manage to ring its own music and will ignore any assistance in the form of
musical embellishment from the outside world. And music which is of the highest order can
speak its own words and does not have to depend on a Kalidasa or a Milton. It can very well do
with the meager “tome- taanaa- naanaa”. One can create a combination of painting, music and
poetry in the realm of fine arts but that will be mere playfulness. That will be a cheap ware to be
sold in the market: not fit to get a royal seat.

But, theatre, a form of visual art, by nature, is not as independent as aural art. For fuller
expression, it has the necessity to take external help in-built in its very artistic fiber. It cannot but
accept the fact that it depends on ‘performance’ all the time. We do not buy this argument. The
virtuous wife does not need anyone but the husband; similarly good poetry does not need

Bengali New Year Edition 16 +91 9434348114, +91 9874086059 e-mail : thespian.info@gmail.com Www.thespianmagagine.com



QYN
THESPIAN

The Magagine for Professionale

ISSN 2321 - 4805
anybody else except a true connoisseur of poetry. We all turn performers in our minds when we

read literature. If during any such ‘performance’ of poetry the true beauty of poetry is not
revealed then such poetry would be unable to bring fame for the poet. On the other hand, one
can say that the art of acting is anything but an independent form of art. This orphan art waits for
the drama to come to it. It can only reflect the glory of drama, in the process making it its own.
The uxorious husband becomes a subject of ridicule: similarly, if the drama becomes dependent
on acting to a degree more than necessary, thereby curbing its innate generic possibilities it will
end up encouraging nothing but criticism. The attitude of the drama should be, “If play is staged
let that be: if it is not performed let that be a misfortune for the art of acting, the play could not
care less.” Whatever be the case, the art of acting must remain subservient to the art of poetry.
But that is no way to say that it has to be a slave to all art forms. If it has to maintain its glory it
must accept subjugation to other art forms to a degree that is necessary for the full manifestation
of its nature: any additional dependence will only cause its degradation. It is needless to say that
the dialogues in a play are absolutely essential for the actor in a play. He has to laugh with the
words that the poet-dramatist has provided him with: the opportunities that the writer gives him
are the only opportunities for him to cry and to bring tears to the spectator’s eyes. But, where is
the need for the scenery? It simply hangs behind the actor; the actor does not make it happen — it
is a mere painting. In my opinion, it merely represents the actor’s incompetence, his cowardice.
By taking help from a painting in order to create illusion in the mind of the spectator he tries to
make his job easier: but, that is quite like begging from the painter. On the other hand, as for the
spectator who has come to see your performance, do you think that he has no assets of his own?
Do you think that he is a mere child and no more? Cannot we depend on him for anything
artistic? If that is the case it is altogether wrong to sell ticket to such a viewer even if he is
willing to pay twice the price. Dramatic performance is not something like a deposition in the
court of law that one has to validate every single word that is uttered. Where is the need to cheat
those who have come to believe in your words and be entertained? They have not come after
having locked up their power of imagination back home. You will explain things to him up to a
degree; he will comprehend things on his own — that is the manner of negotiation that you will
share with him. Dushyanto listens to the conversation between Sankuntala and her confidantes
hiding behind the trunk of a tree: that is all very well. Let the conversations be interesting. Even
if the tree-trunk is not posted right in front of my nose | can well imagine its presence — the
spectator possesses imagination to such a degree. It is difficult to fully understand the deft
nuances, the finer shades of the characters of Dushyanto, Sakuntala, Anasua-Priyamvada, their
attitudes, their independent voices; so it is necessary to see them in person. We feel enchanted to
hear them speak when we see them. But, imagining the existence of a couple of trees, a house or
a river is not a difficult task: if these objects are presented in the form of sceneries and are not
left for us to imagine that will be making a grievous injustice to us, the spectators.
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I like our village ‘jatras’ chiefly for this reason. There is no significant barrier between

the actors and the audience in these performances. Mutual faith and dependence bridge the gap
between the two parties and thereby, the performance comes to life. “Kavya-rasa” — the essence
of dramatic experience — during the performance wells up like a spring and bursts forth to drench
the enchanted audience. Where is the need to bring to erect trees on the stage to show that Malini
lets time go by as she keeps searching for flowers in a garden where flowers rarely bloom? The
garden should manifest itself through Malini’s self. If that does not happen during the
performance what quality does the actor playing Malini have to show and what business do the
spectators have in sitting like wooden statues?

If the dramatist who created Sakuntala had to plan sceneries for the stage the first thing
that he must have done was to stop the running of horse-carriages when Sakuntala would be on
stage. Of course, Kalidasa is a great poet: even if he had to stop horse-carriages form running his
creativity would never have come to a standstill. But, my point is, where is the great need to put
shadow on his self over insignificant trifles? The imaginative, the introspective has the stage
inside his own creative self; and therein there is no dearth of space. There, by the skill of the
wizard the sceneries keep on surfacing. That stage, those sceneries are the dramatist’s ultimate
telos; no artificial stage, no artificial scenery is fit for the poetic imagination. Therefore, if
Dushyanto and his charioteer, rooted in one spot, drive the chariot through their descriptions and
their acting the audience would easily realise that the stage is small but the poetry is not. For the
sake of poetry they would willingly overlook this limitation of the stage; and, in the process, by
enlarging their mental horizon they would ennoble the stage. But, if, it is due to the limitations of
the stage the poetry had to curb its flight who would have forgiven the presence of those wooden
blocks on stage? In the play Sakuntala we see no imperative to depend on external props: that is
why in the play there is a full realisation of the poetic sceneries. The play does not give contract
to any external agent for giving shape to the hermit’s establishment in the forest, the world of
clouds on the way to the heavens or the idyllic retreat of Maarich. It has done its self-creation
completely, all by itself. Be it in the presentation of characters or in the moods the decision has
been to depend entirely on the power of poetry. In another essay we have discussed that
European realism could not be about anything but truth. For the Europeans, imagination would
not merely entertain them; it would transform the imaginary into something very much life-like
and would entertain in a child-like manner. They not only need the vitalizing sap of poetry but
also the weight of life-likeness. Now we are in the middle of Kaliyuga; therefore, in order to
create the effect of life-likeness the demand is to take help form the world of engineering. In
England, the amount of money spent to play this game would have eradicated many famines in a
poor country like India.
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In the eastern world, the games and sports, modes of entertainment — everything thrives

on simplicity. Because we take food in meager banana-leaves we are able to experience the real
pleasure of the feast; which is the pleasure of bringing the world to our homes. If the
arrangements were to be burdened with elaborate preparations the joy would have been killed.

