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Modern Indian thatre, like its counterparts elsewhere in the world, is 
changing to encompass a whole gamut of texts ranging from the 
verbal to the musical, as was witnessed in the recent Mahindra 
Theatre Festival where 10 plays of the 200 entries from across India 
vied for attention.

The theatre has always held its own magic with spectators. As a live art 
form, it establishes direct communion with the audience and, unlike 
other arts like music, dance, mime, painting, sculpture and the like, 
can be quite composite, imbibing all the individual genres. In the 
process, its main vehicle is the spoken word provided by the 
playwright. When Hamlet ponders, with a skull in hand: To be or not to 
be…, the viewer is bemused.  Or, as Macbeth utters the anguished cry: 
Out, out, the brief candle…, it casts a spell on the entire auditorium. 
But the director can, and does, put his embellishment, as Peter Hall 
situated A Midsummer Night's Dream in a circus arena and a strong 
visual text took over the medium. Then there is the Wild Duck by Ibsen 
– next only to Shakespeare in importance – where 'symbols' are 

organic and the actual animal can be loved or hated, or, A Doll's House that is an 'image' which reflects the 
suggestive meaning of his play but cannot be used in action. By the end of 19th century, modern theatre 
embraced both in its symbolic text. Finally, there emerged movement text, drawing from the 
choreographed action on stage and musical text: created in response to spoken words and actors' 
movements.

In a modern play, all these texts – verbal, visual, symbolic, movement and musical – may play their 
relative roles and frequently interleave with each other,: providing 
fascinating vignettes. But how crucial are their overlaps or individual 
manifestations, and how pivotal are they to the central theme? An 
opportunity occurred when a large cross-section came together in the 
recent Mahindra Theatre Festival in a fiercely competitive 
environment – vying for best play, best director, best actor and sundry 
other categories.  Over 200 plays video-based entries were submitted 
from all four corners of India, in the regional language-category from 
Marathi to Manipuri to Malayalam, from Gujarati to Garo, besides the 
enthusiastic crop in Hindi, Urdu, Bengali and English. Reputed 
directors of the land entered the fray, including Habib Tanvir, M.S. 
Sathyu, Shyamanand Jalan, Kirti Jain, Devendra Raj Ankur, Rajat 
Kapoor, Anup Hazarika, Sohag Sen, Goutam Halder, and a whole host 
of others: even dance-dramas and puppet theatres were there as 
entries.  After a litmus test – for quality, virtuosity, contemporaneity 
and other factors – ten were selected and showcased. What did one find 
at the end?

The gloriously time-honoured verbal text – constructed from the 
dialogue of the original script – was still supreme, with a veneering of symbolic text for some.

Madhyabartini (the Middle Woman), an Assamese play under Baharul Islam as director, is a classic 
Tagore story about a childless man being egged on by the anxious wife to marry again for procreation 
purposes.  When the new bride arrives, she claims all and leaves nothing to others. After her inadvertent 
death, her invisible presence still lurks between the man and his wife. Action built around the ramshackle 

bed in the mid-stage, surrounded by the daily knickknacks, construes symbolic 
text, bordering on naturalism.

Shakkar Ke Panch Daane (Five Grains of Sugar), a Hindi play under Manav Kaul, 
creates five familiar characters through a powerful monologue and suddenly 
makes sense out of the most commonplace situations. 'Otherwise, who would have 
imagined that one could address the imagery of lowly ants and extract riveting 
drams by playing around simple sugar grains and thereupon deliver a lyrical flow 
of language: seldom heard after Badal Sircar? It is a triumph of symbolic text.

Layla Majnun, an Urdu play under Ram Gopal Bajaj, draws a delicate balance 
among verbal text in lyrical Urdu about a celebrated love theme of two young 
people: hemmed in by unkind people, inhospitable locales and cruel nomadic 

customs; visual text of the rugged Middle East of 7th  century: with brilliant period costumes; and musical 
text with recitations of the chorus and an evocative Indo-Arabic music.  The mortal Layla is forgotten and 
transcends, as Allah, into Majnun's heart: in the fullness of love and light. 

Ayussinte Pushtakam (the Book of Life), a Malayalam play under Suveeran, etches another  balance 
between verbal text of Biblical parables that are used to de-construct the oppressive mechanisms of 
religious orthodoxy and symbolic text of life's whirlpool drawing villagers into its vortex. The hushhush  

(Admission to all programmes is free and on
 first come first served basis  

except 23rd February 2010 programme)

February 9

February 11 

February 15

February 17 

Film: Sampoorn Ramayan (In Hindi)

Talk on Findings of Ramayana 
(Critical analysis of Ramayana by Western critics)
by Mr. Neil Kiriella, Chairman, Ramayana Trail 
Executive Committee, Ministry of tourism, Sri 
Lanka

Film:Ankur (with English subtitles)
Language: Hindi
Directed by: Shyam Benegal

“Lord Curzon & British Imperial Policy in India”
talk by Prof. Rajiva Wijesingha, Secretry to the 
Ministry of Disaster Management & Human Rights 
to be followed by a brief comment by two 
discussants.  Floor would be thrown open for 
questions after comments by the discussants.

