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Vijay Tendulkar has seldom spoken about his
work. He is, by his ow n admission. an inveterate
observer of human beings. He is also, by general
consent, an observer who wears a perm ane nt.
almost built-in guard against being observed .

Unli ke othe r major play wri ghts of the:
~1a.r~Uhi sf~ge who have: written long prefaces to
their published play s, elucid ating the ir soc ial
an~ aesthetic concerns. and the processes by
which those wo rks were written, Tendulkat
allows his plays to be publis hed largely without
comment.

Also OOICv.:Qrttly is the fact that he is the onl y
playwright who has not been (perhaps refused to
be) interviewed for Sangeet Natak Akadcmi's
pU~licalion Contemporary Indian Theatre,
which otherwi se carri ed interv iews with all the
playwrights and dir ectors whose work s were
staged in the: Nehru Shatabd i Natva Samaro h
held in Delhi in 1989 . J

It is against this back gro und that one
welcomes the publication of the tenth Sri Ram
~~~moria1 Lecture de livered in Iwo parts by
VIJay Tend ulkar under the title The PIa)' is the
Thing. The booklet will fill a much rearened
lacuna in the theatre student's lib rary. Bein e in
En r 'h ' . e• g IS • It will also have the countrywide reach
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thar Tendulkar' s works
ha ve enjoyed since the rt::l<ilI°=:::C::C!ll::l:lI.
1970, .

The lecture is marked
by Tendulkars s imple,
direct and lucid style of
speaking and writing. H~
makes it quite clear at the
outset that he is not about
to hold forth on how plays
sho uld bewrit ten but on how he has wnucn his.
In the process, he hopes the audience will get
"an inside view of the medium with its peculiar
intricacies". His observation of himself as a
practitioner of thecra ft is empirical. unaided by
either a universally accepted or individually
evolved theory. He holds no discourse with
other practitioners either within the' country or

outside.

Tend ulkar' s directness helps one tailor one' s
expec tations to his declared scope. which is his
o wn practice and. within thai , his own
perception of what a playwrigbr is. "As r-:r my
defini tion", he says, "a p13)wright i!'i one who is
willing to devote his prime years 10 learn and
internalise this demanding art and use it to
unravel the mysteries of human mind and
human existence." By inference, his idea of a
play is a dramatic work which probes andopens
up these twin mysteries 10 make the audience

n:ore aware of itself.

If this sounds like a generalization, one need
only Jay th~ definition over all of Tendulkar's
works to see how wen it covers them, as also 10

see how completely it e,;c1udes the works of
playwright S like Badal Sircar, Girish Kamad
and Kavalam Panikkar . lt is a hold-all definit ion
for realistic playwrights which boasts Ibsen and
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Chekhov at one end and. at the other. those
scores of playwright s all over the world who
have. under pretext of exploring the human
mind and human existence. written drama that
has merely exploited the self-obsess ion of the
middle-class to provide a sickly catharsis for its
various complexes.

Tendulkar has not touched either end q uite
completely in any of his works though he has
come near 10 doing so. But history and
circumstances combined with his own special
sk. iIIs have made him the pionee r of realism in
Marathi theatre. Emerging on the scene at the
beginning of the latter half of the 1950s in a
'new theatre' mo vement propelled by the
patronage offered to young theatre enthu siasts
by the Mumbai Marathi Sahitya Sangh and the
Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, Mumbai , he learned
his craft on the job, so to say.

This much and the unfolding of his career
later are facts recorded in the history of
contemporary Marathi thea tre. What is nor
generally known, however, are the antecede nts
leading up to his emergence on the theatre
scene. He describes these vividly in his first
lecture. devoted to a discussion of
characterization and structure in his play s.

Tracing his interest in theatre to his boyhood
da ys, he talks about the rehearsa ls and
performances of amateur productions which he
got to see because his father and older brother
were involved in them. Those were the days
when males still played female roles. During
rehearsal s. lit then by kerose ne lanterns, he saw
the actors as males with moustache s who
adopted a feminine gait and mannerisms. On the
day of the performance , the same actors ,
costumed and made up, would be transformed
into strangers.

"After the performance", he continues, "I
would sneak backstage to watch the actors who
played the females smoke bidi s and change into
their male clothes. The false breasts would
COme off and a hairy chest would be exposed
without any inhibition . .. I alway s fee l that this
first and repeated experience of the mystique of
theatre has something to do with my being
drawn to the theatre: '

Te ndulkar has been credited with changing
the language of Marathi drama from its
erstw hile litera ry/melodramatic cadences to
realistic speech patterns. He himself attributes
the range and texture of his language to his
talent for pickin g up and re taining the speech
patterns of people he encounters in his daily life.
Once reco rded. retrieval comes automatically

with need .
Whil e Tendulkar's observations on

charac te rizatio n do no t rise above the
ax iomatic-eharacters (in a reali stic play) must

nOIbe puppets bUI flesh-and-blood people-his

discussion of structure yields some points of
interest. More or less admitting that his earlier
plays are marred by structural deficiencies, he
reveals the measures he has taken to understand
structure and how it works.