The form of theater that we are trying to develop in imitation of the English stage is a
burdened, bloated thing. It is difficult to move it, to take to all sections of the society. The
goddess of wealth, instead of the goddess of knowledge, casts her long shadow over it. For such
a kind of stage the necessity for investment by the wealthy is greater than the genius of the poet
and the creative mind. If the spectator is not initiated into the English childishness and the actor
has faith in his own ability and that of the poetry his job of bringing back freedom and glory to
the world of theatre and to his motherland as an Indian will be much easier by sweeping aside all
the precious unnecessary garbage. Time has come to leave behind such savage English attitude
which encourages one to believe that only a female-actor can play the role of a woman or in
order to give an idea of the forest to the audience one has to paint one and put it onto the stage.

All in all, one can say with a degree of certainty that complexity is the hallmark of the
ineffectual. If naturalism (‘life-likeness’) enters into the realm of art like a beetle in the end it
eats up all the sap of the inner self of art like a cockroach. When due to dyspepsia there is lack of
appetite in order to achieve real nourishment all kinds of expensive luxury piles up unceasingly
— the rice gets swamped by the sauce completely.

Translated by : Mr. Dipankar Roy, Assistant Professor, Department of English and other Modern
European Languages, Visva—Bharati, Santiniketan, W.B., India.
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The Imprints
Prof. S. Ramanujam

This is not a study or review of Tagore's work. This is not even an article on Tagore.
These lines are only the imprints which Tagore's work made on me when 1 tried to visualize
them as drops of performances while I tried for a stage presentation on different occasions.

Thanks to Douglas Knight for this information that how Pandit Ravishankar recalled the
concert of Balasaraswathy, the great exponent of Sathir, later it is named Bharathnatya, in an All
Bengali music conference held in1934 in Calcutta. To quote “It was something out of the world,
even more so, because Rabindranath Tagore the great poet, was there sitting in one corner of the
stage on a special chair. | remember Bala was so excited.” It is well known that Bala is not
merely a dancer but a musician of vocal as well as through her body. Bala had also the privilege
of presenting a performance of “Jana Gana Mana” of Tagore at Kolkata, Varanasi and Chennai
during 30’s of the last century not knowing that it would become the National Anthem of India
after the Independence. It was sung in the style of South Indian Music sprung from Ancient
Tamil music. Itis not merely an incident that a Mahakavi witnessing the musical movements
of a traditional art form or a Natyashironmani expressing in a melody through her somatic
energy, the image of the poem. It is really an experience where a classical corporeal rhythm
fuses with the musical vibration of a lyric.

Tagore’s mystic expression in attaining a blissful state of mind in its profundity is visible
in his work Chandalika, imbibed with music and dance. The main character of the play is a
lowborn, an untouchable whose internal desire of mingling with the eternal bliss through a cry of
love submitted to her lord. Ananda, the disciple of Buddha after a weary travel, quenching his
thirst by taking water from hands of an untouchable girl, the Prakriti. The impartial attitude of
the love of Ananda towards humans irrespective of the cast and creed kindles a kind of trance in
Prakriti. The trance makes a deep love in her mind to a level, which creates not only a desire
but a thirst to have a corporeal union.

A similar kind of love with thirst is found in the lyrics of Andal, a feminine Vaishnava
Saint of Tamilnadu who belongs to the twelfth century. The myth behind the incarnation of
Andal is rooted more on earth as well as spiritual. Prakriti, the goddess of earth asks her Lord,
the abode of wisdom, to guide a path which will pave the way for attaining eternal bliss for the
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humanity to whom she bears. The answer given to her was that the eternal bliss is the union of

one’s inner soul with Lord, the Sath Chith Ananda. The simple and the easiest way is the
Ganamarga, the path of singing his Glory. He cites a mythical parable, the story of chandala, a
low birth and an untouchable devotee who redeems a Brahmin cursed to be a demon by the
grace attained through his songs in praise of The Lord and this myth provokes Prakriti to become
Andal and marry The Lord Himself through her songs depicting her somatic union with Him.

Neither a comparison of a common theme handled by two religious legends nor to
project a coincidence in them is an intention here. But to recognize a spiritual unity that flows
with all human soul from generation to generation surpassing the differences between the caste
and creed prevailing in the reality of our soil.

Muktadhara has two levels of space and explicit, one is so much the physical, the nature.
The invisible waterfalls echoes throughout the play with its melody that encompasses the pass,
the road, the temple, the hamlet under its foot. The visible one is the huge machine towering
towards the clouds as a symbol of conquest of human power over nature. There is a third level
which is purely the mental space of human being which is clouded by the possessiveness on one
side and purified by the generosity on the other side. The socio political implications in the first
two spaces are intertwined by ecological with human necessities. In a review of the production
of Muktadhara done in Malayalam by the writer of this article himself in a leading English daily
referred it to the river water dispute between states going on at present in our nation. Ecological
queries and protests are frequent at present when a project is implemented in relation to the soil.

Apart from these interpretations of socio —political and ecological implications Tagore
adapts symbols as his language of expressions especially in his plays. Even the title
‘Muktadhara’ is a symbolic one. Mahatma Gandhi called Tagore a sentinel of our tradition. As
the sentinel of our tradition the compassion which leads to our spiritual coexistence runs as an
undercurrent in every work of Tagore and especially more powerful in depiction of Abhijit’s
character. It is a kind of deliverance offered to nature being bonded by the self-possession of
dictatorial attitude of humans. Abhijit breaks not only the bond of the waterfalls, but also the
bond of the earth’s music from the grinning ogre that muzzles it. The crowned prince who has
to rule and make laws in future acquires a self deliverance also by allowing his physical body
to flow along with the water so as to symbolize that no bondage could be made on compassion
which unites the human soul. It is a kind of Gandhian spirit that is not against technology but
that it should not be applied as exploitation of human self sufficiency in his economy as well as
self satisfaction in an artistic way of life. Lord Bhairava in the play stands not only the god of
destruction but a god of protection. Abhijit, the crowned prince of the play stands as a symbol of
compassion poured on the suppressed one who are indeed in need of water. The play moves to
its climax by the breaking of the dam which stands as a symbol of breaking of bonds on human
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beings socially and politically, this is only at surface level. But at spiritual level, it is a breaking

of selfishness that bonds the humanness in every soul.

Tagore draws so many aspects from our tradition but not blindly. The poet is firm on his
view that tradition is not something that is blindly handed over from one generation to the other.
The scenes of the school teacher and what he teaches to the young one are mockery on the brain
drainage of a tradition.

Taser Desh, ‘The Kingdom of Cards’, is a mockery on the pressure of the tradition which
could not easily be got rid of. It adheres to the pressure of tradition with all its rigidity which

provides a way for a mechanical movement with the four symbols of cards.

The rigidness of traditionalism and conventions as handcuffs becomes a laughing stuff in
the hands of the poet in his play The Kingdom of Cards. The rules and regulations play a higher
hand than a human spirit. One has to lose his personal identity in such a world which paves the
way for a mockery of a living pattern. Life has its own zeal which each individual could enjoy at
his own way. But if that enjoyment is denied with a common parade which could not be got rid
of, life becomes merely a material manipulation where a distinction is not found between a boat
and even a prince when it is sinking.