Venue & Time: ICC 5.30 p.m.  Duration:3 hrs

Venue & Time: ICC 6.00 p.m.  

Venue & Times: ICC 5.30p.m. Duration: 3 hours

Venue & Time: ICC 5.30 p.m.  

February 19 

February 23 

February 26

Hindustani Vocal Music Recital
by Visharadha Chandika Rajapakse

Hindi Certificate Distribution Ceremony

Thiagarajar Aradhana- Carnatic Music Festival

 

Venue & Time: ICC 6.00 p.m.  

Venue & Time: ICC 5.00 p.m.  

Venue & Time: ICC 6.00 p.m.  
All Carnatic musicians and music loves are 
invited to join in the event.  Rehearsals on 24th
& 25th February 2010 at 5.00 p.m. at ICC
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A poignant moment in Hamlet

The Absent Lover, an English play

Scenes from Ayussinte Pushtakam
(The book of Life), a Malayalam play 

Layla Majnun, an Urdu play

All About Women, 
an English Play
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Celebrating the Cosmic Dance of Shiva

07th December

11th December   

“The Indian Experience” – A cookery 
demonstration of unusual Indian 
dishes

An enthusiastic audience gathered at the Centre 
to witness the expert skill of the Indian Master 
Chef Mr Lekhpal Singh Rawat, of the Hotel Taj 
Samudra turn out the mouth watering Indian 
cuisine.  The items prepared were Pudina 
Saunfiyam Thandai, Moong Ki Asarfiya and 
Paneer Siya Mir Mirchchi. The audience was 
given clear instructions on the preparation of 
each recipe and they were treated to a sample of 
the preparations at the end of the programme. 
Around 60 guests attended the demonstration.

Carnatic Vocal Music Recital by Ms. 
Chrishanthi Selvaratnam 

Ms. Chrishanthi Selvaratnam presented a 
memorable evening of Carnatic Vocal Music 
recital at the Centre. Her programme lasted for 
an hour and half and she sang several ragas and 
songs.  Some of the songs and ragas she sang 
were “Hamsadwadni”, “Ganamoorthy”, 
“Chalanata”, “Aaberi” and many more. It was a 
treat for all music lovers. Around 40 -50 guests 
participated.

17th December 

18th December 

Talk – The Art of Self Management 

Smt.  Umayal,  senior 
d i s c i p l e  o f  S w a m i  
Parathasarathy presented a 
talk based on Vedanta 
teachings in the field of self 
m a n a g e m e n t .  M a i n  
objectives of the talk were 
made on the basis of 
t h i n k i n g  i n  c l a r i t y,  
manipulating pure emotions in positive way, 
efficiency in action are to name few. She has 
been pointing out that the technique should be 
followed systematically and thus could help to 
develop dynamic action combined with peace 
of mind. The gathering was greatly inspired by 
the speaker and this would have definitely 
motivated them towards spiritual aspect of the 
life. Around 35 – 40 guests attended the event.

Carnatic Vocal Music Recital by the 
Students of the Indian Cultural 
Centre 

A large crowd of parents, friends and music 
lovers attended to witness the student’s recital 
at the ICC. The students have trained one and a 
half years or above under their music guru 
Kalasuri Arunthathy Sri Ranganathan, both the 
senior and junior students presented eight 
items at the programme which lasted for an 
hour and half. 

The appreciation and enthusiasm in which the 
audience received the performance was very 
encouraging to the students who had worked 
hard to achieve an admirable level of 
proficiency in their respective field.  Around 
40 – 50 guests participated the event.

31st December
State Galle Season 2009

The Kathak dance students of the Indian Cultural Centre presented a 
twenty minute performance under the guidance of  at the Galle Season 
2009 organized by the Government of Sri Lanka . The performance 
included a Tarana a classical Kathak dance item followed by a dance 
item for a song titled “Moray Priya” from the film Aanjana Chale and 
concluded with a dance item for a song from Film Devdas.

Films in February
Sampoorn Ramayan
Sampoorn Ramayan was the first mythological serial shown on the Indian television, 
created by Dr. Ramanand Sagar. The serial portrays the story of Lord Ram in a most 
aesthetic manner and carried a lot of devotional value.  Sampoorn Ramayan gives a 
lesson on deep rooted culture of India, traditions and the heritage of pure ethics and 
principles. 

