





7 BELLARY RAGHAVA

we not praying now?” encountered Gandhiji’s spiritual sense. He stayed
on until the end of the play and showed his pleasure and appreciation by
hailing, “Raghava Maharaj ki Jai’’s

Raghava acted in many Kannada plays put up by ADA during 1906-
1926. His name as an actor had spread far and wide and any announcement
of his participation in a play had drawn people and, with them, money.
Artistic circles in Bangalore awaited the opening of Raghava’s plays with a
sense of keen anticipation. Similarly, his plays became popular at Madras.
He became a member of the Suguna Vilasa Sabha and soon put up Fall of
Vijayanagar and Ramadas.

Though Raghava staged Telugu, Kannada and English plays extensively
in Bellary, Bangalore, Madras and even Hyderabad, he did not tour the
Coastal Andhra until 1920. He had a lurking fear in his mind that the Andhra
audience was enamoured of musical plays, with a great stress on music. It
was a fact that the “musical” play was ruling the Andhra stage at the time and
it was generally accepted that a good drama meant a play in which a good
singer enunciates different ragas to suit the moods of the play’s incidents.
A play’s success mainly depended on the singing abilities of the performer
and it didn’t matter that he, in the process, threw the probabilities of inci-
dents and realistic acting to the winds !

Raghava’s first experience at Vijayawada in 1921, when he produced
Mohini Rukmangada at the request of his Law College collegue, Guduri
Laxman Rao, was miserable. There were whispers to start with which ended
up in a fiasco, the audience demanding the play be stopped. Raghava’s fears
came true. He was only sorry that the audience should have given him one
chance so that he could prove his mettle. Thoroughly disappointed, he cut
short his visit to the northern parts of the State. On his way back, however,
he stopped over at Guntur, where he met Kopparapu Subba Rao, a great
playwright and producer who convinced Raghava that what he had seen was
not the entire Andhra and what he had experienced was in no way a typical
Andhra reaction. He introduced Raghava to an understandingand apprecia-
tive audience. It was only then that Raghava continued his tour. In spite of
early opposition from, and raised eye-brows of, the orthodox, Raghava
played at different places from Vizianagaram to Nellore and captured the
love of innumerable theatre lovers. Soon, Andhra audiences appreciated his
plays and his theatrical interpretations and, by 1927, he made many successful
trips to Coastal Andhra staging such varied plays as Fall of Vijayanagar,
Ramdas, Prahlada, Paduka, Chitranaleeyam in Telugu and Othello, King Lear

and Merchant of Venice in English.

In spite of initial reservations, the Andhra audiences showered on him
affection and respect when once he gained their attention. Tours became
annual features, but also became cumbersome, unwieldy and expensive. So
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directions, emphasized them in the Ibsen Birth Centenary Celebrations held
at Madras in 1928 and persuaded his friend Dr. P.V. Rajamannar
to write such plays. He produced Rajamannar’s Tappevaridi in 1930.
The play started a new era in the history of Telugu Dramatic literature
and both Rajamannar and Raghava were responsible for ushering in this
New Era of social awareness in Telugu theatrical history. Raghava, like-
wise, persuaded ladies from respectable families who had histrionic talents
to participate in plays. It was with Raghava’s persuasive assurance that
Madapati Sarojini, Kommuri Padmavati and Kopparapu Sarojini came
on to the stage and soon became well-known actresses. The credit for
such a revolutionary change on the Telugu stage goes to Raghava and

his efforts,

Raghava always insisted on the homogeniety of a theatrical production.
He emphasized the need for staging well-rehearsed plays. Even when he was
a busy Public Prosecutor at Bellary, he would find time to go to the place
of performance well in advance, rehearse his play with the local actors many
times and then only approve of the production. This emphasis had become
necessary because the 30’s were prominently the days of “contract plays.”
During the depression days, the traditional patrons of- theatre groups had
severe financial constraints. Their place was taken by contractors whose main
aim was money-making. These contractors “contracted” actors from diffe-
rent parts of the State who would assemble at the performance place just on
the day of the performance. So the play was a hotch-potch of irresponsible
actors without any team work and with the unholy desire for money-making.
“The longer a song’s raga was enunciated, the greater the actor” was the
typical response of the audience. This unhealthy atmosphere vitiated the
clean air of amateur dramatics and turned art into commerce and disgusting
gimmicks. Raghava vehemently opposed the contract plays and the selfish
motives implied in the system. He not only rejected to act in such plays, but
would not render any assistance to teams which turned to contractors for

help.

Raghava’s entry into the world of cinema was abortive. He acted in
three movies, Draupadi Mana Samrakshanam, Rytu Bidda and Chandika.
He objected to the mechanical acting methods adopted by the directors. He
also found that money and not art was the directing force behind the movie
makers. He felt stifled. He thought that there was no scope for original
acting in cinemas. His exit from cinema was a blessing in disguise for the
theatre, for he continued his unruffled stage career with redoubled dedica-

tion.

Raghava, in his enthusiasm to present problem plays, had written a
play Saripadani Samgathulu (Unpalatable Things) in 1933 on the theme of
widow remarriage. The problem was very real and topical, but the play
- failed to keep up a lively interest and was marred by too much didac'ticism.
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Raghava was not merely a great actor and director. As a lawyer and
as Public Prosecutor he was known for his strict adherence to the ethics of
the profession. He added a human and personal touch to the profesion. As
E.E. Mack, the then Magistrate of Bellary testifies :

Raghava was an outstanding advocate, a fine and versatile actor and
a charming and lovable man. During my judical training in Bellary,
he helped to teach me, by his facile advocacy and human approach to
all his cases, to love judicial work. ... His histrionic ability and deep
knowledge of humanity invested even in the dullest case, civil or criminal
with unflagging interest.10

Raghava was greatly influenced by Pandit Taranath, a saint, who
had established an asiiram on the banks of the Tungabhadra. Raghava
performed playsin aid of this ashram. It was under his influence that Raghava
turned his puja room into a place of “‘great catholicity” where he kept the
portraits of Rama, Christ and Mohammed. In his later years, Raghava spent
considerable time in singing bhgjans in this room.

Raghava’s aptitude for social work was inspired by Gandhiji and
brought him into close contact with Harijans. He founded a school for them
in Bellary, which even today imparts free education to the socially-deprived
classes. The Harijan students participated in the weekly bhajan sessions in
his house. He assisted orphans, educated them and found them employment.
This activity was vehemently opposed by the orthodox Vaishnava relatives
and friends and he was even excommunicated! Raghava smiled the opposi-
tion away and won all his enemies by sheer dint of friendly persuasion.

Raghava helped the needy in general, and the needy artists in parti-
cular. He accepted, in spite of his busy professional obligations and failing
health, demands to participate in plays staged for the benefit of actors.

~ Raghava’s last wish was to stdge the play, Tegani Famasya, written by
Ra:)amannar and himself. Finally the play was put on in spite of his deterio-
rating health, on March 23, 1946. His acting in the play in the role of

Narasimha Rao was greatly praised. Hardly twenty days later, on April
16, 1946 Raghava passed away.

jAs a man who has enthused the dormant Telugu stage, and as anactor
a_m.l director who remained an active participatn for half a century, as a
visionary who has shown the right direction to the actors and producers at
a time _Of great need, as a conscientious artist devoted to his art and his
profession, as a bold innovator and interpreter, and, above all, asa man and

a humanist, Raghava lives long in the memories of the grateful theatre-
lovers of Andhra.