But Amal is so weak because of his physical sickness, and so, he flutters only with the
wings of his imagination, which gives him not only solaces and comfort but courage to meet his
end. The post office stands as a background, as a symbol of a centre of communication which
could be accessible or not. The sensitivity of enjoying the music of the earth with its natural
green and also the daily activities happening on the earth moulds Amal as a character different
from other normal children. This sensibility makes him even to apprehend the approach of his
own death. But he takes it as an adventure, as a playful attitude, rather than afraid of it. He
imagines that death is a gift which would be sent by the King as if a message or an article
delivered through the post office. He is waiting for such a call with a kind of readiness to submit
all his soul. In this philosophical attitude, Amal fades himself into the poet, the Tagore, with a
boy's fantasy. Hence, it seems to him to conceive that the death is an invisible voyage
connecting the two worlds: the world of life and the world after life.

Gaining such a spiritual strength with a glorious imagination of death is an echo of the
lines from Tagore's great work The Gitanjali itself. Death is not an end of a voyage, but a knock
for the continuity of that voyage for which one has to be ready to submit all his earning
materially, poetically and spiritually in his life.
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Especially the poem which makes the poet to imagine himself as a beggar maid before

the king, is meeting a surprise that the king himself stretches His hands for the arms before the
beggar maid. The spiritual attitude of the poem is that it is not a wish to gain from the Lord, but
a submission of one's own life at his feet. Submission of soul to nature, to art and to God stands
as an eternal message in all of Tagore's works.

As a modern theatre worker, one has to remember Tagore that he has paved the way to
have a modernism in stage presentation very much rooted on the soil and at the same time a kind
of community theatre that could prevail in our modern secular society through the artistic
expressions as an enchantment with a festival attitude carried on at different occasions at
Santiniketan.

[Prof. S. Ramanujam is the pioneer of modern Tamil theatre and is a well-known director and
playwright in Tamil. He worked as the Dean in the Department of Performing Arts in Tamil
University, Thanjavur, Tamilnadu. He received the Sangeet Natak Akademi Award for theatre
direction in 2008.]
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Rabindranath Tagore: The Prophet of Indian Theatre

C. Raveendran

At the outset, | must confess that | have read almost all the works of Rabindranath
Tagore either available in English or in Tamil, my mother tongue. Above all, I have been
fascinated by the new wave movement started by Ezra Pound with the Clarian call of Make it
New. “One and only idea has imperceptibly taken passion of all my work up to the present
appearing various guises. The idea that the finite is not limited by its boundaries, that it is
possible to perceive and receive depthless depth in the smallest particle”. What Rabindranath
Tagore said about his works still remains maxim for any amount of literary and artistic creation
of an individual in any society. In an age of globalization and liberal capitalism, the production
of literary and artistic works need space for dialogues in terms of multifaceted patterns of studies
crossing the cultural boundaries in a pluralistic country like India. India is a land of multi
lingual and multi cultural societies in which many sides of visionary like Rabindranath Tagore
and his works are not confined with Bengali language and Bengali people.

Creative people like T. N. Kumaraswamy, T.N. Senapathi, V.R.M. Chettiar and host of
other have done pioneering works by translating Tagore’s poetry novels, plays, essays directly
from Bengali much earlier than the national institutions like Sahitya Akademi, Southern
Languages Book Trust and National Book Trust, New Delhi started commissioning to translate
Rabindranath Tagore’s works. Subramania Bharati, the national poet, has translated essays of
Rabindranath Tagore into Tamil. As a student of literature and stage light designing, | have been
influenced by the theatrical productions of Rabindranath Tagore’s plays in Indian languages
directed by well known directors and produced by different language theatre groups in India.
Works like Edward Thompson’s “Rabindranath Tagore: Poet and Playwright” (1926), Nihar
ranjan Ray’s “An Artist in Life” (1967), Krishna Kripalani’s “Tagore: A Life” (1968), Sisir
kumar Ghose’s “Rabindranath Tagore” (1986), Sabyasachi Bhattacharya’s “Rabindranath
Tagore: An Interpretation” (2011) have shown better ways of understanding Rabindranath
Tagore’s Plays.

In 1888, Rabindranath Tagore came out with his first play Valmiki Pratibha and realized
the power of the drama as a literary text as well as performing text. The plays written in
between 1888 to 1901 were all based on the episodes from the two great Indian epics the
Ramayana and the Mahabharata. In 1901, Rabindranath Tagore started his Santiniketan with a
dedication to create a Centre for Art and Culture in view of providing space for experiments in

Bengali New Year Edition 28 +91 9434348114, +91 9874086059 e-mail : thespian.info@gmail.com Www.thespianmagagine.com



QYN
THESPIAN

The Magagine for Professionale

ISSN 2321 - 4805
the field of literarure as well as performance and visual media. His inner most desire was so

strong in establishing Santiniketan to get a prominent place in the cultural map of India. It is
needless to say that the plays written in between 1888 — 1901 are in the form of interpreting the
episodes of the Ramayana and the Mahabharata in a modern context. Apart from these plays,
he has tried to do experiments in reducing the dialogue by way of incorporating the power of
music. In short these plays marked the beginning of his endeavor in musical plays. In the
beginning of 60’s I have a chance to read “Visarjan” (1890) translated into English as
‘Sacrifice’. It may not be wrong to say that Tagore himself acted as Raghupathy, the priest of
the Kali temple and it was the beginning of his active participation in his play production as an
actor.

The second phase of Rabindranath Tagore’s plays starts with Dakghar (1912) is still the
most popular play, directed by eminent directors not only in India but all over the world even
after its completion of one hundred years in 2012. It is well known fact that Rabindranath
Tagore has opened a new vista in the field of children play not only in Bengali language but also
in all Indian languages. It also marked the beginning of the Children Theatre in India. It was
happy to note that the Dakghar was written and directed by Rabindranath Tagore in 1912 which
coincided with the announcement of the prestigious award of Nobel Prize for the literature
conferred on Rabindranath Tagore for his Gitanjali, collection of poems. Lots of hunes and
cries raised in West regarding the validity of the English translation of Gitanjali with the
collaboration of W.B. Yeats. It was East — West encounter. It is the paradox of our time.

In 1990s Dakghar was directed by Hanamika Kakshser and presented at Shri Ram Centre
for Art and Culture as a part of the Theatre Festival in Delhi. The production is still greenish in
my memory. Hanamika Kakhser was the student of National School of Drama, Delhi and after
completion of her course she went to Moscow Art Theatre, Russia for specialization in Theatre
Arts. Through her production she has also entered into the world of Amal created by Tagore. It
is beyond my power to recollect each and every aspect of the performance. Post Office is the
symbol of expansion of the Colonial Raj. Amal, bedridden by illness, enters into the world of
nature through the window in his room and makes friendships with village folks who slowly
realized the brunt of urbanization. The sound of hour bell tied in the clock tower reminds ‘for
whom the bell tolls’? The entire play is a journey of a bedridden boy in terms of understanding
his inner-self in relation to society. In short, Dakghar is a ‘song of innocence’. It is also happy
to note that all over the world, theatre activists and theatre lovers took pride in stringing
Dakghar, ‘The Post Office’ in connection with the celebration of 150th Birth Anniversary of
Rabindranath Tagore.