He undertook two exercises-one practical

and one expe rie ntial. He would see bad plays,
identify their structural defects, and rewrite
them mentally to amend them. This gave him an
immediate unde rstanding of what worked and
what didn't. In the longer term, he opened
himself to experiencing other art forms to make
himself aware of how they were structured . He
has been an avid listener of Hindustani music, a
regular visitor to art galleries and, in the sixties,
loved to watch wrestling bo uts. He asserts that
these experiences have given him a grip 00

dramatic structure .
The concluding part of the second lecrurt

brings Tendulkar to the tricky issue of the
re lations between the playwright and director
and the play and its audience. The St3ternetll

'1111:: play is the thin g ' now produ ces the sub
question 'The play is exactly what thing?' .

Like most realistic playwrights, Tendulkar ~
possessive of the meaning of his plays. This
'meanin g' is lar gely conveyed through verbal
language. Wha t is said and how it is said is what
matters. He is therefore distrustful of directors
who ' interpret' his plays. A play",right ~
prevent his play becoming an "i nvisible gh~
that drags "its feet on the stage without bewg

seen or fell" by maki ng it taut. ard
However, what the playwright cannot gu

again st are the unexpected interp retations the
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audience foists on h is work. 1n the ultimate
analysis, then. the playwri gh t is forced to admit
that the play is that thing which the audience
makes of it!
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Pushpa Sundar has prod uced a good study
(which can also be used as a re ference-work)
aimed at assess ing the effects of government
policie s and patronage on Indian arts during
British rule. As arts and culture are inherently
related. the range of the theme bec omes
relevant. Today. in spite of repeated profession s
o f modern ity, democratic va lues. and an
increasing focu s on the Common Man . we seem
to beha ve and beli eve in the Mah abh arata
di ctum ' raja katasya karanam ' {i.e. , the
monarch is the cause of the character of the
times )! Looking up to government an d
go vernment agen cie s for support (patronage is a
bad wordl ) comes to us naturally . Therefore the
study of governme nt policies and actions should
attract more nrtenti on than it does-especi ally

in the sphere of cultu re and art s where so many
aspec ts are intangible. In this respect, the Britis h
period of Indian history is especially instructive.
In soc ial-cultural ma tters, it is the recent past
which is likely to be more relevant than the
distant (Curzon is more rel ev ant tha n
~harvaka! ) Our yesterdays can be of great help
In dealing with the pre sent and the future . The
vogue of establishing associations, academies.
corporations and autonomous bodies to work in
arts and culture is. on the increase as also
schemes and stra tegies of fundins the m and
diMributing privileges. Therefore i;is esse ntial
to exa mine patronage, and the pol icies
respon sib le for sh api ng the sensibilities o f
conte mporary patrons. Th e author has worked
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for the Ford Foundat ion.
an instuution whic h has
functioned as a maj or
funding agency for many
project s and activities in
Ir.fia , a fact which add s a
dim ension to her
perspective.

The book has twelve
cha pters devoted to jI ... · tlM "

various aspects of the theme. To provide a
founda tion for a more detailed enumeration of
the cultural aspects the author discusses the
interrel ation ship between culture and arts, the
background against which the British appeared
on the Indian scene, as also the renaissance
announced by the new learn ing in India. This is
followed by a considera tion of British views and
ac tions in the field s of archaeo logy and
preservat ion . museums and libraries, tine arts
and crafts, the arts and nationalism, the creation
of new monuments, and on the performing arts.
Even though the author has admin edly relied
mainly 0 0 sources in English. the writing is
largely unbiased.

The British authorities were obv iously
serious, thoughtful and informed about am and
cu lture. The book is full of references which
bring out the comprehensive British concern for
culture and arts in India. A warrior-governor
(EJphinstone); an ambitio us ruler (Warren
Hastings); an intelligent. prejudiced. but action
oriented admini strator (Curzon}; or individuals
connected more directly with the arts and crafts
(Birdwood and Havell): directors of the East
India Company; British membe rs of
parliament-all were intensely engaged in

discussing policies, plans, laws, actions. as well
as appointments having a bearing on education,
arts and culture in India. Indologists and British
artists and thinkers were also keen participants
in the debates. This is the reason why the British
periodcreates a respon se even in contemporary
minds. Of course the book also brings to notice
the biases of British travellers. missionaries.
Company officials and. later, governme nt
administrators or acad~m icjans . But it must be
granted that indifference could hardly have bred

prejudices!