Ankur (with English subtitles)
The debut directorial film from Shyam Benegal, deals with social disparities and 
exploitation.  This film focuses on power and privilege with careful thought and acute 
perception.  This film won the award as second best feature film in 1974.
Language: Hindi Starring: Anant Nag, Shabana Azmi, Priya Tendulkar, Sadhu 
Meher, Kadar Ali Beg & Agha Mohammed Hussain Directed by: Shyam Benegal

LIBRARY
Recent Library Accessions

Annual Report 2008-2009
Ministry of External Affairs
New Delhi, MEA,2009,212P.

Telling Tales: Children's Literature in India
Dasgupta, Amit (Editor)
New Delhi,Indian Council for Cultural 
Relations,1995,154p.

A Basket of Fallen Leaves
Haksar, P.N
New Delhi, D.L. Shah Trust, 2000, 146p.

Indian Society
Dube, S.C
New Delhi,National Book Trust,2006,147p.

Smoking Beauties: Steam Engines of the 
World
Lohani, Ashwani
Foreword by Mark Tully
New Delhi,Wisdom Tree,2006,106p.

incestuous rape by the granddad on the unsuspecting girl builds into a complex web of finally seeking 
redemption.  

Aao Sathi Sapna Dekhe (Let's Dream, Friends) denigrates verbal text further down into a narrative by 
Sutradhar (story-teller) of boy-meets-girl kind. The Hindi play, under Swanand Kirkire, uses everything – 
singing, gestures, sounds, words, screams, light and darkness – to re-discover the most naked 
manifestations of human emotions. Says the director, “An emotional intimacy and a collective nostalgia 
are what one achieves by creating an energetic lively theatre where laughter and pain, song and dance, cries 
and whispers are all whipped up on stage in their purest visceral form”.

The Absent Lover, an English play under Preti Vasudevan,  also relegates verbal text to the wandering 
story-teller who invites the viewers into a mysterious forest glade, – invoking the magical wood-sprites to 
reveal the ancient story of love from the pods of a magical tree, Like Aao Sathi…, it re-creates the Urvashi-
Pururava episode from Kalidasa's Vikram Urvashiyam, where the heavenly nymph has left the mortal 
Pururava and the latter searches, as if in a dream, through magic-forest for his beloved, leading to bizarre 
encounters. His ordeal becomes a metaphor, a burning crucible of self-examination. Through pain and 
desires, he journeys towards redemption.

Hamlet – The Clown Prince (adjudged 'Best Play'), under Rajat Kapoor, sends the Shakespearean text 
tumbling down into the realms of chaos! It is about a score of clowns, trying to put up a show of Hamlet 
somewhere – mixing and misinterpreting the English text, dovetailing new meaning into it, beginning to 
understand it and most often making a mess of it – in that order. The play has a powerful visual text – with 
multi-coloured charlatans romping around and generally creating mayhem – and an intense movement text 
with myriad patterns and multiple planes. Strangely enough, they eventually master the art of stumbling 
upon the truth and discover their own sanity. 

All About Women, an English play under Hidaayat Sami, is 'of the women, by the women and for the 
women'. It is a totally symbolic text – using verbal text only as a surrogate tool – with a lacerating cross-
examination of the feminine psyche: life and love (seldom found); suffering and torture (often willfully 
inflicted); seduction and sex (professedly uninhibited), and, on the whole, unabashed exhibitionism, 
leading to some surprising self-discovery.

The remaining two plays are where verbal text has been virtually banished, yielding to the other four texts: 
visual, movement, musical and symbolic. Afsaneh – Bai Se Bioscope Tak (Tales from Courtesans to 
Celluloid), a Hindi play under Akarsh Khurana, is a face-to-face encounter between two faded divas from 
the bygone era, who recount and provide rejoinders on their abiding popularity as singers and dancers in 
the halcyon days. Their interfaces are lit up by skilled Kathak danseuses and a musical narrative built by a 
hugely talented singer at both popular and classical   levels. Dances, blended with spoken words, provide a 
riveting visual treat.

Kalivesham (Impersonation of Kali), a Malayalam play under Kavalam Narayana Panikkar, is an out-and-
out movement text – solidly based on vintage Kathakali – interspersed with Sopanam music and visual text 
crafted on a nearly bare stage. The verbal allusions are from an interpretative extension of the Puranic 
theme of Nala Charitam, which focuses on the life-experience of a chaste actor, known for his role as the 
evil Kali. In an almost Faustian sense of possession of soul by Mephistopheles, here is a tussle between the 
invisible Kali and the Brahmin-dancer whose caste prescribes a strictly religious life and who is yet 
destined to don the role of a wicked character. The sublime art of transformation in theatre provides 
symbolic text per excellence.

Source: India Perspectives, UTPAL K BANERJEE
The author has written extensively on Indian art and culture and was awarded the Padmashree in 2008
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