Sabyasachi Bhattacharya, former Vice-Chancellor of Visva-Bharati, Santiniketan, in his
“Rabindranath Tagore: An Interpretation” (2011) has listed out number of problems and
questions cropped up not only in the Bengali text but also in English translation. Under the sub-
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heading ‘The Monstu Machine: Free Current’, he has taken up the play, Muktadhara (1922) for

deconstruction in providing space for ‘intellectual discourse in the future’? (pp.155 — 157). He
has also listed out three central issues which are pivotal of the play to stand against the time in
terms of visualizing social forces into binary opposition in retaining hegemonic structure of the
power politics. The construction of the dam just like Bakhra Nangal dam, Hirakud dam which
creates social ambience. On the one hand, it creates enormous disparity in terms of
accumulation of wealth and peaceful living zones for its own people. On the other hand, there is
a process of eliminations of the tribal community from their living places in the name of
modernization through the process of globalization. In every epoch, young people like Abhijit
gets himself sacrificed as a protest to support the ‘victims of a tragedy’.

It remains as prophetic text moving away from the time of its publication in 1922 and
mediating as an agenda to the environmentalists and tribal activists in negotiating with centre —
state for constructing dams and blocking the sources of the river water. The present day cruelty
of the reality is that the present head of the state government of Karnataka State categorically
saying that he is not allowing single drop of Kavery water to save the Kuruvai paddy crops in
Tamil Nadu inspite of repeated requests from Prime Minister and Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu
through river tribunals and Supreme Court of India. It is shame on our part that the play,
Muktadhara still remains untouched by the theatre activists all over India.

The last play of the second phase of Rabindranath Tagore’s plays, Raktakarabi (1925) is
still waiting for a director who is well versed with the multifaceted world of Tagore as well as
the power of theatre. It is no wonder that Tagore himself translated this play into English under
the title ‘Red Oleander’ because of its universal appeal for all time. It is better to know the fate
of the play Raktakarabi through eminent Tagorean Scholar Sabyasachi Bhattacharya’s own
words: “In 1924 Tagore wrote a speech introducing the play; the speech was never delivered
because the play could not be staged in Tagore’s life time” (p.159).

The play centres around the king and his henchman, both are so cruel in extracting
money and work from their subjects in terms of establishing the land Yakshapuri, the land of
celestial beings with pomps and prosperity Nandini, the protagonist emerges as the victim of all
types of exploitation and also represents a voice of protest. Raktakarabi is a symbolic play by its
sheer presentation of the reality which evokes parallel in projecting the contemporary reality of
one land. In the name of globalization and manufacturing consent of masses through media and
dream industries, our day to day activites are monitored by poetic politics of India. The land we
live now becomes the land of Refugees. | am proud to say that Bivash Bishnu Chowdhury of
Bangladesh was my student in 2010 and he took a challenge to stage Raktakarabi as student’s
production for thirty minutes. For him, Yakshapuri, the land of ‘Red Oleander’ symbolises
Bangladesh. The entire cast and credit especially the lighting designed by Jenesh, the music by
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G. Gopi and Justin, the set designed by Harikrishnan were all my students and created wonders

on stage by proving the maxim, the theatre is a collective art form.

As a lighting designer, | have always been fond of reading plays which are challenging to
stage with all its paraphernalia of stage lightings in terms of creating modernity to the
performances. Tagore’s Raja is always challenging to me whenever | am reading the text again
and again. To me, text is always pretext of context. | am simply baffled by the simplicity of
Tagorean concept of light. That makes me to rate the play Raja, as the best creation of
Rabindranath Tagore.

The play Raja has been translated into English by Tagore himself as ‘The King of the
Dark Chamber’ (1914). When Raja was staged in Bengal, it created “evoking diverse reactions
ranging from division to intense administration”. The story is so simple. In the palace chamber
Sudharsana, the queen is always in search of the King and she is fond of indulging in dialogues
with him. In all her efforts, she could not meet him but to hear his voice only. The lady
companion of the queen only knows that the King’s presence is in omniscience of dark.
Thematically the play Raja is a problematic text to feminist critics and feminist theatre activists
providing no clue where to start their fight or discourse? Subramania Bharathi, the national
poet, puts the concept of the play Raja into a simple dictum. To him, “darkness is the minimum
light”.

In a concluding way, I am interested in saying that Rabindranath Tagore’s plays,
especially the second phase of his plays are embedded with the present day politics of the world.
We are living in an age where everything is politics. Theatre is also politics in terms of micro
narration of the upliftment of the ‘wretched of the earth’ or freedom of man.

[Prof. C. Raveendran was the Professor and head of the Department of Modern Indian
Languages and Literary Studies, University of Delhi. He has been associated with the modern
theatre movement in Tamilnadu and since 1981 commenced lighting design for an extensive
number of plays in Tamilnadu and in the major states of India.]
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Interview

“If you want to do theatre, you will have to understand it
properly...”
— Manoj Mitra

Actor, Playwright and Director, three
existences in one appearance — this is probably
the example of what we call ‘harmony’. From
his busy schedule, Manoj Mitra gives us his
valuable time for a while and his worthy words
mark the beginning of our journey.

THESPIAN Any gleeful memory from your childhood regarding theatre?

To act in a theatre is itself a gleeful memory from my childhood. Because | had a strong will to
work in a theatre and also | knew that it would be in no use in my future. The one-night
performance! To stay together with so many people! A spontaneous happiness! There was
nothing to achieve. | knew that my poor performance would not matter at all, but tried my best to
do well. And it was not my profession, never thought it would be. But the joy of doing
something good from my own, the spontaneous, unparallel happiness — these are the gleeful
memories.

THESPIAN When and how you started to do theatre professionally?

There was no particular time as such. | acted in school, in college, then formed a group. And in
the due course of time, the group continued and it is still continuing.
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THESPIAN Was there any plan behind the conversion from story-writer Manoj Mitra to

dramatist Manoj Mitra? Or the overwhelming success of Mrityur Chokhe Jol instigated this
transformation?

No, there was no so called planning. | used to write stories, and then | wrote a play. | realised
that the form and the language of the play were easier to me to write. | was being able to express
myself more comfortably.... Writing a play is far more different from writing a story or a novel.
A play captures all the movements of the character. It fascinates me a lot. All the movements of
the character can be visualised and should be visualised in a play. Don’t know whether I can
successfully do it or not, but this very aspect of binding together all the things in a given frame
(of a play) is very endearable to me. And... a major part of a theatre occurs in the backdrop. The
main action or incident does not appear on stage, rather it happens behind, be it a Shakespearean
play or some other. Theatre is always an act of reaction of the characters. An incident needs not
to be presented on stage.