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Repeatedly, and in varying con texts, Pushpa
Sundar is at pains [0 point to one British
characteristic: the British authorities carri ed out
their policies and programmes in culture and the
arts ma inly beca use , both politically and
administratively, it was expedient to do so. The
poli tical superiority they enjoyed needed the
support of a cuhural victory, and it was to this
end that they used lite weapon of culture- and
arts-related policies. As will be pointed out
later, this is a rather simplified interpretanon of
a more complex situation. However. some
examp les the author has presen ted are
noteworthy. The British authorities were keen to
co llect samples of arts and crafts from various
regions. prepare monographs on them. and
arrange exhibitions of numerous artifacts in
London. But the reason was the anxiety they felt
about the declining standards of Bri tish
craft smanship. and the motive was to provide
British manufacturers with new design s leading
to cheap mass-produced articles. This was
expectably to be followed by throwing open to
British manufacturers the vast and unprotected
Indian market. It was decided to introduce
modem education in the arts and architecture by
creating new institutions, but the aim was to
ensure an easy supply of subordinate labour to
build monument s fit '0symbo1ize the status of
the rulers! An entire network of ed ucational
bodies was sought (0 be es tablished at all levels.
education was to be thrown open-but the

intention was 10 put into position docile flocks
of clerical perso nnel essential to rule ove r the
vast, multilingual. multiracial, multireligious,
and largely ill itera te co untry! M any other
instances are noted and documented-c-but the

conclusion is the same. Questions about \he
nature. necessity. and value of arts or culture
(and the Ihiokiag about how to impart training
in them. to whom, when and why) were raised
and answered by the British authorit ies who
were power-co nscious , pol itically mot ivated
and ad ministratively inspired! The evide nce
gathered by the author is 'factual' , and it also

supports similar views held by many others. It is
certai nly thought-provoking.

The writer is convinced that the British did

not succeed in carrying out their tasks of
philanthropic potentiali tie s in spite of an
effic ient government machinery, methodical
administra tion . a viewpoi nt inspired by the new
ed uca tion, libe ra l policies, and imp ressive
statements and promise s. She notes some
Interesting reasons for the non-performance.
Firstly. the British were mainly motivated to act
by policies and ideals accepted and current in
England. Seco ndly. those laying down the
policies and those ac tually executing rhem were
opposed 10 each other. A telling example is of
the institutes se t up to im part art-education and
the Pub lic Works Department which was
expected to prov ide empl oym ent to those
trained in these schools. Yet ano ther was the
contradiction of holding exhibitions to
encourage Indian artists and craftsmen and
following thi s up with the open-market, free
trade policies which killed them. Thirdly, the
entire thinking was typically middle-class!
Dec isions about what is beautiful or obscene or
moral were taken according to the thinking
current in England. The mo st important reason
was of cour se the superiority complex lhe
British suffered from. 'Everythin g Indian is
inferior and we ca n und oubtedly improve ii'
was the basic premi se for the rulers' policies
and actions. Where values are to be appreciated
and assessed. such easy and sweeping
general izations can hardl y help as a guideline.

Firm . and yet with out uncalled-for
aggress iveness-such is the teno r of the writing.
All of us today are products of the British
heri tage. and it is not easy to be categorical
when referring to a heritage. Fortunately. the
author is aware of the dangers of cultural short
sightedness reflect ed in a for -or-against kindof
presentation. It is not true to say that looking
back is wasteful. especially when the lnd~an
nation has completed fift y years--a duranon

insignificant in the life- span of a nation. .
And ye t it must be stat ed tha t the author falls

to do full justice to the cul turally complex
phenom enon of the Ind o-British traffic of
influences viewed in totality. The periodn~
e xamination from man y d ifferenl angles. It IS

nor enough to exam ine the motives of the



'givers' alone , as the 'takers ' are equally
responsible in cultural juxtapositions.

It is interes ting to note that vari ous region s
and communities in india were influenced by
the Briti sh accord ing to their own cult ura l
dynamics. Th e Pars is, for instance, respo nded to
the new patronage differentl y than Hindus or
Muslims. Further, while eva luating effects, it is
imperative in India to attend to w'ritings in
regional languages. Writi ngs in regional
languages durin g the nineteenth century (for
instance in Mamthi and Bengali) were often
crit ical of the go vern ment's interes t in cultu re.
They showed awareness of the possible harm
tha t may come to the arts and adv ocated
strategic use of Briti sh patronage instead of
submiss ive or blind acceptance. Most
importantly (especially in the context of
Sunda r's focu s on culture), it is necessary to
note that performing arts, and within the triad
music, elicited a different kind of respon se from
the British. As I have argued elsewhere, even
though the initial Bri tish response to Indian
music was 'orientalist', it soon gave way to an
indoJogist (and a welcome) deviant viewpoint
which, in tum, applied another self-correction to
clear the decks for an ethnomusicological ang le
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to perceive the performi ng reality.
The point is that, during the process of

extendi ng support, the 'givers' underwent
changes. No analy sis of the essentially
relational act of patro nage can be complete
unless such happenings 'a long the road' art

accounted for. Perhaps it may also be added
that, truly speaking, only the Portuguese and the
British were the 'rear foreign powers . These
two need to be compared and not the Mughals
and the British-because in the final, cultural,

analysis the Mughals can hardly be described as
aliens! If Sundar could have probed deeper into
the evo lutionary stages of rulers ' support to am.
and cult ure in India, she would have realized
that the British support syste m failed mainly
because it meant a negation of the dana model
developed in India over centuries. The British
rulers sought to rep lace the model with a
systematic cultural barter.

To conclude, the writer can be credited with
having reopened a debate which needs [ 0 be
cont inued-especiaJIy when the idea of cultural

sponsorship is in the ascendancy!
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