THESPIAN Dramatist Manoj Mitra and actor Manoj Mitra — who is influenced by whom?
Whom do you think better?

| think nothing. | do both the works and like to do equally. If a footballer is asked that in which
leg he is more successful, he will not be able to answer. Because, while scoring, he never thinks
which leg is being used. So it is difficult to answer this question.

THESPIAN 1n your plays like Narak Guljar, Mesh Rakshos, Noishobhoj, Rajdarshan, you

have incorporated many political elements within their apparent comic dialogues. Are these
your conscious efforts?

No, these are all unconscious efforts. Neither | can take any political colour nor can | stand on
stage and cry out my opinions. So my writing says it all. And this style is deeply rooted into the
nature and culture of my country. | always try to say some truths in my works which sometimes
make some people unhappy.
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THESPIAN There were many incidents where the performance of your play got interrupted
due to political interventions and pressures. What were the impacts of such incidents?

There is no impact of such incidents. They stopped at their own will. So there is no question of
any impact. Rather I had written some plays. So it had a fruitful impact on me.

THESPIAN Whom do you consider the best character from all of your performances?

It is almost impossible to answer this question.

THESPIAN  You had established ‘Sundaram’, vet you had to move out from that. Why?
Why did you stop ‘Ritayan’ when the tradition of breaking and joining of the groups was never
discouraging in Bengal?

No, no. There was never any break of relationship between me and ‘Sundaram’. Only due to the
distance there was a temporary pause. | used to go to Ballyganj for rehearsal and I still do that.
Sometimes it becomes difficult. But the relation and friendship never ended. May be | did not
want to work in a particular production, so distanced myself from that. Yet the relationship never
got bitter. Even I worked with ‘Sundaram’ while I was in ‘Ritayan’.

THESPIAN Different types of characters in your plays, like the old man in Sajano Bagan,
Hekim in Galpo Hekim Saheb, Dhritikanta in Munni O Sat Choukidar or Dhritarastra in Ja Nei
Bharate, always enchant us. What is the inspiration behind such creations?

Of course, there is inspiration. You can see, many extraordinary people roam about around us.
They have extraordinary goals, extraordinary perseverance. These characters sometime differ
from the common men. But people bear such peculiarities. |1 do not like to work with very
common characters. These characters are also familiar, but still there are some differences.

THESPIAN In your long theatre career, you never have experimented with the form of
presentation. Is there any fascination toward proscenium?

See... | never wanted to produce or direct a theatre. So | have lot of weaknesses in this area. |
cannot ignore my limitations, and I don’t bother about this. So far I can, I try to compensate
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these loopholes with my script. But I don’t consider it as a good strategy. If you want to do

theatre, you will have to understand it properly, you will have to obtain the capacity to do
something new and you will have to reach at a minimum level by studying, understanding,
engaging in workshops and so on. But unfortunately and peculiarly, I don’t have any fascination
toward direction. That is why, | do not try to do any experiment and if there is anything in my
work, that is hidden in the script itself. Even there are not so much experimentations in my
scripts — only there are the formation of characters, creation of dramatic situations and dialogues
to make a simple presentation. These are the reasons behind the success of the plays. So I don’t
bother about what I do and what I don’t.

THESPIAN What is your opinion about the direct impact of foreign plays on Bengali
Theatre, especially in 1950s and 60s?

| have no opinion as such. | never read a notebook to answer the questions, only wrote what |
had read. The same thing prevails here, that is, | believe in original plays. Moreover, | am not
only a director that I should work with different kinds of plays. | should read and know about
other plays, but why should I directly use them? Though | have used plays or stories of other
writers, but that are very negligible in number. | always like original plays to work with and
that’s what I do. But I am not criticising or opposing the directors who have done this. They
have enriched Bengali Theatre a lot by their many significant contributions.

THESPIAN There is no separate institution for theatre studies in our own language in
Bengal. As a senior dramatist, director and teacher, what is your stance regarding this?

Yes, the necessity is obvious. Rabindrabharati University was established with this ambition and
dance, drama, music, visual arts — these were the base of it. It was unique. But in the due course
of time, with the increase in the number of students, many other streams and subjects were added
and somehow it lost its way.

THESPIAN What, according to you, are the duties of Natya Academy and the established
groups in Kolkata in countering the poor condition of theatre in the remote places in Bengal?

Yes, it is very much necessary and the groups are trying to do that. Some kind of awareness has
been created. Moreover, there are Divisional Festivals in three divisions — North Bengal,
Presidency and Burdwan. Such festivals will be organised in each district very soon. The
Natyamela , organised by Natya Academy, is being hosted outside Kolkata, like in Asansol,
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North Bengal and so on. Nevertheless, there are many problems too and Natya Academy and the
Cultural Department are trying to sort them out. But, an untidiness is there.

THESPIAN s there any necessity to invigilate the proper expenditure of the grants for
theatre, sanctioned by the Central Government?

Definitely. It is mandatory for the authority that is sanctioning the grants to ensure the proper
expenditure. Unfortunately, the money has never been properly utilised in any field in our
country! There are many groups that claim the grant and only do one production in a year, just
for formality. So, this should be properly invigilated.

Bengali New Year Edition
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Here we end. This little moment with Manoj da rekindles few
thoughts. In reference to his words we can admit that happiness
plays an important role in every beginning of our lives. In absence
of it, spontaneity staggers. Theatre, in our childhood, springs from
mere happiness and probably we never think to make it our
profession. But time has come to think about it. And if there is no
institution for theatre studies in our native language, this thought
will remain confined within the realm of dream and the
momentum will continue to stagger in the hands of the makeshifts.
We cannot always depend on exceptions. This responsibility of
establishing some kind of institution for theatre studies is meant
for Thespian also and we wish that time will tell of us in future.

Translated by : Team THESPIAN
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Exposure

Theatre music opens a new gate for contemporary theatre

Theatre bears an old relation with music and song. From the time of Bharata song and
dance are combined together in theatrical arts. The expression “use of song in drama”, is not
harmonious and sounds rather hoarse. This is because the relation between the two is not one of
use but which is old and inseparable. But the expression “use of song in drama” is relevant
because neither song nor playing musical instruments singularly demonstrate theatrical arts. It
can be done only through a decent ‘use’ of various music and songs. The professionalism in
Bengali theatre has led to the development of stage decoration and lighting as distinct branches
of professions. There was a somewhat deficit in the matter of direction of the background score.
The total execution of set light and make-up is fundamentally a technical education which
requires a special kind of merit. But these factors need to have artistic quality to frame it in
accordance with the dramatic thought. Similarly in case of music; musicians might be efficient
in their respective fields but for the sake of drama a synchronized playing of all the instruments
is not possible merely by an instrument player. It requires a special kind of merit which is
essential for composing music according to the environment, time, mood and gravity of the play.
But it is not an easy task. And that in this Indian subcontinent where there is definite theory and
grammar for music and song. There is no separate curriculum for music and song of drama in
our country which is why those who-are singers or who have studied this subject and those who
are travelling in various spheres of music- their spontaneous movement in the field of theatre can
bring new possibilities in background music of drama. That’s why a little time with a
contemporary background-music director in Bengali theatre to discuss about the possibilities in
background direction in professional theatre.

How were you introduced into music?

Baban : Starting was without any concept. First performed in father’s “Living Theatre”
group at the age of 3 and half years. From then to the age of 17-18 years regularly performed in
theatre; and in the matter of singing only that which was sung in the theatre group. It all began
like this.....gradually dreams came. I have never thought earlier to become a singer or a
musician. ......... And then, keeping the theatre off, I was singing. Although performed in 1 or 2
shows, but the earlier involvement in theatre was totally stopped. .......... Again when I returned
to theatre, a strange role came upon me. As | could sing, the responsibility of the music of the
group came upon my shoulders. While doing this some other groups also called me. Now | am
composing music for several groups.

Say something how the uniqueness that is seen in theatre music or background-score
direction throughout the nation- is reflected in Bengali theatre?
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Baban : See ........ Here in Bengal or rather in Bengali theatre the 70s was an important

time. During the next two decades, going through a long infertile time in stage theatre, we are
now getting into an auspicious time of renaissance in Bengali theatre. In this time, the people in
background-score direction have somewhere proved the importance of theatre music before the
director or the public and that fulfillment of drama cannot be attained without it. And not only in
music, altogether in music, backdrop, stage lighting- in all these fields Bengali theatre has
immensely developed and still developing. Earlier, people who worked in these fields actually
came to work in the theatre group and took the responsibility of light or took the responsibility
of music because he could sing a bit. I am not however diminishing or insulting their endeavour,
only want to show the unprofessionalism of that time and the professional attitude of the present.
Not even talking about the few exceptional among them - they are genius and timeless. | am only
trying to emphasize that the unprofessional attitude of the past is no more. Nowadays music is
composed by professional musicians; as a consequence music is attaining or has attained a
separate place. But earlier, what happened in these fields were..... fill the space a bit” ..... ‘it
seems empty’..... This casual approach is no more seen.

Okay .... What are you thinking or doing about background-music direction nowadays?

Baban: To say what | am doing..... No research on art can be done within a limited time;
it’s a journey through which one has to walk. In this journey, having a scholarship of two years
on Theatre Music from the Central Government, | am just carrying my research for a few days.
India is known for its rituals and most of it are religious and in all these rituals, music plays an
important part. When we perform a “puja” or deliver an “ajan” it has a wonderful music in it, or
when we enter a church or a “gumpha” there is a music which creates a background. ...... On
entering a church don’t we experience a strange pure feeling? Is it only for the architecture?
Music plays a crucial role in it. Again in our traditional songs and music- Baul, Sufi or in our
Santhali songs, Gazi songs- create a special feeling of intoxication. And here lies the
fundamental aspect of my research, what is in music which creates such a situation. It casts such
a moment of spell upon us that it takes quite some time to come out of it. And how music can be
used in drama — this is another aspect of my research, therefore which note, the rhythm of which
music will create that moment of spell, how can | create new kind of music with the aid of these,
which musical instruments can be played. Thus it is progressing......

How much talent in classical music do the people who are coming into theatre music or doing
it require according to you?

Baban: We are creating a background by the means of theatre which creates an
ambience, a task which has been done by classical music through ages. The Ragas composed on
morning, evening, night or even with seasonal changes are purifying those environments or
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moments. If they are correctly expressed in theatre, then our work becomes easy. To work with

music in India, might it be theatre or any other field of arts, one should possess the knowledge of
classical music. Classical music is far more advanced..... Simultaneously one has to learn the
folk songs. That is another genre of music. It is necessary to understand the nature and
philosophy of that music. Theatre music is fundamentally dependent on theatre, how the
individuals are doing it, what the main theme is- what the director wants to view, what the
director is hearing inside- the external expression of it. The music director works with it which
in turn is his self expression.

You worked with Kanailalji — what type of musical work had been done there?

Baban: Oh don’t talk about it.... It was in a forest in Tripura called “Sipahijala reserve
forest”- he kept us there for 1 month. There we were cut off from the outside world. There we
did not work with anything worth talking about, yet it was one of the most important workshops
of my entire life. We began in the morning with physical exercise and vocal practice for one and
half hours, then improvisation for the whole day- do whatever you want. In the evening we had
to show what we have done throughout the day. In doing so, it was like a new finding in that
environment with forest, trees, streams and rivers- learn whatever you can from them according
to your wish. We worked with natural sounds - sound of air, water and total silence which
probably can’t be done except such a place. And the source of the sound were some alternative
instruments, which were not actually instruments but something which can produce sounds, like
the sound of water, dry leaves, sound of burning, blowing air through a thick substance - such
funny tasks. Excellent experience......

What is it meant by alternative music?

Baban: Speaking very acutely, alternative music can be described in two ways. Firstly,
using instruments which are not commonly used, to produce a deep, meaningful and powerful
sound or silence - using such instruments is one phase. Another one is, following an entirely
different work procedure. That is, the process of producing the sounds or the music .... it can be
done by mere tapping of the fingers or clapping.... similarly sound can also be produced by
shaking leaves of a tree or flowing water- the fact is, searching for an alternative sound. Drums,
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guitars and violins are an available source. If these are combined with the alternative sound

groups then the position of theatre possibly progresses a bit. Now, alternative music is one which
is not only playing the role of music but it becomes itself a character. That is, if the music is
removed from the theatre it seems that a character is missing. These are the two aspects. The fact
is that music is not just making the theatre good or magical...

So are we calling this alternative kind of music as theatre music?

Baban: No, no there is no such definitions that alternative music is called as theatre
music - it is not so. As the theatre is trying to tell the story, similarly the music tells the story in
another form, which flows through the body of the play, it does not surpass the play or if
required surpasses the play to present the message of the play more deeply to the audience. Take
for example, silence - which is the most magnificent music.....greatest music. No music is as
magnificent as silence if it is used properly. A thousand drums cannot bring the effect of silence.
Actually both are complimentary to each other. When a pause is taken while playing a musical
instrument, that is the point or moment where the feeling is communicated. Singing, singing,
singing...... when you stop...... communicates. This is the fun of it. Without silence
communication is nearly impossible. This rhythmic and lifelike combination of sound and
silence makes the music from being common to rare and probably then we call it as background
music or theatre music.

A theatre musician who composes the music, does he need to be a good actor?

Baban: See..... Theatre is a combined art. Everything combines to form the complete
whole. While coming to do it, if one doesn’t know the rhythm, colour and tone of the play, then
how will it work? He might not act on the stage or may even do it but at least he has to
understand acting. Without understanding acting how can he compose music? He has to
understand the acting, the environment, the costume, the lighting - the lighting has some
messages - without understanding them how can music be composed. On the other hand if
somebody says “oh the music was excellent”, it is somewhat uncanny for nobody does the music
or the light considering it as a separate aspect.

Ok....... Music, drama, theatre and all performing arts today is not limited to art alone, it is
working as a therapy in treatment. What are our possibilities in this field?

Baban: Origin of therapy is nothing new in our country; it is going on through ages. The
selection of ragas in classical music - is entirely therapeutic and pure biological. Our classical
music is theoretical and based upon a particular grammar and so it has therapeutic features as the
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different ragas are composed differently depending upon the time of the day. It is not that the

western world has invented it, what they have done is that they have theorized it, written on it,
and determined a particular process of the subject. So they are advanced. We already had Music
of Relaxation, Music of Deep Sleep; we have just not theorized it nor felt the need of theorizing
it. But the western world has thought about it.

It’s exactly so. Discipline is a matter to be learned from
them. It is not that we are undisciplined, we are not
properly disciplined. The growing opportunity of work in
the field of background music in theatre is giving it an
independent position in professional theatre with time. In
theatrical arts, live music is an extremely important matter
because while acting, we see a lively presentation of life on
the stage; the different colours and smell also touch us -
background music plays an indispensible role in making
these moments lively. We have seen that along with acting
the sweetness of sound produced by a synchronized use of
‘Pakhowaz’ in background music makes our heart beat
faster, creates a kind of ancient frenzy, one which can
never be attained by track music. The use of track music in
theatre does not display any extravagance, but reveals the
poverty of creative art of the technicians. On the other
hand, in the case of live music the feeling that is produced
by the deep soulful relation between the actors of the play
and the instrumental music enables a creative flavour in
watching the play.

Translated by : Bishwadeep Dutta, Assistant Teacher in English, West Bengal, India..
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Short Stories

A
N E e of the Grand Road*
Rabindranath QL]

| am the grand road. Like Ahalya?, who being cursed by a hermit had remained petrified,
I also, as if due to someone’s curse, like a perpetually sleeping extremely large python through
forests and mountains, beside the shade of the row of trees, upon the breast of the expansive
field, surrounding disparate countries have been lying in this inert bed for many days. Sprawled
on the dust, I am waiting for the curse to end with limitless patience. | am eternally fixed and
unperturbed; perpetually lying in the same manner, but still do not have respite even for a
moment: not even the repose to sprout only one tender leaf of green grass on this hard dry bed of
mine; neither the time to make a tiny blue wild flower bloom near my head. | cannot talk, yet I
feel everything blindly. The sound of footsteps all the day and night; only footsteps. In this deep
insensate sleep of mine all the time revolves the sound of countless feet like a nightmare. | can
read hearts by the touch of feet. I can make out who returns homeward, who is bound for the
foreign land, who is on the way to work, who goes to take rest, who is to attend a festival, and
who is going to the shmashan®. The one who has a family of bliss and the shade of affection
goes on painting the picture of happiness at every step. At every step he goes on sowing the seed
of expectation and it appears that the places where his feet have been laid, within a moment
would there germinate blossoming creepers one by one. The one, who has neither a home nor a
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shelter, has no hope, no meaning in his footsteps; his strolling does not have a right or a left; his

foot, as it were, says: why at all do | move and pause? My dry dust gets drier by his treading.

| do not get to listen to any story of the world completely. For hundreds of years | have
been listening to the clamorous laughter and the diverse song of the multitude; but I get to hear
only some part of them. When | strain my ears to listen to the rest of their talk, I find that the
persons have left. Can anybody know how many fragments of talk and broken melodies have
crushed into dust with my dust for years and whirl about with it? Listen, somebody sings, “The
words I wished to say have remained unsaid.” O passer-by, wait a moment, finish the song. Let
me hear the whole of it. No, he will not stop. The end is never heard as he departs singing the
song. That single sentence will be reverberating in my ears through half the night. I shall ask
myself: who is the passerby? Where is he going? | wonder. Is he again going to speak the
unspoken? When they meet next on their way and the other confronts him face-to-face, what if
the wished words remain unexpressed again? Perhaps, turning his face away with a bent head
while coming back very slowly, he might sing once more “The words I wished to say have
remained unsaid.”

There might be finality and permanence in some places, but | cannot see them. | cannot
even preserve one foot-mark for long. Footprints are made continuously, and one foot erases the
marks made by others. One, who leaves, does not at all leave anything behind. If something falls
from the burden on his head, it is trampled under a thousand feet continually and soon mingles
with the dust. Yet sometimes | have also seen such immortal seeds drop on the dust from the
load of punya® of a few great men, which did sprout, grow and are still giving shade to the new
pedestrians standing beside me permanently.

I am not the end for anyone, but the means for all. | am not the home of anyone, rather |
take them to their homes. My daily sorrow is that no one rests his feet on me; nobody wants to
stand on me. The people, whose homes are in distant places, curse none but me. Do | get any
gratitude in return for taking them home with my immense patience? At home there is repose;
there is joy; there is happy reunion, but on my part falls only the weight of exhaustion, only the
reluctant labour, only separation. Will the trails of sweet laughter spreading their wings come out
of the windows of the home into sunlight forever only from afar, and evaporate suddenly into
vacuum as soon as they come near me? Shall | never enjoy only a drop of the joy of domestic
life?

Although at times | get that too. Children giggling and clamouring come near me to play.
They bring with them the joy of their homes on the road. Their father’s blessing and mother’s
affection coming out of the home create, as it were, a home even on the road. They leave their
affection on my dust. They pile my dust into a heap and with their tiny palms pat it gently with
their deep love to put it to sleep. Sitting with their unblemished heart they talk to it. Oh, Alas! It
cannot even respond despite getting such ample affection!
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When their soft little feet pass over me, | feel myself to be very harsh; | feel to have hurt
them. | yearn to be as delicate as a petal. Radhika has said—

Where ever his glowing feet goes on,
Earth becomes my body and lies down.”

Why do these glowing feet tread on such hard ground? But if they didn't, perhaps green
grass would never have grown anywhere.

| know those people closely who walk over me everyday regularly. They do not know
that | wait for them eagerly. In my mind | have imagined their shapes. It has been a long time
since such a person, who used to come with her soft feet everyday in the afternoon from afar, has
come. The two small anklets used to tinkle in her legs that sounded like relentless crying. Her
lips were not meant for speaking, as it were, and her two large eyes as if like the evening sky
looked at one’s face with an air of immense gloom. Where to the left of the brick bound banyan
tree a branch of mine has turned towards the village, she would come and stand quietly under the
tree. And after finishing the day’s labour somebody would come, and singing unmindfully
would go in the direction of the village during that time. He probably never used to cast his
glance on any side, neither did he stop anywhere--perhaps he looked at the stars in the sky, and
finished singing purabi® at the door of his home. He having gone, the girl used to return back
with her wearied feet in the same way she came. When the girl used to return, | knew that it was
getting dark. All over my body | felt the icy cold touch of the dark evening. At that time the
cawing of the crows would stop completely, and not many pedestrians passed by. In the evening
breeze the bamboo-grove made a rustling sound every now and again. Thus day after day, for
several days on end, she would come slowly and go back slowly. One day towards the end of
phalgun’, when abundant mango-blossoms were falling in the breeze, the other one did not
come. That day the young girl went for her home very late at night. As the dry leaves fell from
the trees at times, so did a drop of tear or two splash on my dry hot dust and mingle with it.
Again the next day in the afternoon the young girl stood at the same place, under the same tree,
but that day too none came. Yet again in the night she walked homewards, but after a few steps
she could walk no more and rolled down on my dust. Covering the face with two hands she
wailed her heart out. Who are you maa®? Is it possible that anyone should seek refuge even in
my breast on this desolate night? Is the man from whom you® have turned back sterner than me?
Is he who gave no response to your call, more mute than me? Is he blinder than me whom you
saw into the face?

The girl dragged herself up, stood on her feet, wiped her eyes, and leaving the road went
into the woods alongside. Perhaps she went back home, perhaps even now she does her
household works wearing a placid face, perhaps she never utters a word of sorrow to
anybody. Only in some moonlit evenings she sits in the courtyard with her feet
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outstretched, and as soon as anybody calls her, she goes into the room with a start. But

since that day to this, | never felt the touch of her feet again.

How many footsteps have thus become silent! Can | remember them all? Only the
mournful tinkling of her anklets comes to my mind at times. But do I have a moment’s
repose to grieve? For whom should | grieve? So many come like this, so many go.

How severely hot the sun is! Uhoo-hoo-hu'®! With each breath I exhale hot dust that
flies upwards darkening the blue sky. Rich and poor, happy and sad, senility and youth,
smiles and tears, birth and death-— all are passing over me in one breath like the wave of
dust. That is why the road has neither a smile, nor a tear. It is the home which mourns the
past, gets anxious for the present, and looks forward to the future. But the road is only
occupied with the numerous new guests of every single moment of the present. Who would
have faith in one’s own high rank in life, and stepping forward haughtily endeavour to
leave one’s everlasting footprints on such a place? Will the sighs that you leave into this air,
remain behind and lament for you when you are gone? Will they draw tears from the eyes of
new guests? Does air have any permanence upon air? No, no, a futile effort it is. I let
nothing last— neither tears nor laughter. Only | remain unaltered forever.

Agrahayana' 1291

Notes

1. The title of the original story in Bengali is Rajpather Katha first published in the periodical
Nabajiban in Agrahayana 1291 (B. S.), and as Tapobrata Ghosh finds, was later
anthologized simultaneously as the first title and as the “preface” in Rabindranath’s first
collection of short stories Chhoto Galpa in 1300 (B. S.). Interestingly, in 1314 (B. S.)
Rabindranath himself included this story as an essay in his collection of essays Bichitra
Prabandha (literally meaning “diverse essays”) in a slightly abridged form titled Rajpath.
Even in the first reprint of Bichitra Prabandha in 1324 (B. S.) Rajpath had the designation of
an essay. In 1333 (B. S.) Visva-Bharati published the first volume of Galpaguchchha that
included the text as a story. In the second edition of Bichitra Prabandha in 1342 Rajpath was
excluded. Thus the text having two slightly different versions shares a generic interface of
the short story and the essay.

2. In Hindu mythology Ahalya, the most beautiful woman on earth, was created by lord
Brahma. She was married to Gautam Maharishi who was much older than her.
Interpretations differ as to whether Indra, the king of gods seduced or raped her and whether
she voluntarily or unwillingly yielded to his advances. Cursed by her husband for infidelity,
according to popular belief she was turned into a stone and was later liberated from the curse
by Rama (the avatar of lord Vishnu, and the protagonist in the epic Ramayana).

3. Crematorium where the dead bodies of Hindus are burnt.
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4. Roughly translated as “merit” in Hinduism it is a quality of one’s personality which is

acquired and accumulated generally through good deeds, acts and thoughts. It holds a
perpetual relevance throughout a person’s life and is carried over to the subsequent rebirths
of a soul. Such merit contributes to the spiritual salvation of a person.

5. These two lines are quoted by Rabindranath from a poem written by Gobindadas (from the
early sixteenth to the early seventeenth century), one of the leading poets of the Vaishnava
literary and cultural movement in Bengal that took place during fourteenth to seventeenth
century. Written in Brajabuli, the literary language of Vaishnava poetry, it is quoted in
Rabindranath’s story like this: “jaha jaha aruna-charana chali jata,/taha taha dharani haiye
majhu gata.” Rabindranath along with Shrishchandra Majumdar Compiled and edited one
anthology of Vaishnava Poetry titled Padaratnabali in 1292 (B. S.), where the poem from
which the quote is taken appeared with slight variation (e. g. in place of the word “aruna”
there was the word “pahu”, the meaning of the latter word being “lord”).

6. Traditionally ascertained to be sung at the time of sunset, it is a raga in North Indian classical
music. It articulates the sense of separation and desolation that are usually associated with the
dusk in an emotive manner.

7. The eleventh month in Bengali calendar (from the middle of February to the middle of
March.) marking the advent of spring.

8. Literally meaning “mother” in Bengali culture it is a common way of addressing a woman
who can even be younger than the addressor. Thus when addressed as “maa”, the filial
relation of the addressee to the addressor is established in an emotive way. Interestingly, as
Tapobrata Ghosh finds, the original address in Bichitra Prabandha was “ke go maa”, where
the word “go” functions as an ornamental interjection in colloquial Bengali. In the later
versions of the text “go” was replaced by “ga”. The latter being further more
unsophisticated/rustic in terms of expression, aptly articulates the natural emotional
attachment that road has with the young girl.

9. The pronoun “you” generally has three different expressions in Bengali that are “apni”,
“tumi”, and “tui”. The degree of informality/ intimacy in the relationship between the
addressor and the addressee increases from the first to the third one. Here the road addresses
the girl as “tui”.

10. This onomatopoeic expression articulates the sound of the unbearable heat-wave that blows
during summer and the sense of barrenness that pervades the atmosphere. Tapobrata Ghosh
holds that the stretching and the shortening of syllables indicate the way in which waves of
dust surge and gradually get dissolved on the road.

11. The eighth month in Bengali calendar (from the middle of November to the middle of
December).

Translated by : Debmalya Das, Ph. D. Research Scholar, Department of English and Other
Modern European Languages, Visva-Bharati, Santiniketan, West Bengal.
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